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Chapter
One

APOLLO GODWIN


“You shouldn’t have come,” my brother says as I approach, not trying to hide the sound of my boots mucking their way across the rain-soaked ground.

Ares Godwin stands where I expect to find him. He’s stoically planted with his hands in his pockets on the edge of the cliff overlooking the Salish Sea. Olympus Manor—our family estate—to his left, and the tree of forgiveness to his right.

He doesn’t turn to face me, but keeps his eyes focused on the water crashing into and over the rocks below. “Does the family think I’m going to skip out on bail and leave the country? Is that why they sent you?”

I huff as I stand next to him, mimicking his stance. “Hardly. And they didn’t send me. You should know better than that.”

Through the corner of my eye, I see the side of Ares’s mouth lift in a smirk. “Scared I’d jump to my death then?”

“I wouldn’t blame you.”

“But you knew I wouldn’t.”

He’s right. I know he won’t. He’s a Godwin. Godwins don’t give up.

We are gods who walk the earth. We are the monsters, the beasts, the villains in the story. We are the vipers who strike our enemies when they least expect it. The Godwin family wields the mighty thunderbolt like Zeus, and yet…somehow the powerful have fallen.

There is a chip in our shield. A crack in our protection. We are vulnerable now, and for the first time in my life, I see my family is human. Flawed. Even weak. Everything has changed.

My brother—my identical twin brother—is going to jail for the rest of his life for murder.

“But you were an asshole for taking the helicopter by yourself. I had to travel here by boat like a true savage,” I say, trying to cut through the thickness of our air with jest.

The island of Heathens Hollow, hidden in the fog of the Puget Sound, beckoned to my brother in his last hours of freedom, and I can completely understand the pull. I knew he’d come, and regardless of how I had to travel, I’d be here by his side.

He sighs. “Part of me wishes they’d insist on the death penalty. I think that’s far less severe than having to live in a cage for the rest of my life. Hard to imagine I’m never going to see this view again.”

I turn my head and look at the old willow tree that has stood on the edge of this cliff for centuries. “Have you asked the tree for forgiveness yet?”

Ares chuckles. “I’m not in the mood to whip myself or kneel on rice hours before sentencing, thank you very much.” He shifts his weight, releases a deep breath. “What I’ve done, even that tree can’t forgive.”

The tree of forgiveness… The bane of my siblings’ and my existence. Both our parents forced us to come to this tree to punish ourselves whenever we did anything wrong. They didn’t believe it was their duty to teach us the lesson, rather it was our job to search our inner selves to find the lesson and learn from it ourselves.

I walk over to the leather strap still hanging from the lower branch. “Maybe I should be the one to whip myself.” I look over my shoulder at Ares. “I should be the one going to jail today. Not you.”

“Stop,” he snaps. “We’ve had this conversation over and over, and I’m sick of it.”

“You didn’t kill that man. I did.” There’s a part of me that wants to throw myself off the cliff just so I don’t have to live with this guilt any longer. “I can’t let you take the fall for me. I don’t care what you, Athena, or my father say. I can’t.”

“I’m not going to jail because of you,” Ares adds, his attention going back to the sea. “I’m going to jail because my sins caught up with me.”

“You’ve sacrificed your entire life for this family. There isn’t anything you wouldn’t do for them. But you don’t have to for me. I’m not asking you to.”

“Listen to me,” he says with a voice of fire as he storms toward me. “I’m going to say this one last time so we can put this topic to rest. I’m not taking the fall for you. When they first thought I killed that man, they got my DNA. They were able trace me back to all the murders I did do in the past. I’m going to jail for all those hits, regardless. Not just the single one you did. There is no reason for you and me to both go to jail. It’s inevitable I’m going down. You don’t need to.” He shrugs. “I couldn’t be the family hit man and not expect to get caught, eventually.”

“You can tell me this until you’re blue in the face, but if I didn’t kill that man at Medusa Enterprises—in the goddamn boardroom—you’d never have been arrested. It’s because of me you got caught. I was the reckless one.”

“No, it’s because someone was setting you up. Someone took video of that incident and went to the authorities with it. You had no way of knowing you weren’t safe in our building. You had no way of knowing. If anyone is to blame, it’s Medusa security. Footage of you killing someone should have never gotten out the front door. Our family business, our family empire, should have been impenetrable.” He clears the distance between us and places a hand on my shoulder. “This isn’t on you.”

Ares looks over his shoulder at Olympus Manor, and my eyes follow. There is slight movement to the curtain that hangs from the attic window. I smile knowing the manor’s ghost is watching two brothers discuss life and death matters. I wouldn’t expect anything else. This island is full of ghosts. They are the backbone of Heathens Hollow. It’s almost as if the dead rule over all of us.

However, hundreds of people live and do work on the island and have for centuries. But the Godwin family still owns Heathens Hollow. The land is ours and the people merely lease it, never truly owning what ultimately is ours. The Godwins have owned this island since the Victorian era. It’s a fishing town, just under four hours from Seattle, that houses the rich, the middle, the poor, and then the Eastsiders. The people who live on the Eastside of the island don’t even have enough to be considered poor.

Though the island is so close to such a big and thriving city, the fact it remains cloaked in hazy fog for most of the year keeps it somewhat a secret. Rarely do people speak of this secretive place. Tales are told, but reality is never known. Truth of what happens on this island is…murky. The only way to reach the island is by sea or air, and the isolation only adds to the hidden shadows of this place. It’s dark, dank, gloomy, and even after a rain, a rainbow never forms. This island is not for the fragile or for the man who can’t endure the harsh storm. The full-timers are weathered, cut to the bone, and if someone really wants to know Heathens Hollow, all they have to do is look into the eyes of one of the old fishermen who work the boats at the harbor. Everything you want to know is expressed.

And then there are the wealthy. Not Godwin family wealthy. No one can match us. But there are the second vacation homes, the mansions only visited when the occupants want to swim in dark seclusion. There are still parties fueled by fame, liquor, and sex, but on this island the pace is often slower. The heartbeat of the Pacific northwestern island pauses, beats loudly, then pauses again.

Heathens Hollow is the island of gods and monsters. Innocence is drowned early in life by the crashing waves. Heathens Hollow is…home. Though we live and run our family empire—Medusa Enterprises—from Seattle, Heathens Hollow will forever be our resting ground.

Olympus Manor has served as a beacon, a legacy, a symbol of our family lineage. Though we all have houses in Seattle, this is most definitely our family home. Our ancestors haunt the hallways of the house, they wander the grounds, and they stand over us in protection, even now.

“Remember when we were kids, and we’d stand here on the cliff and howl like we were wolves,” Ares says, clearly reflecting on his past in his last hours of freedom.

“Father hated that,” I say as I see the vision like it was yesterday. “He hated when we acted feral.”

“He hated a lot about us. We weren’t allowed to be kids.”

“We were Godwins. The expectations were⁠—”

“Unrealistic. Always have been,” Ares interrupts.

“You know there still may be a chance Father gets you out of this,” I say. “Troy Godwin never loses.”

Ares smirks. “Maybe. But doubtful. I think the inevitable is pretty set in stone on this one.” He looks down at my left hand and notices what’s missing. “Where’s your wedding ring?”

I run my thumb over the bare skin of my wedding finger. “It’s complicated.”

“Simplify it for me. What’s going on with you and Daphne?” he asks. “I’ve been so wrapped up in my own shit, that I clearly didn’t get the memo.”

“No memo… Things are just shit between us,” I confess. “We both want out. A divorce.”

“But you know you can’t,” he finishes for me.

“Godwins don’t divorce,” I parrot the words of my father. “But we’re both tired of living this lie. We don’t love each other, and I don’t think we ever did. I married her so I’d have arm candy at events, and it felt like what society wanted. She married for money. It was essentially an arranged marriage. But we now want to sever the agreement but can’t.”

He points to my hand. “Taking the ring off makes you feel better?”

“It felt like it was scorching my finger,” I admit. “But we aren’t here to discuss my lame issues. A shitty marriage is nothing compared to what we need to face today.”

“Still… I’m sorry, man. I thought Daphne was one of the good ones.”

“She is,” I confess, not wanting to bash someone who truly has a good heart. “I don’t hate her. I just don’t love her. And she feels the same.”

“That sucks. I hope you can figure it out. Because as you said, Godwins don’t get divorced.”

Hating how the helpless feeling of our fucked up lives threatens to suffocate me, I take a step back and examine my brother’s appearance and the fact that he’s only wearing casual slacks and a black T-shirt. “Tell me you aren’t wearing that to court.”

Ares looks down at his clothing. “Who cares what I wear. I’ll be in an orange jumpsuit soon enough.”

“Unless Father somehow works his magic.” I loosen my tie and pull it over my head. “In which case, you need to look good. Here, we’re going to switch outfits.”

Ares and I, though twins, couldn’t be more different. He’s the ruthless hitman in the family. The rebel, the dark and mysterious. I, on the other hand, am the Chief Financial Officer of Medusa. Strait-laced, always in a suit, and never a hair out of place. Numbers are my life, and money makes my dick hard. Ares is the brother who cleans up the messes, even though he’s dirtier than all of us combined. We were both born and groomed for these roles. Our father had a master plan for this family, and we are merely soldiers in his war of domination.

The one time I stepped out of our roles and killed someone before Ares had a chance, our empire fell to the ground. I’m the reason for the demise. I should have kept to the numbers.

“I’m not wearing your clothes,” Ares says, shaking his head, but smiling at the idea.

“Yes, you are. Because we’re going to take that chopper back to Seattle, and the minute we land, the press is going to be surrounding us and focused on you. You need to look like a Godwin. Power. Prestige. You are not a broken man. We rise above.” I hand him my tie and then take off my suit jacket. “Strip.”

When he takes my coat from me, he notices the extra weight and reaches into the pocket. Pulling out my passport, wallet with my I.D, and a large wad of cash, he shakes his head and says, “I’m not leaving the country. I’m not going to run. It will destroy our family and Medusa, and you know it.”

I continue undressing, ignoring his words.

“I’m not leaving,” he repeats. “Medusa is powerful, but it won’t survive the shitstorm me being on the run will cause. As it is, you guys are going to have your hands full trying to pick up the pieces by having a serial killer in the family. I don’t need to keep the wound open by being on the run. Plus,” he adds, “none of you need the Feds breathing down your throats. We don’t want Athena sharing a cell with me, and you and I both know that she’s damn close to being there.”

When I’m standing in nothing but my underwear, I finally say, “I had a feeling you’d say that. But I had to try.” I point to him. “Get undressed, fucker. I’m cold.”

“Fine,” he says. “But we’re going back to Seattle. I’m going to face this head on.”

I sigh deeply and give a clipped nod. “I still have faith we’ll figure a way out of this.”

“I love you, brother,” Ares says to me. It’s uncharacteristic for him to be so…sensitive, but then again, his life’s about to end.

“I love you.” I point to the tie that he’s ignoring. “You’re a Godwin.”

“What does that mean? Have you ever asked yourself that?” he asks as he does what I say and places my tie around his neck.

“I think you’re about to show us.”

“We need to head back to Seattle,” Ares says, inhaling deeply. He’s taking in the last of Heathens Hollow into his lungs.

I look to Olympus Manor as we slog through the mud to the chopper. “Do you want to go in and say goodbye?”

“I already did. Frankly, that house may be more of a prison than the one I’m going to.”


Chapter
Two

DAPHNE GODWIN


I wish the red lipstick I wear, and the red nail polish of my manicure were laced with my enemies’ blood. Maybe then I’d have the courage and self-confidence needed to face her. Warriors of tribes used to do that, and they’d come out victorious, but I doubt my outcome will be the same. I don’t know how to intimidate. I don’t know how to scare. I’m not a true Godwin, and it’s clearer to me right now as I breathe deeply to calm my shaking hands.

Blood with menace does not run through my veins.

But it runs through Athena Godwin’s, and as I enter her office at Medusa Enterprises, I’m very aware of that fact.

When my sister-in-law lifts her eyes from her laptop to stare at me, the look on her face is as if she smells shit. But then again, that’s how she always looks at me. She examines me from head to toe, no doubt assessing if my designer clothes are fashionable enough, if the extra pounds I gained in the past months are concealed well enough, and if my appearance is worthy to enter Medusa as a Godwin, even if I only hold the name by marriage.

Athena and I could actually pass as blood sisters since we both have dark hair, even darker eyes, and our features are similar. Godwins have an exotic, mysterious, almost vampiric appearance. Every single one of them has eyes that haunt you, leave you silently begging for mercy as they captivate you as theirs. Their company name—Medusa Enterprises—is fitting since every member of the family can almost turn you into stone, incapable of moving from their clutch until they say you can.

Athena and I are both curvy and muscular. But I go to the gym to fit into the ballgowns and to burn calories I consumed at last night’s party. She works out so she’ll never need a man to kick someone’s ass because she can always do it better. We may look the same, but nothing is similar between us. Athena possesses something I don’t… Command.

I’m diamonds. She’s daggers.

I attend banquets. She pays for them.

I sleep with the wolves. She howls at the moon right before she shreds her prey.

Athena is a goddess nobody wants to fuck with because she has the devil backing her bet.

She swipes at the corner of her mouth as if she just drank blood from someone’s neck. “Last I checked, you weren’t on my calendar for the day. Is there something I can help you with?”

“I know you’re probably busy,” I begin as I take a seat across from her. I’m trying my best to give off the confidence needed for me to be in this room.

Her eyes narrow. “I am.”

Buzzing with regret for even coming, I know I have to continue on. No turning back. “I was hoping I could talk to you about something important.”

“You couldn’t have just texted me?” She looks over my shoulder through the glass windows of her office at her secretary. I didn’t stop to ask permission to enter, and it’s clear by the way Athena glares through the window that her secretary is in deep shit for not playing pit bull.

Knowing I’m running out of time, and Athena’s patience will only last so long, I ask, “Have you spoken to Apollo at all?”

“Of course I speak with my brother. We run Medusa. We can’t exactly do that without speaking.” She releases an audibly loud sigh. “Can we just get to the point, please? I have a board meeting I need to prepare for.”

“Our marriage is…miserable. For the both of us. And I was hoping you could help me. Speak with your father about allowing a divorce.”

She smirks, closes her laptop, and leans back in her leather chair. “And you thought I’d help you, why?”

“If anyone can make Troy Godwin change his mind on anything, it’s you.”

Her smile remains, but there is a sinister darkness in her eyes. “You knew the rules when you spent an ungodly amount of Godwin money on a wedding dress, dry chicken, flowers, wedding photos with fake smiles, and champagne. Divorce is not an option. A Godwin will be a widow, but never sign divorce papers. You know this.”

I nod. “I do. I did. But…” I take a deep breath. “We’re not even friends anymore. We’re enemies.”

“Enemies can make the best lovers.”

“Surely, you want to see your brother happy. He’s not.”

“Then make him happy.”

“It’s not that simple.”

Athena rubs her temple as if my very presence is giving her a migraine. “It is. Suck his dick, spread your legs, continue going to those charity luncheons you attend, spend his money on expensive clothes and jewelry you’ll only wear once, and shut the fuck up. Pretty damn simple if you ask me.”

When I open my mouth to argue, she cuts me off.

“And before you spout words of love and romance to me,” she begins, rolling her eyes, “know that you’re speaking to the wrong person. I will not approach my father with anything regarding you, because I agree with the family dictate. When you said those vows, you agreed to be a Godwin until you’re in your grave. It’s our rules, and we didn’t exactly hide those terms from you. So stop being a rich, spoiled wife who wants to run away with half of everything like the other rich bitches you lunch with.”

“I don’t want anything. I’ll leave with the clothes on my back if it means⁠—”

Athena stands, places her hands on her desk calmly, and says, “This conversation is over. Sorry you wasted your time coming downtown to discuss this with me. But if you don’t mind⁠—”

“Athena, please. Your family doesn’t even like me. You didn’t think I was good enough to marry your brother to begin with.”

“No one is good enough to marry any of my brothers. But regardless, I approved of you because I knew a stray dog would always be loyal. And that’s what you were. A stray dog from the Eastside of Heathens Hollow. So take the bone I’m giving you and leave my office. I won’t tell my father, or your husband, that you came.”

“Why are you such a bi⁠—”

“Bitch?” she cuts in. “You bet your ass I’m a bitch. It’s far better than being a victim like you.”

“Fuck you,” I hiss. “I’m not a victim.”

She gives an evil grin. “No? You sure as hell are acting like one sitting across from me, begging. You came from nothing. Less than nothing. You were nothing but an Eastsider living in a shack with your sister and piece of shit abusive father. You were just a poor kid with a constant black eye with fantasies of what you have now. You owe my brother everything you have. So I don’t give a fuck if you’re miserable or not. Maybe Apollo isn’t the best husband. But one thing he has done for you is give you a life others would dream of. So stop being a goddamn baby and suck it up.”

Athena can cut me to the core with her words alone. She has that wicked eloquence over all her opponents. And in her life, every single person she knows is her opponent. Athena doesn’t have friends. Friends make you weak. She has enemies. Just not everyone knows that fact when they meet her. She’s led by fire, and poisonous water courses through her veins, making her one of the most vicious and dangerous women I know. But she’s powerful, and I had desperately hoped she’d use some of her ascendancy to help me.

How wrong I was.

I’m suffocating.

I’m fading.

But Athena will only stand there and watch me fall to my demise and simply consider it a good day’s work.

“Are we done?” she asks. I can see her annoyance that I’m not picking up on the fact that this conversation was over before I even took the seat across from her.

There’s a knock on her office door and her assistant peeks her head in. “Ms. Godwin… I have a call you need to take on hold.”

Athena scowls at the poor woman. “I’m busy. I’ll call them back.”

“He says it’s urgent,” the woman pushes. I feel bad for the secretary because most likely she won’t have a job by the end of the day for not instantly doing as Athena ordered.

“What part of ‘I’m busy’ do you not understand?”

The woman swallows but doesn’t back down. “Ms. Godwin, you are going to want to take his call.”

Athena’s eyes narrow, but she reaches for the phone as the secretary scurries away. “Yes?”

Whoever is on the other line has accomplished the impossible. They’ve chiseled at Athena’s stone exterior. It’s a small chip, but I see it. Her eyelashes flutter, her lip quivers ever so slightly, and her breath hitches.

“Daphne’s with me,” she says, but her voice cracks. She takes a breath and adds, “We’re on our way.”

I tilt my head in question. After the conversation we just had, I have no intention of going anywhere with her.

She hangs up the phone and reaches for her purse. “There’s been an accident. Ares and Apollo were flying to Seattle from Heathens Hollow. The helicopter went down near Whidbey Island.”

I’ve heard the saying my hearts stops but never really knew what that meant until now. “Are they⁠—”

“We need to get to the hospital.”


Chapter
Three

ARES


Living like kings can come with a ransom. Every time we rode on that helicopter, we were rolling the dice. You can’t soar with eagles, fly too close to the sun, and not have your wings eventually melt.

My eyelashes act as binds, preventing me from opening my eyes. Molten fire seems to ooze down my throat with every swallow. I hear beeping, machines humming, and distant voices I recognize and also ones I don’t.

Someone squeezes my hand. “It’s okay. Take your time. We’re here.”

Not caring if I rip every eyelash off, I pry my eyes open and see hazy images of people towering over me, around me, swarming me. I blink away the fog and notice my brother’s wife sitting to my left, holding my hand.

Why is Daphne holding my hand?

“Give the man some goddamn space,” I hear my father’s voice command.

I see the hazy figures step back as if the seas are parting, but Daphne only squeezes my hand harder and remains in place. A bold move to go against an order of my father’s.

“Where am I?” I somehow croak, realizing I’m laying in a bed and my body doesn’t want to move. It’s screaming at me as I try to sit, demanding I stay in place.

“You and your brother got into an accident,” Daphne says, pushing against my chest so I have no choice but to lay back down and stop trying to fight the gravity that weighs heavier than normal. “The helicopter went down. You’re in the hospital, but they say you’re going to be just fine.”

My vision is clearing enough that I can see the worry on her face as she rubs my arm with the free hand that isn’t holding my other. I’m not sure why she’s touching me in such a way, but I’m uncomfortable with it. She’s my brother’s wife, and this feels more than just how a sister-in-law would comfort her family member. When I pull my hand free from hers, I see a flicker of…pain? She places her hands into her lap, looks down at her feet, scoots her chair back, does what my father first asked, and gives me some space.

My father approaches the bed. “You’re lucky to be alive, son.”

I suppose I am alive, even though my body still questions that fact. Everything fucking hurts.

“The helicopter crashed?” I ask, not being able to remember it doing so.

“It looks like you flew into some weather coming back from the island,” my father says.

I blink the last of the fog away and scan the room. Athena is leaning against the wall, appearing cool and collected, but I know my sister. The dark circles under her eyes, and the way she chews her bottom lip, tells me she’s been worried; maybe still is. The nurse is checking the machines, and writing something down on a clipboard, and the doctor has just left the room as I only see his back before the door closes.

“Where’s my brother?”

No one answers, but they all dart their eyes from one another. Apollo was in the chopper with me. If it went down, then he did too.

“He didn’t make it,” my father finally says, not even pausing to ease into the icy cold water of truth.

Daphne scoots her chair back to my side and touches my arm as she says in a much softer tone than my father, “He died in the accident.”

Oh, Jesus… That explains the pain in Daphne’s eyes. The reason she’s touching me for comfort. She just lost her husband⁠—

My brother…

My brother…

Oh god no. Apollo? This can’t be⁠—

No.

I try to sit up to hunt him down and prove this is all a mistake, but the tidal wave of shock and grief is paralyzing me. My heart breaks into a million pieces, and I can’t even fall apart and cry since everyone is staring at me. Everyone is watching my every fucking move. Godwins don’t cry. We only show one emotion—rage.

This is all a mistake. This is me being drugged. I’m hearing this wrong. I’m hallucinating. I’m in purgatory between hell and heaven, and this is somehow a test. This is wrong. Wrong!

“Prepare for a crash landing,” the pilot shouts over his shoulder at us.

Apollo looks out the window at the water below and then back at me. I don’t see fear. I see acceptance.

“Fuck,” I say, scanning the area for land that doesn’t exist. The helicopter is going to crash on water. It’s going to hit and sink and we’re going to fucking die.

Apollo reaches out and takes my hand. He gives a knowing nod and squeezes. “See you on the other side, brother.”

My body shakes as the memory of the helicopter crash starts coming back to me. My father bends down, his face close enough that I clearly see his eyes. “Ares died, but you survived. There’s a reason, son. Ares is no longer with us, but you are.”

I don’t know if it’s the ringing in my ears or the pounding of my heart. But his words aren’t making sense. Did he just say Ares is dead?

I’m here.

Or at least I think I’m here.

I’m not dead.

I wiggle my toes, and I inhale deeply just to prove to myself that I am indeed laying in this hospital bed.

“Both Ares and the pilot didn’t make it. The rescuers pulled both of their bodies from the wreckage shortly after your rescue. You somehow got free and floated long enough for help to arrive,” my father continues.

“I don’t understand,” I begin.

Daphne takes my hand again. “You have some minor injuries. Some cuts and bruises. You do have a head wound, and you’ve been unconscious for a few days. The doctors were hopeful you’d wake up, but they said confusion and memory loss could be a side effect. So, it’s okay to feel this way.”

Confused? Memory loss? This has nothing to do with my head injury. My fucking father is telling me I’m dead when I’m alive. They’re telling me my brother is dead but⁠—

“Apollo?” my father says. “Did you hear Daphne? You’re going to struggle with memories. You may have some confusion. But you came out of this alive.”

“My brother⁠—”

My father pats my arm, an unusual sign of affection. “He’s dead, son. He didn’t make it. Ares is dead.”

Athena, who hasn’t said a word since I woke up, turns on her heels and goes to leave the room. “I’m going to have the doctor come back and take a look at him.” She doesn’t wait for anyone to say anything and leaves.

“Daphne,” my father says, “make sure Athena doesn’t tear down the nurses’ station or hurricane her way around out there. I’d like a moment with my son.”

Daphne, with tears in her eyes, stands from her chair and does what he asks without argument.

When the door closes, my father turns his attention on me. “I know you’re feeling a lot of different emotions right now.”

“I’m not Apollo.” I rasp the words out, knowing this news has to come as a shock to my father. He thought one son survived the crash, and the other died. He got it wrong. It’s backwards. “I’m Ares.”

“No, you are Apollo,” he says firmly.

When I go to shake my head, he cuts me off.

“You listen to me. I will not lose one son to death and the other to prison. So you are going to grieve your brother however you choose, but then accept the fact that you are now him. You are not Ares anymore. You are Apollo.”

“What the fuck are you talking about?” My head spins, and I suddenly want to go back into the coma I was in.

“Everyone—including the authorities—believes Ares died in that crash. They believe you died, and your brother lived. I don’t know why you were wearing his clothing, or why you had his identification on you, but you did. So as of right now, everyone believes that the man who was going to spend the rest of his life in jail is now dead. But Apollo, the strait-laced, good Godwin son, somehow survived. You are now that son.”

“They all think I died? Everyone?”

He takes a calming breath. My father doesn’t like to repeat himself, and he has zero patience for anyone, but he is once again acting uncharacteristic and repeats, “Focus on what I’m saying. You and I are the only ones who know Apollo was the one who died. But the world believes Ares died. We will not allow Apollo to die in vain. If we can use his name and identity, then we will.”

I close my eyes, take a deep breath, and try to shake off the drugs, or the brain damage, or whatever is making my father’s words seem unreal.

“When they brought you in to the hospital, you were in your brother’s clothes. You had his wallet and passport. There was no reason for anyone to think you weren’t Apollo. And at first, I even believed you were him until I noticed your pinky finger.”

My eyes open and lower to my crooked pinky on my left hand that resulted from an injury as a child that never healed properly. I had broken my finger playing rough with my brother and my father had told me to man up rather than letting me splint it or set the bone back into place. So, it was the only part of me that was slightly different than Apollo. It would take a father’s eye to notice. Not to mention the fact no one can pull anything over on Troy Godwin for long.

My father continues with, “There was no reason for me to correct anyone on the assumption that you weren’t Apollo. Why? What good would that do? They’d only let you recover long enough to send you to prison for the rest of your life. But,” he gives me a wicked grin, “if you rise from the ashes like a motherfucking phoenix and become Apollo, then you are a free man forever.”

Grief from losing his favorite son must have made him lose his goddamn mind. “I can’t just be…my brother.”

“You can. You will. There is no other choice unless you want them to come into this room and handcuff you to the bed.”

“I feel like I’m going to puke,” I say, closing my eyes, not being able to process his words.

“It’s a lot. But you and I both know that Apollo would want you to do this. He wouldn’t want you to go to jail for…for what he did.”

“I can’t do this. It’s so fucked up.” I’ve never gone against an order of my father’s. When he says jump, I’ve only strived to jump the highest of them all. But this request… “This can’t be real.”

I open my eyes as my father leans even closer to me. “Your sister and your wife are about to come in here. You are going to morph into this new identity. You are going to be reborn, son. This is your second chance at life, and you sure as fuck will not turn it down because you suddenly have morals.”

“You want me to lie to everyone? To lie to our family?” I pause and think about the poor woman who was holding my hand, thinking I was Apollo. “You want me to have Daphne believe I’m her dead husband?”

His eyes and the firmness in his jaw answers this question for me. “You know your brother better than anyone. You can do this. And you always have the head injury to fall back on if you come across a situation you don’t know how to handle or get asked a question you aren’t sure how to answer. You’ll fake amnesia if it means you’re no longer going to prison.”

His words are sinking in. “You want me to go to his house, his bed—Jesus fucking Christ. He has a wife. Am I supposed to just⁠—”

“Fuck her. Yes. Their marriage is shit, by the way,” my father interrupts. “So fix that. You are going to need Daphne by your side to help you with this ruse. And besides… Godwins don’t divorce.”

“This is insanity.”

My father stands to full attention. His shoulders are back; his spine is stiff. “From this moment on, you are Apollo Godwin. Ares is dead. The name Ares is dead, and I will never call you by that name again. You will not respond to that name ever. Apollo,” he dictates. “Apollo Godwin.”

He’s serious. This is serious. My father wants me to become my twin brother. He wants me to embrace this mistaken identity. He feels this is my only choice unless I want to be locked in a cage forever.

And fuck me… He’s right.


Chapter
Four

DAPHNE


“Sorry, sorry,” I say to Apollo as I drive over another speed bump in our gated community too fast, causing the car to jolt more than I intended.

I don’t know why I’m treating him as if he’s fragile and can break any second. Every bump we hit on the road has me apologizing and glancing over to see if I caused a grimace or if I added to his pain level in any way. When the doctor released him from the hospital, I was relieved but also worried that I wouldn’t know what to do or how to care for him. The doctor gave him orders to take it easy and allow his wife to “love on him.” Ha. Like that would happen. Clearly, the doctor doesn’t know who Apollo Godwin is, and that he doesn’t allow anyone to do anything for him. But I was still willing and eager to do whatever the doctor said. The man nearly died, was in a coma, lost his brother, and now he gets to come home as if nothing happened and he was in tiptop shape.

But how could that be? How could he walk away with a few wounds and a gash to the head while his brother and the pilot died? Apollo should have died. Any mortal would have. But then again… He is a god among men, and maybe Zeus himself has kept him on earth with us mere mortals for some reason yet unknown.

As we pull up in the driveway and I park, I rush over to Apollo’s side so I can assist him out of the car. Although not a patient man, he’s beaten me to it and is already out. I don’t know if I should offer my arm or—Apollo marches toward me and swoops me into his arms, cradling me against his chest.

“What are you doing?” I squeal, not resisting in fear that I’ll hurt him. “Apollo!”

“I’m showing you I’m not a piece of fine china. A few cuts and bruises are not something to worry about.”

He carries me to the house and pauses before the front door. “Keys.”

Feeling as if I weigh a thousand pounds, I quickly fumble with my purse, find the keys, and open the door, all while he holds me against his chest. He then turns the handle and kicks the door the rest of the way open. Acting as if I weigh nothing, and not even winded in the slightest, he then walks across the threshold with me still in his arms as a groom would do to his bride on their wedding day. Something he never did on that day, however, so this act is even more alarming.

“Put me down before you hurt yourself!” I hold on to his neck as if that will help lighten my weight. He turns on the light in the foyer as if what he’s doing is completely normal. “You’ve lost your mind.”

“That may be,” he says as he continues toward the kitchen. “But my head is the only thing that may not be one hundred percent. My body is fine. I’m fine. So stop acting like I’m not.” His eyes lower to mine and he adds, “Got it? Stop treating me like I’m weak. I’m not.”

Wiggling in his hold for the first time, I agree. “Yes. Now put me down.”

He places me on my feet by the kitchen island and looks around the space as if it’s the first time he’s seen it.

“I bet it feels good to be home,” I say.

“It feels odd.”

“For me too,” I admit. “I only came home to shower and change clothes, and then I went straight back to the hospital.” I look around the kitchen like he is doing. “Funny what a few days away can do.”

He turns to me and arches an eyebrow. “You stayed at the hospital the entire time?”

“Yes.” Regardless of how our marriage is, the thought of losing him was— “I’m still your wife.”

“Right. You are still my wife.” He pauses. Studies my face. Then adds, “Thank you. For being with me at the hospital.”

Apollo has never thanked me for anything before, and the foreign words feel…nice.

“The doctor said you may have some headaches, possible memory loss, heightened emotions, and maybe even some depression.”

He tilts his chin and then nods. “Things are a little foggy. I don’t really remember the accident. I don’t remember a lot. Maybe I blocked it out for a reason.”

I wonder what were the thoughts he had while crashing to the sea. Did he think he’d die and never see the inside of the house again? Did he think his life was over and everything flashed before his eyes? Was I in his last-minute visions? Did he see me at all?

He runs his fingers along the white marble countertop. “My brother never came to the house. He never was inside.” Though Apollo is speaking the words, it doesn’t feel as if he’s saying them to me.

“You both spent your time at Medusa or Olympus Manor,” I say, not sure why I’m even speaking. He knows this, so why I feel the need to say it is just…odd. I feel so awkward and out of place that my mouth just moves without me thinking it through. I walk to the refrigerator. “Do you want something to eat?”

He’s still glancing around the room, examining.

“I let the housekeeper have some days off since we were both in the hospital. I didn’t see the point for her to keep coming.” I’m nervous now that he’s maybe seeing dust and finding the condition of the house unsatisfactory. “I’ll have her come first thing tomorrow morning.” I open the refrigerator and see that it’s mostly empty. I now feel as if I’m a complete failure as a wife. This isn’t the homecoming I was hoping to give him.

“I’m not hungry,” he says, throwing me a lifeline.

“I’ll try to get to the store after the funeral tomorrow. If there is anything you want⁠—”

“The funeral is tomorrow? My brother’s?”

“I thought your father told you.” Apollo’s stiffening and the widening of his eyes tell me how wrong I am in thinking that. “Troy didn’t want to have the funeral until you were out of the hospital. He wanted you to be there.”

I shift from one foot to the other, waiting for him to say something. Anything. I feel as if I just revealed some secret I wasn’t supposed to.

“Athena handled all the arrangements,” I continue. I can’t stand the silence in the room and decide to fill it with chatter. “All we have to do is arrive. And if it becomes too much for you, or you don’t want to go⁠—”

“Of course I want to go,” he says a little too quickly and harshly. He takes a seat at the counter, pauses for several moments, and then adds, “Sorry, I didn’t mean to snap.”

“I can only imagine what you’re going through.” I want to reach out and take his hand to offer comfort, but I’m not sure how he’ll take the unfamiliar act. It’s what a wife would do, but Apollo and I aren’t exactly the normal definition of wedded bliss. “It’s late. Maybe we should get some sleep. The doctor said you need to take it easy.”

Leaning on his elbows, he locks his eyes with mine. “Do I need to carry you up the stairs too?” He smiles, letting me know his comment is in jest. “No more talk of what the doctor said. I’m fine. I need you to believe that.”

“Got it,” I say, rolling my eyes. “The mighty Apollo has spoken,” I tease. I head toward the stairs, with him following behind. “You may not need sleep, but I do. My body is stiff from all the nights in that chair beside your bed.”

When we reach the landing upstairs, I turn to head to the primary bedroom, surprised when Apollo follows me and doesn’t head to the guest room where he’s been sleeping for the past months. “Is there something you need in the room?” I ask, stopping and turning to face him.

His head flinches back slightly. “To sleep…”

My eyes dart over his shoulder toward the guest room. “Okay…but…”

He follows my stare and glances over his shoulder. He then looks back at me but says nothing.

“Do you not remember that you moved into the guest room a few months ago?” I ask, surprised that this is something he’d forget or that would be washed from his memory because of the accident.

“I…remember,” he says. “But you and I are married, and that’s not how married people act. We won’t be sleeping in different rooms.” He moves past me and enters my bedroom—our bedroom—without waiting for me to argue.

My slight hesitation to follow him into the room is just the time he needed for him to shed his clothes. He’s lifting his shirt above his head, revealing his six-pack abs I used to love so much. There’s bruising around his rib cage, and a few bandages, and regardless of how he’s claiming he’s fine, I doubt he is completely pain free.

As he unfastens his pants, he looks at the bed. “Did you change the side of the bed you sleep on while I was in the other room, or is that still the same?”

I point to the left side. “Still my side.” Feeling uncomfortable that he’s now wearing nothing but his underwear, I say, “I’ll get your pajamas from the other room.”

I quickly leave, not sure why I feel so…uncomfortable. It’s been a long time since I’ve seen him without clothes on and an even longer time since feeling any kind of desire because of it. But tonight…is it desire I’m feeling?

Grabbing gray satin pajamas I once got him for Christmas, I head back to the room with my mind and emotions spinning. There’s a reason he moved to the guest room. There was a reason we no longer slept together. Nothing has changed, or has it? Did a near death experience change a failing marriage? Is it as simple as that?

When I hand him the pajamas, he looks down at them and chuckles. “Okay…”

“You told me you liked them when I bought them for you,” I say, feeling as if I’m just now being let in on a secret that he actually hated them.

His eyes lift to mine as he stops laughing immediately. “I like them. I do.” He then dresses, and for some odd reason, appears completely awkward and out of place wearing them. “I was just laughing as I remembered what they had me wear in the hospital.”

I watch him climb into his side of the bed and wonder if I should be the one to head to the guest room. But I’m exhausted, and I’m sure he is as well. I don’t feel we need to have some long, drawn-out marriage talk tonight. Clearly something is different, and I don’t think he, nor I, have the energy to approach the topic of where we go from here. Heading to the bathroom to get ready for bed, I do everything I can to get the image of Apollo’s body out of my mind.


Chapter
Five

DAPHNE


I can’t sleep. I hear Apollo’s breathing, and what used to be a calming sound to me when we first wed, is now causing a sort of electric currant to flow through me. I feel his heat, even though we aren’t touching. I feel a sense of closeness, even though we haven’t connected at all.

Or have we?

He touched me tonight for the first time in…ages.

He held me. He carried me. His eyes looked into mine.

But more importantly, he spoke with me. We had a real conversation in the kitchen. Yes, it was awkward, but we at least spoke. And he made a dictate we’d no longer sleep in separate rooms. It was a command I wasn’t prepared for but one I wasn’t going to protest.

I was grateful he was already asleep when I came out of the bathroom once I was ready for bed.

Or was I?

Was there a part of me that was disappointed he wasn’t laying there waiting? Waiting for his wife.

Maybe…

So many conflicting thoughts and feelings running through me, but one thing is for certain—I can’t stay in this bed any longer. I need a moment to myself. I need to⁠—

I climb out of bed as gently as I can so I don’t wake him and tiptoe my way out of the room and head down to the living room. Flipping on the gas fireplace to heat the chilly room, I sit on the couch and stare into the flames. It feels like a lifetime ago when Apollo and I got married. He had promised me the world. He had sworn to protect me and give me anything my heart desired. He had offered me a life of a princess on a golden platter, and I was so desperate to take it. He was a Godwin, and growing up on Heathens Hollow, I knew exactly who they were and what that meant. The family not only owned Medusa Enterprises, but they owned the entire island I lived on. Poseidon Shipping provided the majority of employment to the people of the island, and though that division of Medusa was run by Leander Godwin—Troy’s brother— and his daughters, I most definitely knew the name Apollo Godwin.

And just when I thought I didn’t want anything to do with the Godwins again, and had started to plan my exit strategy, the accident happened. I saw a family dynasty nearly fall. The powerful Troy Godwin had pain in his eyes and tears threatening to escape as he said goodbye to one son while hoping the other fought to survive. When I once wanted nothing to do with Apollo, I suddenly couldn’t leave his side. He was my husband. I took vows. I made a promise in front of everyone. The Godwins were correct in their belief that divorce wasn’t an option.

I was wrong in wanting out. I was wrong in so many ways.

Did I love Apollo? Do I love him now? No…I don’t think so. But he was the first man I ever had sex with. He was the first man to care about me and to offer protection. He saved me. So, maybe the problem was me. I needed to learn to love him. And as I sat beside him in that hospital, holding his hand in mine, I swore I’d try. I’d try to love this man who has done nothing more than offer to share his power with me.

Athena had told me to spread my legs and all would be fine, and when I watched Apollo undress tonight…well, it didn’t sound like such a bad idea. My body still buzzed from the thought of what we could do if only exhaustion and tense reconnection didn’t get in the way.

My body is still aflame, and there is no way I’m going to be able to return to bed feeling this way unless…

I take the hem of my nightgown and lift it up above my hips. I then lower my panties to my feet and kick them out of the way. I feel the heat of the fire against my bare flesh, and I bring my finger to my clit and slowly circle. Closing my eyes and picturing Apollo being the one to touch me rather than me, I moan as my body thanks me for finally giving it the pleasure it’s been craving.

“Daphne…”

My heart flips as I look over my shoulder to see Apollo approaching the couch lit up by the fire.

“Have you come yet?”

“What? No…I uh…” I pull down my night gown as fast as I can, standing up and walking toward the fireplace as if it’s heat can protect me from the cold splash of water Apollo’s entrance just caused. My face has never felt so hot. Mortification nearly suffocates me. I feel as if the flames from the fire are licking my body.

“That’s a shame.” He sits down on the couch and pats the seat next to him.

“What are you doing?” I ask, feeling butterflies flap around in my tummy. I don’t understand why he won’t simply walk away and allow me to die in my embarrassment.

“Come over here and let me show you how it’s done.”

“What? Apollo…what?” Did he just imply what I think he did? No way could I have heard him correctly, and yet his serious face, the casual way he sits on the couch with a seductive smirk, tells me I heard him correctly.

“Lift that nightie back up, come spread your thighs, and let’s finish what you started. You’ll come this time,” he says in a calm and even tone.

Although my thoughts and emotions are swirling in chaos, the man has full control of his, and though he caught me in the most private and compromising position, he’s not teasing me. There is no jest in his words. He appears completely at ease but also determined to do as he’s saying. He even appears dignified and nearly regal, sitting on the chair with his intent to perform his husbandly duties.

I try my best to seem calm. This is complete madness, and yet I’m not running out of the living room. I’m not saying no. Do I actually want him to do as he’s suggesting? I literally can’t remember the last time he ever has. We’ve never been that couple. We don’t…well, we just aren’t like this.

He pats the couch again. “Now, Daphne.”

“It’s fine. We really should get to bed. You’re still recovering, and we have the funeral tomorrow. I don’t know what got into me.” I let out a forced laugh. “It’s been a long time, and I was trying to relieve some stress and⁠—”

“Now.”

My heart beats so loudly in my ears, I’m sure he has to hear it as well. “You don’t need to show me how⁠—”

“If I have to get up and drag you over here, you will regret it. Now get over here and spread those legs.”

Jesus, the man is serious. Dead serious. And even though his threat sounds aggressive in the wording—and completely unlike him—his tone remains calm and firm.

Not sure what else to do, as nothing I’m saying to defuse the situation is working, I stand up and take the first step toward him. Have I gone insane? Am I really walking toward Apollo so he can finish what I started? Did he just want me to lie there and…come? I can’t remember a time we’d ever done anything sexual if it wasn’t in the bedroom. The light cast from the fire is bright. He’ll be able to see everything if I truly spread my thighs like he’s commanding. The darkness from our room won’t conceal me from his view. Am I seriously even considering this? I could simply say no. It’s not like we’ve had sex in what feels like forever. Months… Maybe even a year.

But I continue on. With each step I take, my resistance seems to dissolve, and I am morphing into…willing… Or maybe just accepting of what my body desires. My body wants to come. Or maybe it’s that the embarrassment and shame of this entire situation is just too much, and I simply want it over with.

I stand before him, eyes cast down, praying he will direct me on exactly what he wants me to do next, because there is no way I will be able to even guess.

“Lift your nightgown and bare yourself. I want to see,” he commands so easily.

Does he not find his words, and what he’s asking me to do out of the ordinary? He seems so cool and casual, and acts as if this is just an everyday occurrence for us. Maybe for many lovers, but definitely not for us.

Attempting to drum up the nerve to pull up my nightgown, I peek up and make eye contact. With our eyes connected, I feel the thundering beat of my heart, a tingle between my legs, and a bizarre nervous desire rocking my body. With one powerful expression that tells me he is losing his patience and I better act fast, he gives me the courage to surrender to his request. When I pull up the hem to my belly, I shudder as the warm air from the roaring fire in the room touches my ass that my lack of panties doesn’t prevent.

I’m bare. Exposed.

He stares at my nightgown. His eyes seem to darken as he takes in every lacy inch. “Remove it completely.”

I pause, not sure I have the inner strength to do as he asks. He hasn’t seen my body exposed fully in bright light since…well, I don’t know when the last time was. Insecurity of my body takes over, and I’m not sure I’m willing to be nude completely.

“Apollo,” I begin.

“I’m your husband. You’re my wife. I want you naked.” He glances at my bare pussy. “I want to appreciate all of you.”

The way he says the words has jolts of electricity sizzling through my veins. The sane and reasonable part of me wants to scream no and storm out of the room. Yes, we are married, but we’re estranged. And even if we weren’t, why is Apollo acting so out of character? I should leave, but the sinful and wicked part of me wants to do exactly what he commands without hesitation.

My mind and body are at war, and I’m not sure which one I want to win, and which one will be defeated.

“If I have to do it for you,” he says, breaking my internal dialogue, “I might just have to spank that naughty ass of yours before I lick every inch of that body.”

Spank? Lick? Is this man for real? Oh my God, this is for real.

My mind might scream no, but my body does exactly as he asks, and I remove the nightgown, standing nude before him.


Chapter
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“I like that your pussy is bare,” he says as his eyes seem to darken right before me. Even though he’s staring at the most intimate part of my body, I don’t feel threatened or afraid.

Humiliated, yes.

Ashamed, most definitely.

Nervous, without a doubt.

But never do I truly fear this man.

“You know I do. I haven’t changed that.” Has it really been that long since he’s last touched me, that he doesn’t remember that I remove any trace of hair almost obsessively?

I can feel the heat of his stare on my bare pussy, but I don’t conceal myself. I stand and await his next command.

“Good.” His eyes look back into mine. “Sit down and spread your legs,” he directs, his voice husky.

Suffocated by the fear of the unknown, I do exactly as he asks with no hesitation, though missing the way he hungrily gazes at my body. Spreading my legs, I lower my head to see his face now that he’s kneeling between my thighs. The strong features, the firm air, the sensitive but unyielding eyes.

He places his palms on my legs and spreads me even wider as heat ripples over my body in waves, leaving me breathless. “Apollo,” I whisper. “I⁠—”

Further words are lost as he lowers his mouth and kisses the top of my mound. The unexpected intimacy makes me want to beg him to stop, yet also leaves me oddly craving more. Every time he exhales on my bare skin, it reminds me of how foreign this sensation is, and yet I can’t help but like the fact that Apollo is actually touching me. His hands are on my nude skin, and the thrill of that knowledge almost makes the embarrassment of being in this vulnerable position in the fire's light disappear.

Almost.

I’m not sure if it’s the fact he spreads my thighs even further apart as he licks from the top of my pussy all the way to my ass, but my face feels as if it’s boiling beneath the surface.

Apollo continues to lick and kiss every inch of my heated sex. My face roasts even more when he uses his fingers to spread my pussy lips so he can lick that neglected skin as well. The man is being thorough.

The hardest part of this situation is the unknown. I don’t know how long this will last and if I should really allow the orgasm to come or if I should fake it like I’ve done before. I don’t know what I am supposed to be doing, and I don’t know what’s going through Apollo’s mind. Does he like what he’s doing to me? Does he like what he sees… my bare pussy writhing against his face as I purse my lips together to try not to cry out?

It feels good. Too good. I’m not sure if I should make my feelings known, but I’m not sure I can hide them either.

After a few more licks and kisses to an area of flesh where my thighs meet my pussy, he asks, “New rule in our marriage. If you want to come, then I’m the one to make it happen.”

I shake my head, not liking the fact that he’s trying to set a rule in a marriage that is nothing but a long list of Godwin rules. But when I get a finger shoved in my pussy in response, I practically howl, “Okay! I won’t try to make myself come again by myself.”

“You will ask for my help.”

“Yes.” Though I still am not sure I actually mean the words. But I don’t want to risk him getting angry and stopping. Not when I’m so close. So close…

Apollo continues finger fucking me as his tongue swirls around my clit. My skin burns in want, and sweat beads on my upper lip as my body continues to gyrate on his steady and perfect mouth. Moaning, gasping, whimpering, I close my eyes and give myself up to the moment…to Apollo and his perfect dominance. He’s demanding to please me, and I love it. I have no other choice but to release all my thoughts, my worries, and my resistance. My body submits to his tantalizing control over me.

“You’re fucking beautiful,” he whispers. “This is the sexiest pussy I’ve ever seen.”

Yes, this is what I need. After all this time, this is what I crave without even knowing it. Not just an orgasm, but an orgasm given by Apollo. Somehow, this all seems right. So right, when I had given up hope I’d ever feel this way again.

He pauses a moment, rubbing his hand along my heated flesh. Dipping his finger down the crease of my butt, he presses past the cheeks of my ass and rests his finger on the entrance of my tight hole, teasing me with the mystery of what’s coming.

Maybe I should stop him, or at the very least tense up, but I don’t. I don’t scream no, though I should. I don’t shoot up off the couch, though the woman even a day ago would have. I don’t curse him out in outrage, though I’d never allow this before. By licking my pussy, had he sucked all the resistance out of my body? Has he fingered me into complete submission? Or am I so desperate for any touch by this man that even his finger in my ass is welcome?

Slight pressure is added, but not enough to break past the puckered flesh and enter me fully. Slowly, he returns his finger to my silky folds, pulsing with desire. I can’t hide the fact that I’m dripping wet, and there is no hiding my hunger from Apollo, who now spreads the signs around my bare skin.

A deep moan rumbles in his chest and escapes as he thrusts his finger, followed by a second, into my hungry sex. I buck against his hand, mewling in pleasure. Lightheaded and panting with the need for more, I do everything I can not to beg to be fucked right then and there. The fingers aren’t enough. I need his cock buried inside of me. I need it thick, long, and hard, and I have no shame in admitting that fact.

“You have such a tight pussy,” he praises.

His two fingers are soon followed by a third, as he pumps in and out of me, demanding my passion. Crying out as he stretches me wide, I know it’s required so I can comfortably take the size of his dick. It’s his silent way of warning me of what’s coming. It’s as if I can read his sinful and dirty thoughts.

It’s been so long since we’ve last had sex that he’s preparing my born-again virgin pussy to accept him.

With my thighs spread wide, I can do nothing more than allow the climax to build. And when he removes his slick fingers and presses one into my anus without warning, the orgasm rocks my body at an intensity that has me screaming out. Submission explodes through my body like the crack of a leather whip. Moaning, I press against his hand, driving his finger deeper into my forbidden channel, his touch entrenched within me as I melt against him. I like his finger inside of my ass and have no shame in admitting that I do.

Why have we never done this before?

It’s so fucking good.

We should have done this before.

With one hand buried in the taboo place, he places the palm of his other hand on my still needy pussy, continuing on with the finger fucking. One, two, three. I finally free my mind and allow another orgasm to build. My breath catches in my throat as I hold back a cry of erotic yearning and years of need. I can’t focus, lost in a haze of ecstasy. Pleasure and a biting pain from the stretch weave themselves together, escalating until I cry out my husband’s name.

“Apollo, Apollo…”

He cups his hand over my pussy, using it to adjust my body until I am tucked snugly into his arms. Unconsciously, I nuzzle my face against the warmth of his neck, and my body melts against him. The feelings, the emotions… Nothing can describe them other than being safe and cherished.

He has handled me his way, and I have allowed it. What I didn’t expect is this aftermath. I didn’t expect to enjoy his warm and soothing touch after the orgasm. We’ve never been the cuddle type. But that’s exactly what we’re doing now.

He slips his hand around my waist, lowering me to the rug-covered floor below. Fingers laced, thighs rubbing against thighs, my breasts mold into his torso, the clothing between us begging to be ripped off. Not wasting another moment, Apollo frees his hard cock from its restraints. He kneels before my face and places his thick shaft to my lips. I look up and into his eyes.

No words needed to be said.

I open up my mouth and allow his cock to lie against my tongue. My instinct is to pleasure him. Nothing impedes how badly I want to make him groan out my name. Watching bliss blanket his face fills me with a purpose I did not know existed, and I wonder why this is the first time I experienced this sensation in my lifetime.

As I hungrily suck his ready dick, I fully submit to a man who demands it. Up and down, I move my mouth until I am rewarded by my name escaping his lips in the most passionate of ways. My name never sounded as good as it does the moment it slips from his mouth.

I add my hand and pump his cock while licking all around it. His body shakes and tenses, and he pulls me away as he takes a deep breath.

“We didn’t kiss before we went to bed. A husband and wife should kiss every day. Every night,” he says, his gaze dipping to my mouth. “It’s another new rule. I don’t want it broken.”

Reflexively, I moisten my lips, slipping my tongue across my mouth, waiting for his to make contact. Slowly, we kiss, soft, romantic, and pure. He slides his hand to my pussy, driving my thirst for sex to a whole new level. I’m driven to the edge, wanting desperately to beg him for more.

“Please, Apollo. I need you.”

I guide my hands up under his shirt, releasing a long sigh when they run along the defined muscles of his body. The mature years of his life have been good to him, very, very good. He’s always had the most amazing body. Knowing he’s still bruised and battered from the accident, I’m careful as I softly caress him, avoiding the bandages that remain.

While my fingers go to work releasing the buttons of his nightshirt, he nibbles on my ear, my neck, driving my need even higher. In a hungered blur, I pull off clothing that gets in the way, followed by him doing the same.

Apollo cups my face and plants a slow, deep kiss on my lips. His mouth blazes a path from my mouth back to the side of my neck. I let a sensual moan escape my lips, hoping to encourage him to keep going.

Skimming my fingers down his rippled stomach, I touch the head of his hard cock. “I want this. Now,” I command.

He pauses for a moment, gazing over my nude body as he does. “My God, Daphne. You’re more beautiful than I imagined a woman could ever be.”

Simply looking at his hard, thick erection brings on the beginning of an orgasm again by sight alone as I continue to stroke the tip with my fingertips. The mere thought of what’s coming almost drives me over the edge.

He leans forward, takes hold of my hips, and pulls me closer to him. Kiss by kiss, he lowers himself down until his face is inches from my sex.

“I could feast off this pussy all night.” He doesn’t wait for permission, but kisses my pussy, followed by licking my throbbing clit.

I tense at the intimate and tantalizing touch. Part of me wants to stop so we can just skip ahead to the fucking part of the night, and the other part wants the feeling to never end. He swirls his tongue in circles, lapping up every sign of my arousal. I moan with complete abandon. My body seems possessed by Satan himself. I have absolutely no power against him. Lick after lick, Apollo brings my body to another level. Just when I believe I can take no more, he thrusts his finger past the lips of my pussy. In and out he plunges, pulling gasps and moans from me.

I need more. So much more, and luckily Apollo doesn’t make me wait long. I gasp at the sensation of his cock finally pressing against me.

Closing my eyes in ecstasy, I dig my fingers into his shoulders as he presses beyond the tightness, entering me completely. The delicious sting is quickly replaced with an erotic pleasure that captures my breath.

He continues to place gentle kisses all over my neck and face while his thick shaft probes deeper within. The contrast of soft and hard pushes me toward that familiar edge. Sparks, electricity, pure animalistic need washes over me, drowning me in pleasure as we both rock each other into completion.


Chapter
Seven

APOLLO


Daphne’s breathing hard as she whispers, “That was different. So different.”

“How so?” Warning bells are going off in my head. I don’t want her to catch on that I’m Ares, and getting this close and this intimate is a sure way of making that happen.

“You’ve never been so…demanding. So…determined.” She moves her face away from my neck so she can look me in the eye. “We’ve been so cold lately. Distant. I’m surprised by what happened. I didn’t think you and I were…compatible.”

Fuck.

What the hell just happened? Clearly, I crossed a line. I acted in a way very unlike Apollo.

I don’t know how to be a husband. Husbands and wives sleep in the same bed, so I made that happen even though it almost gave me away. Husbands and wives fuck, but now I’m second guessing that. I even put on pajamas when no self-respecting man would wear satin pjs and still have his own balls attached. My father’s idea, and his demand for me to make this happen, was starting to seem an impossibility. Me trying to be a husband is not working, and I’m not sure I can pull this off. I’ve never even been in a long-term relationship before. I haven’t lived with a woman, and I sure as fuck haven’t gone to bed with one unless we had fucked ourselves into oblivion.

I still lay on top of Daphne as we both regain our normal breathing, the bulk of my body crushing her tiny frame as the weight of the world crushes against me. This wasn’t planned. This wasn’t what’s supposed to happen. She’s my brother’s wife. Not mine.

Was my brother’s wife.

Was.

Yes, we have to remain married. I need to be a husband when I don’t even know what the fuck that means. I know I need her in my life to keep this ruse alive, but boundaries have to be set. I owe it to my brother. I do. I had no intentions of fucking her and actually enjoying it. That muddies the waters. That turns them pitch fucking black.

Did I just betray my brother while he’s not even in his grave yet?

Rolling off of her, I stand up and quickly dress in these ridiculous pajamas again. I don’t want to look at Daphne lying on my brother’s living room floor, no doubt looking sexier than she ever has to me before. So. Fucking. Hot. And she tasted so damn good. I’d be lying if I tried to deny the worst, fucking filthiest truth…

The woman does something to me, and as my cock twitches again for round two, I reach for her nightgown and toss it to her, still avoiding looking at her again.

There is a hard truth about what just happened.

I took Daphne against her will.

She did not consent.

She did not willingly and consensually have sex with me…Ares.

She called out my brother’s name as we fucked. Not mine.

I’ve killed, tortured, lied, and stolen in my lifetime. I’ve never claimed to be a good man. But nothing has ever been worse than what I’ve done to her just now, and what I’m most likely going to do again. Because one thing is for sure…there’s something about this woman that makes me want to sin.

“I’m sorry if things got carried away,” I say, though there is a sick truth I’m struggling with. I loved every damn moment of what just happened. Wrong or not, I took her, and I want to take her again, and again, and again.

But for now, I need to resist. I need to allow the obsession to ease so I can think clearly.

“Don’t apologize. I liked it,” she says as she holds the nightgown against her chest, not getting dressed yet. “I didn’t mean to make you think otherwise when I said ‘demanding’ or whatever.”

I decide to take a risk by bringing up the past, when I know nothing for sure. “I’m aware we’ve been distant. I know we’ve both needed space.” I hope these are words that Apollo would say.

In the corner of my eye, I see her fiddling with her nightgown with a facial expression I can’t read. I’m sure there are a million things running through her head. They sure as hell are running through mine. Deciding to man up and stop being such a fucking coward by not looking at her and not giving her the respect of my full attention, I put out my hand to help her stand. Still clutching her gown to cover her breasts—her delicious and luscious breasts—she takes my hand and allows me to assist her off the floor.

Her big brown eyes meet mine. So wide. So innocent. So full of questions. Questions I don’t have answers for. It isn’t hard to see that Daphne is not the type to just casually have sex. It’s also clear she and my brother were not actively having sex. I know she isn’t that type of girl to simply fuck without a thought, and therefore, what just happened between us is most likely fucking her up as much as it is me.

“We should probably get to bed,” she says softly, being the first to break our stare. “We have a long and hard day tomorrow.”

Releasing the breath I didn’t realize I had been holding, I say, “Yes, sleep sounds good.”

I should hold her, whisper sweet nothings. Give her praise. Isn’t that what good husbands do? I do none of those, however.

Without saying another word, she rushes out of the room, her nightgown still not on, her bare ass still on display, and her dignity leaving in tatters.

I’m an asshole.

I know this much. But was my brother an asshole?

Does she expect a kind man or a jerk?

How do I do this? How do I become my brother without betraying his memory and without breaking his wife?


Chapter
Eight

APOLLO


How do you walk into a funeral—your funeral—and act like everything is fine? I’m a dead man, and yet, I’m alive. I’m laying in that coffin, and yet, I’m walking up to it to say goodbye to a body that looks like me.

Who am I saying goodbye to?

The pictures on display everywhere are of Ares—me. But the body laying in the coffin in an expensive Armani suit with his hands crossed at his chest is my brother—Apollo.

Who is he? Who am I?

I’m not sure I even know anymore.

“Father wanted an open casket. It’s fucking twisted, if you ask me,” Athena says as she approaches and stands by my side, looking down at my brother’s dead body in a coffin lined with white satin. “No way would Ares want everyone walking up and towering over him. It’s putting him in a position of weakness. Dead or not, he’d hate this.”

I smirk. My sister knows me so well. How fucking right she is.

I can see a line of makeup at his hairline and grimace. “Is he wearing foundation? Fucking lipstick?”

Athena leans closer to the body to examine. “I suppose they have to. Otherwise he’d be white, or blue, or gray. Something.” She shrugs. “Another thing Ares is going to haunt our asses over.” She tilts her head and scrutinizes some more. “I’ve heard that they sew the eyelids shut so the eyes can’t suddenly pop open and stare back at you. Do you think that’s true?”

I wouldn’t put it past my sister to actually reach down and open Apollo’s eyes to see for herself. “Makes sense,” I say, realizing that my sister and I are sick motherfuckers. Who stands and truly examines the body of their dead brother?

She looks around the room and shakes her head. “He’d hate how many people are here. There are so many fucking people. I doubt Ares even knows all these people coming in to pay their respects. Respect to who? Ares or our father?”

“Did you pick the church?” I ask.

We’re standing in the largest Catholic Church in Seattle. A church that rarely hosts services anymore because it acts as more of a museum and tourist attraction than anything else. But leave it to the Godwins to have their family event here. We aren’t even practicing Catholics.

“What do you think?” Athena asks. “Father has to have the biggest and the showiest. Promise me that when I die, you burn me and throw my ashes off that cliff by the tree of forgiveness. I don’t want anyone staring at my dead body wearing cheap foundation.” She glances back at my brother. “And when they burn me, make sure my eyes are open. I want to see my way to Hades.”

Not wanting to discuss another sibling dying, I turn away from the coffin and look at the room of black. She’s right. I don’t know a majority of the people wearing their expensive funeral outfits and acting like they’re mourning over a man they barely know, if at all. I see some board members, some business acquaintances, employees of Medusa, and some other random people who I know are there only because they feel they have to be. Optics and all. I also see the extended Godwin family members milling around and having small chat.

They are part of the Godwin family tree. Although on a weaker branch that could snap any minute if the mighty Troy Godwin deems it so.

My uncle Leander and his wife Stella are standing near their daughters. Calypso, Leto, and Electra, cousins I haven’t seen in person in years. Not since my father and his brother had a falling out over Poseidon Shipping and the running of it. My other uncle Hector and his daughter Selene are present. They both seem uneasy, no doubt hating to be at a funeral so closely after losing their wife and mother, Willow. The last time I saw either of them was at Willow’s funeral.

Yes, they are all here. But like Athena said, is it for me or for my father? Or are they here simply because we share the same last name, and they feel they have to?

“Well, that’s shocking,” Athena says, pointing to the door. “I’m surprised he came out of his cave to say goodbye to his brother.”

For the first time in years, I see Phoenix—my younger brother—enter the church. Athena is right. It is shocking. I’m just as surprised to see my brother. He doesn’t do family gatherings. Phoenix does nothing that involves people. At least not Godwins. And by the looks of how uncomfortable he appears, it’s clear it took all his might to be here. I appreciate it since my agoraphobic brother rarely leaves his domain. But I suppose the death of a brother is a good enough excuse to man the fuck up and walk out the front door.

“Ares was everyone’s favorite,” Athena says. “Makes sense everyone would turn out.”

I give her a side eye and struggle not to huff. Everyone’s favorite? Hardly.

Noticing the priest is working on getting everyone to take their seats, I decide it’s time to find Daphne and take the seat next to my father.

Growing up a Godwin, there were a lot of things I got to do in life that no one in my class, or any of my friends got to do. Money, power, and our family name allowed me to experience places, events, and live in an almost fantasy world. But nothing will top this.

I get to sit in a church and watch my own funeral.

Athena begins the funeral by standing before the room and demanding their silence and attention with ease. When she’s satisfied that all eyes are on her, she begins. “Thank you all for coming to pay respects to my brother… Ares Oedipus Godwin. I’m not going to stand here and tell you things about him you already know. Yes, he was a good man. Yes, he died too early. Yes, it’s a shame he died while lesser men still live.” She pauses as she stares at the audience, making eye contact with many. “I loved him. I never told him that. Godwins don’t say words that reveal emotion. We don’t express our feelings. But I fucking loved him.”

Her voice doesn’t crack. A tear isn’t shed. But I can see my sister’s pain. She’s lost weight, and the dark circles under her eyes tell a story of a woman grieving. I don’t know why my father hasn’t told her the truth about me. Athena is the keeper of Godwin secrets. There isn’t anything too dark or too sinister for her. So it doesn’t make sense, other than maybe losing Apollo would be too much for her to bear. Losing Ares causes her to lose weight and sleep. Maybe losing Apollo would destroy her, and my father knows it.

I don’t know how to process her words. I feel warmth and love, but I also feel as if I’m betraying her. She’s up there giving her truth while I sit here and hide in my lie.

Daphne, who hasn’t said anything to me since we entered the church, reaches for my hand and holds it. Apollo was never a touchy-feely man, and I wonder if he’d allow the comfort given. I then remember how he had reached out for my hand in our last hours. Correction—his last hours. So I allow Daphne’s hand to remain in mine.

“If there is anyone who’d like to come up here and say something, now is your chance,” Athena continues. “But remember one thing. Ares was not a man to accept weakness. He was made of stone, just as the rest of the Godwins are. So don’t come up here with the waterworks and the hearts and flowers. Respect Ares, and don’t shed a single tear. That’s how he would have wanted today to go.”

Sitting and watching cousins speak of childhood memories, business acquaintances speaking of good and even hard memories, and random people just speaking to get their moment in the light was like an out-of-body experience. They were all talking about me. Me. And yet, I was watching them. Hearing them. I was a goddamn ghost in the room, and they had no idea.

Fortunately, Phoenix didn’t approach the front of the room and speak, so it wasn’t out of the ordinary for me not to as well. I sure as fuck wasn’t going to stand up there and talk about myself.

My father was the last to speak. As he took the podium, he paused as he looked around the room, taking in each and every person who attended. He was taking notes of who came, and most certainly, who didn’t. Though everyone in the family had his brown eyes, and brown hair—though his is graying—not one of us yet possess the level of authority he has. We all can wear the expensive suits, the priceless watches and jewelry, but we can’t be him. We don’t have what he does and doubtful we ever will. He has the ability to strike down his enemies with a single look. If he told you to jump off of a cliff, the only question someone would ask is…when?

His eyes lock with mine as he begins. “Ares represented loyalty. There wasn’t anything he wouldn’t do for this family.” He breaks the stare and continues on. “And if we had a chance to get Ares back, there isn’t anything this family wouldn’t do for him.”

My father has never told me he loves me. He has never told me he’s proud of me. This right here is his version. And for the first time since my brother died, tears burn the back of my eyes as a single tear falls. I swipe at it as quickly as it came, but the squeeze of my hand tells me that Daphne saw.

“Ares showed us what family is. And we all should take a page from his book and learn. We are Godwins.” His eyes now lock on his brother, Leander, and then his other brother, Hector. “It’s time we act like Godwins. I only hope the last tragedy in this family for a long time is losing Ares.”

As we all make our way to the front of the church, I feel as if I’ve been beaten to shit. We still have to go bury the body in the family plot, but only immediate family are invited for that. I wish I could opt out of going because the last thing I want to see is Apollo lowered into the ground while I get to live the life that was stolen from him.

Daphne is still holding my hand, a support I hadn’t expected would be so needed and welcomed. “I’m going to go get our coats,” she says, leaning into me.

I lean down and kiss her forehead. I don’t know why. It’s not something I had ever done before with anyone, but it just felt right.

Just as I pull my lips away, I notice Phoenix staring… Actually, glaring at Daphne and the way her hand is locked in mine. There’s disgust in his eyes. There’s no reason he shouldn’t like Daphne. Even though we all knew Daphne and Apollo were having marital issues, I don’t think anyone held it against the woman. And why wouldn’t he be happy to see a marriage maybe reconnecting, or a wife giving her husband support on the day his twin brother is being buried? The daggers shooting out of his eyes make little sense. As Daphne leaves to get our coats, I walk toward him to see what’s going on. But before I have a chance, he’s marched over to our father and starts whispering something in his ear. Whatever he’s telling my father has his eyes narrowing, his jaw tightening, and then his eyes searching the room before they land on mine.


Chapter
Nine

DAPHNE


I know something is wrong when I see Troy storming in my direction. I know something is really wrong, when I notice Apollo is crossing the room just as fast to intercept whatever it is Troy is about to do.

Without saying a single word, Troy takes me by the arm and forcibly pulls me into the coatroom. No one is in the room until Apollo’s brother, Phoenix enters, followed closely by Apollo.

“What’s going on?” Apollo demands. He clears the distance to where Troy is bruising my arm with his grip. He snatches me away from his father and adds, “What are you doing?”

I’ve never seen Apollo stand up to his father, speak in any tone that isn’t respectful, nor ever defend me. But at the same time, I’ve never seen his father so angry with me. There’s fury in his eyes, and as I glance over at Phoenix, I notice the same rage is in his. I cower behind Apollo, not sure what I’ve done to deserve this animosity, but also not sure I have the strength to stand up to them. I’m outnumbered.

“Ask your wife,” Troy says between clenched teeth.

Apollo turns to look down at me. I can see he’s as confused as I am.

When Apollo doesn’t do as Troy demands, he takes a step toward me, but Apollo only pushes me further back behind him in protection. “How rude of me, Daphne. You’ve never met my other son, Phoenix. He oversees the security at Medusa Enterprises. He’s the son who likes to watch all. And when I say all… I mean all.”

My heart drops. Oh fuck. Oh fuck. Oh fuck.

Apollo must notice the fear I’m feeling in my facial expression, because he takes a step away from me so he can get a better look at me. He’s still says nothing, but I see question in his eyes.

“Phoenix just informed me of some information. He reviewed the security footage of the night Apollo killed Jenson in the boardroom. It’s shadowed, and it’s very hard to see. So hard that we had given up hope of ever being able to make out who was the one who ratted out Apollo to the authorities by giving them video that they recorded. We saw a body. But we couldn’t put it together.” He pauses to make sure that Apollo is paying attention. “We had watched all the footage of the elevator, other areas of the tenth floor. Every person was accounted for. And we had noticed that Apollo’s darling wife was also on that floor. There was no reason for Phoenix to believe that was out of the ordinary. Why wouldn’t she be on the floor where her husband’s office was?”

I can’t breathe. I can’t swallow. I can’t move.

“Except Phoenix could finally work the video through programs to ultimately make out the shadowed figure. And guess what he saw, Daphne? Guess.”

I say nothing. Do I need to?

“He saw Apollo’s darling wife, with her phone out, videoing the boardroom.” Troy crosses his arms against his chest. “Funny. Don’t you think?”

Apollo takes another step away from me as I see him processing the words his father just spoke.

“And,” Troy adds, “Phoenix was able to get hold of the actual footage of what the authorities had. And guess what? That footage was taken at the exact angle you stood at. Weird right? Weird, because no way in hell would a Godwin, a wife of Apollo, dare betray this family. No way would anyone be so foolish.”

“I’m going to fucking kill you,” I hear Athena say as she emerges from the shadows of the room, clearly hearing everything. “I’m going to cut off your legs, throw you on top of Ares’s coffin, and bury you alive.”

She doesn’t charge me, but I expect her to. I expect them all to. I back up until I’m up against the wall of the coatroom. I look at Apollo and tears begin to fall. “I’m sorry. I wasn’t thinking. I…”

“It was you?” Apollo asks. “You went to the cops?”

The way he looks at me…

Oh God…the way he looks at me. The pain in my heart is as if he’s already stabbed me.

“I acted out in desperation.” I look at Troy, Athena, Phoenix, and then back to Apollo. “I wanted out of the marriage, and I thought this was the way. But if I could take it all back⁠—”

“Ares was going to go to jail for the rest of his life because of you,” Athena hisses.

“Do you know what the punishment is for betraying a Godwin?” Troy asks with a devilish grin. He doesn’t look angry. He actually appears amused. Like this is all fun and games for him.

“I’m sorry,” I say again, noticing that all four of them block the only way out of the room. I consider screaming for help, but by now, most of the guests will have left, and even if they heard me, would they even dare go against Troy Godwin? Plus, making a scene could just make this situation worse.

“We’re leaving,” Apollo announces, surprising me by grabbing my hand and tugging me to him.

“Apollo, she did this to you!” Troy booms. “She videoed you and then it snowballed to the point where your brother was going to go to jail forever. All because of what your wife did to you.”

It’s clear that Troy, Phoenix, and Athena aren’t going to get out of the way of the door. But I hold on to Apollo’s hand as if it’s my lifeline, and truthfully, it is. The fact I’m still alive and he hasn’t killed me says a lot. But then again, it was Ares who was the killer in the family. I suppose I should be grateful he’s in the coffin right now.

“She needs to die,” Athena says as Phoenix nods. “Either you kill your wife, Apollo, or I will.”

Apollo takes a deep breath and then says. “We aren’t going to do anything right now in a coatroom. In a church. I’m going to handle this my way. My way. She’s my wife, this is my situation, and I need you all to back the fuck off.”

I’ve never heard Apollo speak so firmly before. Never. And clearly, by the way that Troy, Phoenix, and Athena stare back with mouths open, they’ve never heard it either.

“She needs to be punished,” Troy says, his eyes narrowing in on me as he no doubt is thinking of all the ways to make that happen.

“And she will,” Apollo says. He then glares at me and orders, “You go home. Now. You wait for me there.” He then turns toward his family and says, “We are going to go bury my brother. He deserves to be put to rest before we do anything else. The priest is ready, and we aren’t going to keep him waiting.” He pulls me through the sea of hate until I’m outside the coatroom. “Go home, Daphne.”

Fury. I can hear it, feel it, taste it in every syllable of his words. But I also see…reason. Apollo has always been the reasonable one.

I’ve never been so relieved but also terrified in my life. What happens now? What do I do? Where do I go? Do I listen to my husband? Or is he the one who’s going to kill me?


Chapter
Ten

DAPHNE


It’s dark outside, really dark, but I can still make out the shapes of the cars below. I don’t see him.

Not yet.

Being in the heart of downtown Seattle means outside is loud and active, but the walls of the hotel snuff most of the city sounds. The ringing of my ears and the pounding of my heart are all that remain.

Hiding in the hotel is temporary. I know this. You can’t hide from Gods. And Zeus himself confronted me tonight. I can't walk away from this unscathed because Troy Godwin knows what I did. They all know what I did. But I need time. I need to think. I need to plan; or maybe I need to hide.

Looking down on the street below, I wonder if Apollo will come for me or if it will be Troy. Maybe neither. Now that Ares is dead, they can’t send the family hitman, so they have to handle me themselves. Maybe I’m not worth their time and they will simply hire someone to take care of me. A nameless and faceless employee to take out the trash.

My eyes flutter closed, then open, then closed again as I try to wash away the memories of the funeral. The way Apollo looked at me as his father informed him of what I did…

I’ve never seen what a man betrayed looks like. Now that I have…

Fuck. I wish I could take it all back. I wish I could go back in time and talk down the hurt woman on a mission for revenge. It isn’t worth it. The pain won't go away. It won’t take away the demons. Don’t do it. Don’t do it!

Why did I do it? Why?

My phone rings, interrupting my desire to turn back the pages in this dark, macabre book. Walking over to the table, I utter a groan when I see it’s my sister. I’m half tempted to not pick up—fearful that she’ll notice the fear in my voice and want to help—but I also know Ani’s relentless and will keep trying all night until I take her call.

“Hi, sis,” I say as I sit down on the couch. I try to even my voice to disguise just how terrified I am, but my sister knows me better than anyone. My best option is to say as little as possible in this conversation.

“How was the funeral?” she asks.

“Hard,” I reply, not wanting to lie to her ever.

“I wish I could have been there for you. I wish I⁠—”

“I understand why you weren’t,” I cut in. Although I hated the reason why. Her asshole husband would never allow her to leave Heathens Hollow. Not even to support her sister and help with a family death. There is never a reason to leave him. Ani is to forever be by his side unless he wants to go off and drink and do drugs with his buddies.

“How’s Apollo doing?” she asks.

Should I tell her that he may want to kill me. He may want me dead. The rest of the Godwins do. “I think he’ll have a full recovery,” I say instead.

“I have news.”

Please tell me you’re leaving your husband. Tell me he’s finally done something that went too far and you’re asking for a divorce. Please let this be the call where you ask for help and allow me to get you out of that awful situation. Let it be a call of sanity. Of reason.

“I’m pregnant,” she announces.

I swallow down a deep sigh that struggles not to erupt from my body. “Are you sure this is what you want? Are you sure⁠—”

“Of course I want the baby!” she interrupts.

“I’m not talking about the baby. That’s amazing news,” I quickly clarify. “Of course it is. I just mean… Are you planning on raising the baby with him?”

“He’s the father, Daphne.” I hear her sigh, but I’m not sure it’s directed at me or the fact that my question is only reminding her of the turmoil she’s had inside her since finding out she’s going to have his child.

“You could come here. With me. We can raise the baby together. Ani, you don’t need him.”

“You and I both know it’s not that simple.”

“But it could be.”

There’s a long pause and then she asks, “What do you mean when you say we could raise the baby? What about Apollo?”

I don’t answer right away. I don’t know how to respond or what the answer even is. Ever since the accident, I feel like I’m a blind woman feeling my way through a maze. Things aren’t so black and white as they were before. Nothing makes sense anymore. Nothing is clear.

“Are you finally divorcing him?” Ani asks.

“You and I both know it’s not that simple,” I parrot her earlier statement. “Besides, it’s not about Apollo or Mark. This is about the baby. You and I could do this. We don’t need anyone but us.”

There’s a long pause. Silence on the other end. But silence is good. Silence means that Ani is thinking about the offer. She’s considering what her future would look like if she broke away from her abuser.

“He’d never let me go.”

“We won’t ask,” I say, not wanting to lose the conversation but already feeling her slipping away to her life of acceptance.

I hear Mark’s voice in the background. “I need to go,” she says in a low tone. “But I wanted to share the good news. I’ll try to call in the next day or two.” She hangs up the phone before I can say another word, but it’s not something I’m unfamiliar with.

This is how our conversations go. She uses the hidden cell phone I gave her when her husband’s not around. Our conversations are quick, secretive, and always end with me wanting to rush to her far away tower and save her from the monster.

There’s a knock at my door. “Housekeeping.”

It seems I’ll never get used to the fact that high-end hotels like this turn down the bed for you. Not wanting the nightly service, I open the door to send them on their way.

“Thank you, but I won’t be needing your service tonight,” I say with a welcoming smile, but pause when I sense something is off.

The housekeeper appears afraid. She looks at me with wide eyes and a pale face. My heart stops for a split second, unsure what can make the woman look the way she does.

“Is everything okay?” I ask.

My question is answered when the housekeeper is pushed aside, and Apollo stands in her place. Dark hair, piercing eyes, and the same look of betrayal on his face from when I left him at the funeral.

Apollo hands the woman a wad of cash and gives a warning look that sends a shiver down my spine. “Nothing out of the ordinary happened tonight. It would be a shame to find you tomorrow.”

“Yes, sir,” the woman says and turns to hurry away. She doesn’t even look at me, but I don’t blame her. Who would stand up against Apollo Godwin? I don’t think the money had anything to do with her leaving and no doubt keeping her mouth shut. The poor housekeeper feared for not only her job but even her life.

No one messes with a Godwin.

Then I realize I should fear for my life as well.

I try to slam the door shut, but Apollo has already placed his black leather shoe on the threshold and uses his arm to open the door even wider.

His eyes snake down my body. “Now, love, this isn’t how you treat your husband. On the day we bury my brother, I expect better from you.”

My breath hitches as Apollo forces his way into the hotel room, shutting the door behind him. I glance over my shoulder at the couch where I had left my cell phone. I also consider screaming but feel I should be very careful in how I handle this situation with Apollo. Screaming, running, or even fighting could get me killed. I have learned one thing since becoming a Godwin and that is that they don’t like messes. And they are very, very good at cleaning them up.

“I don’t know why you’re here,” I say, taking a few steps backward toward the couch.

“Oh, I think you do,” Apollo counters as he walks toward me slowly. He reminds me of a mountain lion stalking his prey—calculated, stealth-like, deadly. He stops when he stands directly in front of me. “I told you to go home.”

“I…I felt getting a hotel room would be better… Considering.”

A feral flash of his teeth nearly buckles my knees. “Considering.”

Blood courses chaotically through my veins. “You should be with your family. Grieving.”

He chuckles, which isn’t exactly the reaction that I expect. “You sure know how to change the mood of a funeral.” A small smirk lights up his face. “I prefer rage over sadness any day, so I guess I should thank you.”

“I didn’t know your father,” I begin, swallowing back the large lump in the back of my throat. “I didn’t expect for him to confront me like that at the funeral.”

“Did you think you could get away with it? Not get caught? You had to know we have cameras everywhere at Medusa Enterprises.”

“I expected you’d eventually find out,” I admit. Except every day that passed in which I didn’t get confronted was a day that built my confidence that I had indeed gotten away with it after all.

“And did you know there would be consequences? You had to know my father would demand consequences. That I would as well.”

Images of death flash before my eyes. “If I scream,” I begin.

“If you scream, then innocent people die. I have men in the hallways prepared to clean up any mess that should arise.” His eyes lock with mine, and for a moment I see…sadness. But then the look vanishes as quickly as it came, and his arms cross against his chest. “I hope to keep this as clean as possible. But that’s entirely up to you.”

I can hear the rapid beating of my heart in my ears. “I want you to leave right now.” My voice cracks as I issue the demand.

“Yes, well… We all want things in life, now don’t we?”

I steal another peek at my phone, wondering if it’s even possible to reach it and dial 911 before Apollo can stop me.

“You could try for the phone,” he says, never taking his eyes off me and somehow reading my mind, “but then things would get dirty.” He glances at me from head to toe with a devilish grin. “But maybe you like to get…dirty?”

“What are you going to do?” Asking the words seems to take whatever breath I have left in my body. I feel faint as I try to play out every scenario of what might happen to me in my head. The likelihood of me getting out of this situation alive seems less and less likely with every gruesome thought playing in my mind.

But this is my husband. My husband. Apollo wouldn’t kill me. Maybe his brother would, but he’s dead. His father would, but he’s not here. Even Athena would gladly slit my throat. But not Apollo. Not my husband.

Not answering my question, Apollo asks his own. “Why did you do it? Why go to the police with the video?”

“You know why.” I swallow hard.

“No. I don’t. Tell me.”

“I thought it would be my life raft. I wanted off the Godwin boat. You know this. You and your family wouldn’t allow me to leave. I simply wanted to leave,” I say softly, repositioning my weight from one bare foot to the other.

“I took—my brother took the fall for what you did.”

“You were supposed to take the fall,” I counter, my voice coming out screechy. “I turned you in. Not your brother. It’s not my fault you let Ares take the blame for killing that man.”

He doesn’t respond but seems to study every inch of my face. I feel as if he’s trying to read me, dive into my thoughts. His proximity and the way his eyes seem to devour every inch of my skin have me taking a few steps away from him.

Closer to the door.

Closer to my chance of making a run for it.

“Do you think I came here to kill you?” he growls as he takes slow, calculated steps toward me, closing the distance I just created between us.

He’s toying with me. He’s toying with me like a cat does with a mouse right before the kill.

“I don’t know why you’re here,” I say as I spin on my heels and bolt toward the door.

A sharp pain erupts in the back of my head.

Darkness.


Chapter
Eleven

APOLLO


Never hit a woman. If my mother was still alive, she’d be livid with me for knocking Daphne out the way I did. Men do not abuse women. Not a pop to the face or anything that could mar a beautiful smile with bruises or blood. That’s not to say the men in my family didn’t discipline and punish when deserved, and we all have wicked ways of doing such acts. But we do not physically harm an innocent female in an act of uncontrolled violence. I don’t know all the ins and outs of the relationship my brother had with Daphne, but I can safely say he never beat her. The Godwin family has rules, and not beating a woman is one of them. My father has always been a ruthless son of a bitch. He goddamn tortured my mother at times…mentally. Not to mention what he did to his children. But never did he beat my mother. Never would he slap her face or punch her in a fit of rage. And yes… He was a man who raged.

I will have to ask for forgiveness later to the Godwin ancestors who still haunt us to this day. But I didn’t have a choice. I know Daphne would not go quietly. I saw her cagey eyes darting around as she tried to come up with an escape plan, and now was not the time to quiet her screams or deal with her nails clawing at my face. Though the Godwins are connected deep in the hotel world, we don’t own this one, and the less of a scene, the better. There is plenty of time for Daphne’s fear and acting out in the privacy of Olympus Manor.

Catching Daphne’s limp body in my arms, I cradle her close to my chest, trying to ignore the wafting aroma of lavender coming from her long chestnut hair. I also try not to pay attention to the smoothness of her bare legs I have scooped over my arm—flesh to flesh.

I want to be mad. I want to stay mad.

Anger will keep me focused. Remembering this woman laying in my arms tried to destroy my brother, and pulled me into it, and our family… Yes, I need to remain angry. I was going to spend the rest of my life behind bars because of her. She betrayed our family, and she nearly destroyed any chance I had of freedom. She wanted to bring Apollo down, and for that she must be punished.

Her small frame makes it easy for me to walk toward the door. As I exit the hotel room, my men are waiting outside in the hallway. I can hand Daphne off to any of them, but I like the warmth of her body against mine. I should never admit this, but I will not give up this small pleasure. I will handle my brother’s wife—now my wife—myself. Plus, it makes sense I would carry my wife and not want another man to touch her.

“Is the helicopter ready?” I ask as I walk down the emergency stairs, paying close attention that Daphne’s head or feet don’t hit the railing or wall.

“Yeah,” Johnny—a man who’s loyally worked for my family for over a decade—says as he follows close behind with his gun ready just in case. “We’re good. The car’s in the alley waiting to take you there.”

I pick up my pace when Daphne stirs. A soft groan escapes her pouty lips, and her long eyelashes flutter. I have a sleeping beauty in my arms who is about to become a screaming banshee if I don’t act quickly. I don’t want to knock her out again, but I also don’t want to deal with a hysterical woman fighting for her life. She needs to be in the car before she awakens.

When I reach the town car, I position Daphne’s lifeless body into the backseat as gently as I can. She’s already going to wake up with a nice size goose egg on the back of her head, and I have no intention of adding anymore bruises and cuts to her body if I can help it. I rush to the other side of the car and crawl into the backseat next to her. Without giving much thought, I lift her head and position it on my lap. Banging on the soundproof glass that separates me from the driver, I signal it’s time to leave.

Daphne groans again and moves her head from side to side. I instantly regret the placement of her head as the side of her face brushes up against the tip of my cock. I don’t want her to have any control over my mind or body. The last thing I need is to muddy the waters⁠—

But fuck!

Her face touches it again, and my cock has a mind of its own as it hardens and tents my slacks like I’m some horny teenager.

I stare out the window and think of the task at hand. Focus, focus. I will not look down at her angelic face, her luscious lips, or the way her silken hair cascades around my thigh. I will not look at her black, lace panties that are on full display since her dress bunched up when I placed her in the back seat. I will not picture my cock plunged into that pussy of hers which only hides behind a thin piece of fabric.

Fuck it…

Yes, I will.

I can’t help but imagine how tight her tiny little hole will feel milking my⁠—

Like a bolt of lightning, Daphne opens her eyes and sits up. Cowering to the door with wild eyes, she puts out her hands to block an attack that isn’t coming.

“Stay away from me!” she screams. “Don’t hurt me.”

Yes, this is the reaction I’m expecting. Luckily, we are already in the car heading to Heathens Hollow, and there is no one to hear her cries.

“Calm down,” I say as I reposition my throbbing cock so it isn’t so obvious how hard it still is.

Her eyes dart around the car and at the passing scenery. “Where are you taking me? What are you doing?” The high-pitch sound of her voice and the way her chest heaves with every syllable, I can see that she isn’t following my command and is anything but calm.

“Panicking right now will not help your situation.”

She reaches for the door handle and quickly finds it to be locked from the outside. I can’t help but grin, imagining the woman jumping out of a moving vehicle in nothing but a black dress, panties, and running barefoot on the rain-soaked streets of Seattle. I’m seeing just how much of a spitfire my brother married, and I can’t say I blame him for it. There’s a lot of courage and spunk in that tiny frame of hers. Hell, she had the guts to try to decimate a Godwin by betraying him. Not even our bravest opponents would be so bold.

Like a caged animal, she presses her body further against the door—if that’s even possible—as she stares at me with wide eyes and a trembling lip. She reaches for the back of her head and rubs. “You knocked me out. You hit me,” she says.

“If there was another way, I wouldn’t have. The last thing we need is a scene in the hotel lobby. I knew you wouldn’t leave with me quietly.”

“Do you blame me?” She glances outside again. “Are you taking me home?”

I don’t answer her. I know she’s afraid, but that is exactly what I need right now. Fear gives me power, and Daphne Godwin needs to truly understand how powerful I am. If I could truly be me—Ares Godwin—she would piss herself and beg for mercy, knowing just how terrifying I am. But right now, I’m Apollo in her eyes, and because it was so easy for her to betray my brother… she clearly isn’t afraid of Apollo. At least not yet. Yet…

“Are you taking me to your father?”

She’ll learn she should fear me rather than my father.

“Please,” she says as her body shivers. She doesn’t cry, which I admire. I figured she wouldn’t break easily, and she isn’t letting me down on my assumption. I knew she would be a worthy opponent. “You don’t have to do this. It’s not too late to let me go. I’ll just leave. I’ll go be with my sister. I won’t ask for anything in the divorce. Just let me go and we can act like this marriage never happened. That’s all I ever wanted. I just wanted out.”

I still don’t say a thing but stare out the window instead. My brother wouldn’t marry a woman who lacked intelligence. From the little I know, Daphne is not a woman to underestimate. I know if I’m not careful, it’s likely she will read my face. She may pick up on the turmoil of thoughts and emotions raging inside of me. I will not give her any weapon to use against me if I can help it. She may have been a fierce opponent with my brother, but she’s not a match for me, and by the time I’m done with her tonight she’ll know it.

“Listen, motherfucker!” she shouts as she pummels me with her fists. “Stop this car immediately!”

And there it is.

The reaction I had truly expected.

Daphne Godwin is no wilting flower. This is the spunk I’ve prepared for, and I already have a plan for just how I am going to handle this pistol.

It doesn’t take much effort to snatch both of her hands together while glaring directly into her eyes.

“No,” I state sternly.

“Fuck you,” she spits.

Her eyes dilate and flare with rage as she glares back, but I can still see a twinkle of fear in them. I have tortured and killed enough to know exactly what the look of fear is, and Daphne possesses it even though she’s doing a hell of a job attempting to conceal it from me by her aggressive bravado.

“I don’t know what you’re planning on doing. Or what your father wants, but I’m your wife. It might mean nothing now, but I still believe it did at one time. I’m your wife, Apollo. Your wife.” She struggles to free her hands from my hold.

“Exactly. You are my wife. My wife. So explain to me why there is footage of you filming me kill that man. And tell me why you would go to the authorities. And tell me why you wanted to see me spend the rest of my life behind bars. Are those the actions of a wife?”

My question is accusatory. I already know the answer. I already know Daphne’s goal was to bring down my brother in the most vindictive of ways. It backfired on her when I took the blame for him, but she had no way of knowing just how strong our brotherly connection was and that there wasn’t anything I wouldn’t do for Apollo and the Godwin family.

“And tell me how you could live with yourself knowing they were going to lock Ares in jail for the rest of his life for what you did. They could have even asked for the death penalty.”

“I told you. I didn’t know Ares would get pulled into it. I was only lashing out at you. Just you.”

I nod. “Yes… The actions of my wife.”

It was hard talking about my brother, and it was even harder talking about me in the past tense and saying my name as if it wasn’t me. I need to regain control. I need to feel anger rather than turmoil. The upper hand needs to be taken back by me, and I know how to do it.

I faintly remember her sister at Apollo and her wedding. I’m pretty sure Daphne’s close to her, so I take a risk by using the most effective weapon of all—family.

“So maybe I should make your sister pay like you tried to do to my brother,” I say. “Maybe your sister should be the sacrifice for your crimes.”

She freezes.

I know mentioning her sister is playing dirty, but the truth of the matter is I can annihilate everything important to her if I choose. She needs to realize this and tread lightly. Woman or not, wife of my brother or not, my mercy only goes so far.

I release her wrists and turn my head to stare out the window again. I gave her enough to stew on to keep her behaved. Bringing up the demise of the family is usually enough to shut up⁠—

“You son of a bitch,” she screams as she punches me square in the jaw.

I didn’t see that coming.

“You leave my sister out of this! Do you hear me?” Daphne continues to punch me as I shake off the blinding stars from a powerful right hook. “Torture me. Kill me. Rape me. Dump my body in some shallow grave, but leave her the fuck out of your sick madness!”

Snatching her wrists again, I struggle with her attacking body. “I’m giving you to the count of three to stop. One,” I snarl. “Two,” I continue as her body yanks and gyrates around in a futile combat. “Three,” I say as I flip her body over my lap, pinning her down with the weight of my legs on top of hers to prevent her from kicking. I’ve never tortured or killed a woman. But that doesn’t mean I haven’t tormented them in other ways. Ways that may make Daphne wish I treated her like I treat the men who cross me instead.

“Let me go!” she screams over and over as I make sure there is no way she can break free from my hold. Daphne’s balled up fists are pinned behind her back with one of my hands, and her body lays rigidly over my knee.

“Bad, bad choice, my wife. Bad.”

Her dress is already halfway up her torso, exposing most of her stomach and all of her bottom half. Her panty-clad bottom is on full display, upturned on my knee as I press her down. She continues to demand her release, but I ignore her futile dictates.

“I’m about to show you what happens if you’re bad.”


Chapter
Twelve

DAPHNE


I have no idea what’s going on. I don’t know if I should be afraid for my life, or livid toward my attacker. Fury sizzles through me, but so does terror as I’m held pinned down on my husband’s lap.

Should I demand my release?

Should I beg for mercy?

Should I just accept my fate and…

What is my fate?

Death?

Rape… Can you even be raped by a man you vowed to honor and obey?

Yes, no… The uncertainty of what’s coming nearly sends me into a full-blown panic attack.

What’s next?

Agonizing torture I have only seen pictures of or heard horror stories of?

And what about my sister? Is she in danger as well? I’ve learned you never underestimate a Godwin.

“The quicker you learn to obey me, the better, princess,” Apollo says as he applies pressure to my trapped hands at my lower back. He’s never called me princess before. There’s a sinister seduction to it.

One of his hands engulfs both of mine, and no matter how hard I try to free myself from his grip, I make zero progress. I know the man is strong. How can he not be, considering he’s a Godwin and part of one of the most feared families in not only Seattle, but possibly the world? But I never considered myself to be a weak woman either.

I try to kick my legs, but they are also restrained with the weight of his. There is absolutely nothing I can do. And that fact becomes even more clear when Apollo reaches for the waistband of my panties and yanks them down to my knees.

“Stop this!” I squeal, but already know my demands are being ignored. “Stop!”

Is he going to rape me? I wouldn’t have profiled my husband as a rapist, but I’m doubting every single thing that has led up to this moment. But I’ve never told Apollo no before. I’ve never had to. He was the one who created the distance. He was the one who put up the wall. Not me.

“You clearly don’t know who I am,” he says. “I take commands from no one. Especially you.”

My ass is completely bare. My pussy rubs up against the fabric of his pants with every move I make as I attempt to escape his hold. I have never been so vulnerable, nor humiliated, in my life. Or so I think…

Nothing could prepare me for what comes next.

I hear the sound before I register the pain. The palm of his large hand comes crashing down upon my ass—over and over again, in rapid fire. I remain completely inaudible as the man I vowed to spend the rest of my life with spanks me like an errant child in the back of a car while another man, I have yet to see through the tinted glass, drives on as if this is a common occurrence.

My silence is not because of submission, but out of utter shock.

Is this really happening?

Is my husband seriously spanking me over his knee instead of fucking me against my will as I had expected?

As each slap of his hand grows in intensity, so does the burn. A deep fire blazes not only on my ass but also throughout every inch of me. So much shame and embarrassment floods within me I can barely inhale. Blood rushes to my face, which adds to the lightheaded feeling caused by hanging over his lap.

“Stop,” I say again, though this time with much less conviction.

Apollo volleys several more spanks on my bare flesh with growing force. “Tell me to stop again,” he nearly growls. “Dare to tell me what to do.”

I should heed his taunt and say nothing more, but as I am finding out, I’m not exactly making the wisest decisions of late, or I wouldn’t be here in this car with Apollo at his complete mercy.

“You can’t do this to me.”

“I can.” He continues on with the spanking, one painful swat after another. “And I will. You think you know me because you and I are married?” The stinging blows never cease as he speaks. “But you have no idea. Not really. You’ll soon get a very intimate glimpse into the kind of man I truly am. And your first lesson’s right now. If you don’t follow my orders, there’ll be consequences.” He spanks even harder on the sensitive flesh where my ass meets my thighs. “This little spanking will be nothing compared to what I’ll do to you. So, I advise you to tread lightly and do exactly as you’re told. This is a warning. A small and easy warning.”

This was far from easy, and I can’t imagine how much harder this could get.

I bite my tongue and don’t say another word, hoping the punishment will soon end. But I can’t hold back the gasps and whimpers that escape through my lips with every searing swat to my flesh. It hurts! It fucking hurts more than I thought a spanking could. Apollo’s hand feels as if it suddenly has morphed into a solid piece of wood.

Apollo positions my legs so they are spread as far apart as possible in the position I am in. He then spanks my inner thighs, dangerously close to my exposed pussy. I hold my breath each time his fingertips graze the delicate, intimate flesh. His slaps on my inner leg aren’t as hard as he has been spanking on my ass, but the sting is far worse.

The cool air on my moistened sex heats my face. I want to scream, cry, shout out in disgust, but the shame and humiliation is so much that all I can do is muffle every noise that wants to come from within.

Maybe if I lay perfectly still and remain completely quiet, Apollo will stop the assault.

But Apollo has other plans than a simple cease and desist.

I should have known he wouldn’t avoid my spread and susceptible pussy.

The slap to my silky folds forces a sound from my lips that resonates between a moan and a whimper—both erotic and painful.

You can hear the wetness of my flesh against the fingertips of his hand. The sound fills me with the ultimate mortification, and I know there is no way Apollo will miss my body’s reaction to his force.

He doesn’t say anything—which I didn’t expect—but instead spanks me a few more times on the lips of my pussy.

Jesus. Can the driver hear the sound of hand smacking wet skin?

If Apollo doesn’t kill me and put me out of my misery, the embarrassment surely will.

Finally, the pussy spanking stops, but it’s replaced with Apollo shoving a finger inside of me.

“Don’t,” I moan, though anyone listening wouldn’t believe I want it to stop.

“Have you not learned?” Apollo asks. “You don’t tell me what to do.”

I expect the punishment to continue because of my verbal outburst, but instead, he pumps his finger in and out of my pussy. I buck and writhe against his hand, unsure if I want his finger fucking to continue or for it to end.

Sadly, my body decides for me as intense arousal forms with every press of his finger deep inside of me.

No. No. No.

But my body won’t listen.

Yanking out his finger just as I drift away in euphoric bliss, Apollo brings his finger coated with my juices to my face. “Lick it off.”

I stare at his wet finger, musky with my scent, uncertain I heard him correctly.

He places his finger on my lips and presses past them. “Clean my finger.”

Not really having a choice, since his finger already rests on my tongue and I can taste the saltiness of my desire, I do as he commands. I suckle on his finger as my pussy throbs for more.

“That’s right. Swirl your tongue around,” he says. “Next time I’m forced to shove something inside your mouth—or your pussy—it won’t be my finger.”

A shiver runs down my spine at his threat, but I compliantly lick as I continue to suck, hoping to please him.

Clearly satisfied with the cleanliness, he pulls out his finger from my mouth. “Punch me again, or even strike out at me, and I’ll not use my hand. I’ll take my belt to this tight ass of yours.” He swats each cheek harder than he has done before, causing me to cry out with each one. “Are we clear?”

When I don’t respond right away, he swats me again even harder. “Are. We. Clear?”

“Yes,” I answer. Who the fuck is this man? Apollo has never…never… “Yes.”

The spanking stops, and Apollo positions my body back to upright. The blood rushes back to my head, making me dizzier than I was before. He frees my hands, but after what he just did to me, he might as well have placed handcuffs on them. I wouldn’t dare try to hit the man again. He’s stronger than me obviously, but he also has no scruples. I know he will do exactly as he threatens and whip me with his belt if I do so.

Godwins don’t bluff. I know this.

I reach down to pull up my panties but freeze when Apollo grips my wrist firmly.

“No. Leave them exactly where they are.”

I almost tell him to go fuck himself and pull up my underwear regardless of what he says, but my throbbing ass—and pussy—keeps my mouth shut. I have no choice but to sit back and ignore the fact that my naked and heated flesh pulsates against the leather of the seat as my panties bunch up right above my bare feet. Chills run across every inch of my skin, contrasting with the beads of sweat that have formed on my upper lip. My heart beats so loudly I can hear it in my ears. I don’t know what is going to happen to me, but I can also see that demanding answers is not the way to go. I have to out think the man. I have to remind this man he married me. He chose to make me his wife. And there must be something in his heart holding him back from what his other family members would do.

Ares would have already killed me.

If Apollo wants me dead, he would have done that the minute he forced himself through my door. He clearly wants me alive for something.

Is it love? Doubtful. Not Apollo. I realized shortly after our vows the man was incapable of loving anyone.

I just have to figure out what it is and give it to him. I will not play hero or martyr. There is nothing I can say that justifies what I did. I can’t deny it, nor would I. But I will do whatever he wants to get out of this marriage alive and hopefully with some dignity intact.

I squirm in my seat, trying to ease the pressure. I wouldn’t dare look Apollo in the face right now, but I swear that in the corner of my eye, I see a smirk.

Bastard.

If I get out of this alive I’ll run as far away as I can from the name Godwin. Nothing is worth this, and living in poverty on the Eastside of Heathens Hollow sounds heavenly right about now.

I stare out the window to get my bearings. It makes sense that he’s taking me out of the city somewhere, but it appears we’re heading toward the helicopter.

A flash of panic hits me.

He’s taking me to Heathens Hollow.

Olympus Manor. Where we will be alone. Isolated. No one will hear my screams. The manor sits on a cliff overlooking the sea. It’s a perfect place to toss my body over the edge and no one will be the wiser. And even if they did, it could be considered an accident. A suicide. Hell… The Godwins can make it anything they want.

There were many rumors that surround the Godwin family manor. But even more rumors about the island of Heathens Hollow. The island is known for tales of Satanic rituals, sex parties that take kink to the next level, and even that it was the location for sex auctions. Torrid tales swirl around this place, even though very few people know for sure.

“Olympus is calling,” Apollo says as the car pulls up in front of the helicopter.

I don’t know what he means, but there is no way heading to Heathens Hollow is a good idea. He’s taking me there for something yet unknown, and then to get rid of my body with the rest of the Godwin’s victims.

Apollo gets out of the car and walks around to my side.

I can’t get out of the car. If I do, I have no chance at all. Once I leave Seattle, I know it’s the beginning of the end.


Chapter
Thirteen

APOLLO


Never stick your hand inside the cage of a wild animal.

I know better than this, and yet, as I reach into the car to pull Daphne out, the heel of her foot kicks me square in the nose, reminds me of that painful fact.

“Don’t touch me,” she screams, though her voice sounds hoarse and ragged.

Blinking back tears and tasting the blood gushing out of my nose into my mouth, I shout through clenched teeth, “Are you fucking kidding me?” Wiping away the blood, though more keeps coming, I call out for my driver. “Johnny, give me a hand, will ya?”

This little vixen clearly needs more of a lesson on what acting out gets you.

Wide-eyed and half naked, Daphne most certainly puts up a fight. She kicks, she punches, she even bites poor Johnny on the forearm. She isn’t going down without a fight, but a fight I will give her right back.

“Motherfucker!” she screams, kicking and slapping away at us as we both crouch into the car, attempting to pull her out.

I should have tied her up, and I’m sure Johnny agrees. But then again, are those the actions of a husband?

I try not to laugh when sweat pours down Johnny’s forehead as the tough guy struggles against a wee little lass. Her panties are long gone, and she has not a care in the world that all her naughty bits are on full display as she attempts to fight us off. No one would believe this story if they weren’t seeing it firsthand.

Once we have her out of the car, I order, “Bend her over the hood of the car.”

Johnny does as I ask with very little effort. Now that Daphne isn’t in the backseat and at an odd angle for us to get a hold of, we once again have the upper hand with strength, and my six foot five inches tall driver who is nothing but a solid mass of muscle doesn’t have to even try hard to hold her over the hood and keep her in place.

Because her panties have been completely shed during her struggle, she is totally bare from the waist down. Johnny has already raised her dress when he bent her over. Her white ass still has blotches of pink from my earlier spanking with my hand. A spanking that clearly didn’t teach her a thing.

I unbuckle my belt and yank it through the loops in one big swoosh. The fact that Daphne looks over her shoulder at me tells me she knows what’s coming. Her eyes widen even more as her mouth falls open.

“Let me go,” she says as she tries to break free from Johnny’s hold. The brute of a man simply moves to the side but keeps her pinned down onto the hood and takes a hold of her hands in his.

“You better not hit me with that belt,” Johnny says with a chuckle. “I don’t get paid enough for this shit.”

I laugh even though blood still runs from my nose. “Don’t worry. I have the perfect target in front of me.”

I’m speaking of Daphne’s perfect ass. I had no intention of fucking her when this all began, but after seeing her ass bent over, spanking her wet pussy, and feeling her inner walls tighten around my finger as she mewled in want and in protest I seriously rethink that plan.

I glance around, making sure no approaching cars are coming or people in the distance. The pilot is inside the helicopter but at the angle it’s at, I doubt he can see us. I need to get her inside and take off for Heathens Hollow as quickly as possible, but I am also a man of my word and act immediately. I told her what I would do if she struck out at me, and she sure as fuck did that, so it’s time for her to pay for her crime.

I fold over the leather of the belt in my hand and approach.

“I warned you, princess.”

She remains silent, though I can see how hard she’s breathing and can almost hear the inaudible curses going on in her head. Part of me wants to listen to each and every one. I find her strength and fire damn sexy, even though my fucking nose throbs and could very well be broken.

The sound of leather on her backside is truly a beautiful sound. Lash after lash, I bring the belt down upon her naked ass.

Primal, raw, forbidden and yet so old-fashioned and pure.

Her body tenses with every whip of my belt, and she raises up on her toes, but she doesn’t plead for mercy. I think stronger men twice her size would have already cried out for me to stop.

But not Daphne.

I can hear her gasps with every blow of my leather, and I can see her flinching, but she never begs. She can’t move because of Johnny’s hold, but a part of me believes she would have submitted to my belting regardless of if I held her in place or not.

As welts are forming on her white cheeks, I decide I will cut this discipline short. We still have a lot to accomplish, and I don’t trust being out in the open for long. That, and my cock is raging hard, and if I don’t stop now, I’ll have to plunge it deep inside of her right here on the hood of the car. I’m a dirty, kinky bastard, but I’m not up for fucking in front of one of my men.

“If I stop, are you going to behave?” I ask, ready to bring the belt down again if I have to.

She nods.

“I can’t hear you.”

“Yes,” she says with a sound of defeat in her voice and also visible with how she lies on the hood fully with all her weight.

“Take off her dress,” I order Johnny as I place my belt back through the hoops of my pants.

Johnny does so with zero fight from Daphne. I have whipped her into submission…for now. I know that submission only lasts for so long, and I will need to force it upon her again soon enough.

I stand before her, locking my eyes with hers even though the sight of Daphne standing here completely nude nearly takes my breath away.

Is it necessary to have Daphne completely naked in order for her to obey me?

No.

But it sure as hell doesn’t hurt.

“I’m not a man you can fuck with,” I warn. “Clearly, I’ve never taught you this lesson.”

I see her bite her lip, and I can see the “fuck you” blaze in her eyes, but she remains poised.

“Are you going to kill me?” she asks quietly. “I know it’s what your family wants. Your father expects it.”

“Death is not always the worst thing that can be done to someone,” I answer.

Noticing she doesn’t have any shoes on, I scoop her up and cradle her in my arms without hesitation.

She doesn’t resist or fight me. She simply turns her head to stare out ahead as I walk toward the chopper. Yes, she is submissive for now… Or she’s putting on one hell of a show that she is.

“Bring the car back to the house,” I call over my shoulder to Johnny. “I’ll let you know if I need anything while at Heathens Hollow.”


Chapter
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DAPHNE


I hear the whispers of death as we enter the manor.

I have always felt this way every time we came here for an event, but this time is different. This time the whispers are coming for me.

Forget the fact I am naked, I have no shoes on, and I have just been humiliated by my husband, I am now walking into my coffin of my own free will. I’ve given up the fight, and I’m ashamed that I have. I’d like to say it’s because I’m calculating. Or I’m scheming a way out of this, and all that may be true deep down in my soul. But right now, as Apollo ushers me up the large winding staircase, I’m fucking scared.

I know it’s his bedroom, even though I’ve actually never spent the night in Olympus Manor. We always left right after a family affair. I always got the feeling Apollo wanted to leave the property as soon as we could. We never made ourselves at home in the family estate. I always got the same feeling from his siblings as well. They arrived because Troy ordered them to, but none of them appeared happy to be present.

A large king-size bed, mahogany dressers, full-length mirror, an oriental rug, and a brown leather chair by a small table and lamp are in this room. It’s the kind of room that belongs inside a mansion or some rich-person’s penthouse. It doesn’t have the haunted, gothic elegance of the main part of the manor.

My eyes dart to the bed, and my breath hitches when I realize why he’s taking me to the room. He’s going to want sex. I’m naked, vulnerable, and completely at his mercy. We had sex last night, but that was different. Maybe it was because I felt sorry for him that he had lost his twin. Or maybe it was wishful thinking that we could repair our marriage. Or maybe I was simply horny and hadn’t been touched in ages.

But this time… This time things have changed. This man isn’t my husband any longer. This man is a monster.

Who knows what he has planned for me, and I’m too scared to demand answers.

I can’t make my feet move even if I want to. There is no way my inner soul will allow me to step across the threshold of my own free will. There is no way at all. So, I stand in place and will my knees not to buckle.

“I’m not going to fuck you, if that’s what you’re worried about,” he says, pulling me into the room with a hard tug. “I have something else in mind for you.”

I stumble inside and would have fallen if it wasn’t for Apollo reaching out and steadying me.

“But if you truly don’t want your sister or you to die, then I expect you to obey me completely. Piss me off, and I won’t play so nice. I’ll make your sister pay the same way you stood back and watched my brother pay.”

My head spins, and I don’t know if I want to scream, curse him out, cry, plead for mercy, or simply break into a million pieces, never to recover again.

“What do you plan on doing with us then? If I obey?” I somehow ask.

“Well…” he begins as he leads me to the far side of the room. There is no moonlight coming from the window because of the heavy velvet curtains that are drawn, but there is a very large skylight on the ceiling of the room that allows a moon beam from the full moon to cast in. “You worked really hard to put me in a cage for the rest of my life, and had no issue when Ares was going to be in a cage for the rest of his.”

I freeze when I see what is before me now that I’ve fully entered the room.

“And since you want to put me in a cage so badly…” He walks over to the large, gilded cage on the other side of his bed against the wall. “It seems fitting that I put you in a cage instead.”

I wouldn’t have been able to speak even if I had anything other than futilely begging for mercy to say. The gold bars of the cage are intricately woven in a beautiful design of ivy and flowers. It’s the type of cage that would house a flock of parakeets or exotic birds. It’s meant to be a decorative item in a sunroom, or a conservatory. It doesn’t belong in a bedroom next to where you’d sleep. The cage door also has a padlock on it, and nothing else inside.

“Get in,” Apollo demands.

“You can’t be serious,” I say as the reality of my situation knocks the air out of me.

“Now,” Apollo says. He stresses the “now” with a severe slap to my bare ass, which has me squealing out in surprise rather than pain.

I remain frozen. Not out of defiance, but out of paralyzing shock. Apollo, however, must read my lack of movement as the former. Without warning, Apollo picks me up under the arms and walks the couple of feet to the edge of his bed. He then folds my body over and presses my upper torso against the mattress. I can hear the swish of his belt again being removed from his pants.

“No,” I say. “No.”

I try to stand up, but he holds me firmly with one hand. I then try to reach back to protect my backside from another whipping, but Apollo snatches both my wrists and pins them at my lower back. Sadly for me, it only takes one of his hands for him to do this, so the other one is free to yield the belt again.

I press my face into the mattress, which muffles my howl when he brings the leather down on my still-sensitive flesh. The fiery lick is enough for me to break any of my pride that’s still present.

So I will beg.

“Please. I’m sorry! You don’t have to do this! I’ll get in the cage. I’ll get in!”

“I don’t repeat myself, princess. It’s best you learn this now,” he says as he continues to lash me with the belt.

It doesn’t seem like he is bringing the leather down on my ass as severely as he had done outside on the hood of the car, but my skin still aches from the earlier discipline, so every crack of the belt on my upturned bare flesh has me crying out. Thankfully, the punishment doesn’t last long. As I lay on the bed—not daring to do a thing without his permission—I can hear him place his belt back on and buckle it. It terrifies me he will spank my pussy again and then fuck me with his finger. I don’t want the shame of that again, and almost prefer a true beating with his fists rather than the humiliation of Apollo knowing once again my body reacts to his heavy hand. My ass stings, but I feel the wetness between my thighs.

“Now get up and get in the cage,” he commands again, sparing me of that shame.

Not having a choice—not unless I want this situation to get worse—I get up quickly, walk over to the cage, duck my head so I can walk inside, and stand awaiting his next order. At least being behind bars, I won’t be touched by Apollo any longer, and I can sit and pull my knees up to my breasts and try to conceal my stolen modesty to some level.

Once inside, Apollo walks over to his bed, pulls off a white fur blanket, and tosses it inside.

“I’m sure you’re cold,” he says as he then closes the cage and latches the lock.

There is a small part of me that wants to tell him to go fuck himself and take his fucking blanket with him, but he’s correct. I am cold. And the blanket not only looks warm, but it will cover me fully for the first time since being stripped by a stranger. I yank the fur up to my neck and completely drown myself in the blanket. I’d cover my head too if it wasn’t because my curiosity is winning out. I can’t take my eyes off Apollo, wondering what he will do next.

“It’s late. We’ll start again tomorrow,” he says. “It’s best you get some sleep.”

Sleep? How does he expect me to sleep? Though I can see outside via the skylight, and I can see it is still night, but I am sure dawn will be near soon.

And what does he mean by “we’ll start again tomorrow”?

There are so many questions running through my head—all with no answers. This is nothing but complete madness, and there is no way I can come up with a reasonable way to conquer this. But I have to try. I have to think…

So, he locked me in a cage.

Was this his plan from the beginning?

Now what?

Just as I am drumming up the courage to ask, Apollo turns and leaves the room. It isn’t until his bedroom door shuts, it hits me I am truly inside an animal cage. I can move around a little. I also can completely lie down and stretch my legs out between the bars if I need to. Putting my hands on the bars, I shake as hard as I can, but nothing happens other than the cage moving slightly. I also shake the door to see if it’s possible to open, which it isn’t with the lock in place.

I am kidnapped.

Trapped.

At his mercy.

Inside a gilded cage.

But I refuse to cry.

I will not break.

I will not allow this beast to tear me down.

He is the animal. Not me.

He belongs where I am.

He should be in this cage.

He is the damn creature who needs to be confined.

I gasp for air as my heart beats so hard against my chest, I feel actual pain.

I can’t breathe.

I can’t breathe!

Closing my eyes, hoping this nightmare will somehow end, I do everything to steady my breathing. In and out, I chant internally. I need to remain calm. If Apollo wanted me dead…

No, he doesn’t want me dead. He wants me in a cage.
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I must have fallen asleep, because as I wake, sunlight is shining through the skylight window above my prison bars. Cocooned in the fur blanket, I surprisingly slept well considering I was locked in a cage inside a madman’s bedroom. Even though I had been on a metal cage floor, the blanket provided enough cushion that I don’t wake up feeling achy or stiff. My sore ass from yesterday has also dissipated, and it’s almost as if the entire nightmare of being kidnapped by my husband hasn’t happened, except when I turn my head and see Apollo sleeping soundly in his bed, the Band-Aid the good night’s sleep provided rips off in a flesh-tearing way.

He doesn’t snore.

He always used to snore.

All dragons in their lair snored.

I sit up and run my fingers through my hair. Not that it matters what I look like now, but it gives me a small piece of humanity. Especially since I’m covered in fur, huddled in a cage like a scared animal.

I watch Apollo sleep. He doesn’t look like a kidnapper, a killer, a creature of the night who steals innocent people from the safety of the life they know. He doesn’t look evil or vile. In fact, the man is handsome. He always has been from the moment I first laid eyes on him. Gorgeous. The man could make me weak-kneed with just one glance in my direction. A part of me had forgotten just how handsome my husband is, but seeing his face laying peacefully against his pillow, and glancing at his newly wounded and still bandaged arm that peeks out from the blanket and hangs over the side of the bed, he has a sexy appearance I have never seen before. This is what the man would look like waking up to him after a night of him fucking my brains out. And it hasn’t been so long that I don’t remember that Apollo knows exactly how to fuck a woman’s brains out. The other night, he took it to a new level, and just the memory of us laying on the floor in front of the fire leaves me…

Apollo must sense me staring at him. He always slept on edge and was ready to pounce at any moment. Insomnia was his best friend, and I remember how he never stayed in bed with me. Never. He paced the house like a lion in a too-small cage.

“Good morning, wife,” he says with a husky voice and a glimmer of mischief in his eyes. He sits up and stretches, revealing his bare chest as he does so.

I try not to look but justify my gawking by saying it’s merely out of habit.

A bad habit.

I need fucking rehab from this man.

“When I came back into the room last night,” he says, “I found you sleeping all wrapped in white fur like a little bunny. I liked it. My little bunny.”

Calling me a damn bunny, and the fuck that I’m in a cage like an animal, any thoughts that the man is handsome wash away and are replaced with rage.

“I need to use the restroom,” I snarl as I try to not picture myself clawing his eyes out like a caged tiger would do. If I focus too much on causing this man pain, then I will act out the minute I can, and I know that wouldn’t be a wise move. I have to out think this man.

Apollo gets out of bed in nothing but a pair of underwear and walks over to the cage with disheveled hair and sleepy eyes. He grabs a set of keys that rests on a dresser nearby—but not close enough for me to reach while I’m in the cage—and opens my prison.

“Come on,” he says.

I climb out of the cage, dragging the fur blanket behind me.

“Leave the blanket,” he says firmly.

I freeze, considering telling him to go fuck himself, but do as he asks instead. I need to use the restroom now and don’t have the time or energy to fight the man… Yet.

Once I cross over the entrance of the cage, Apollo helps me the rest of the way. He then takes my upper arm and leads me out of his room, down the hallway that looks upon the foyer below us, and into a bathroom.

“There're towels, shampoo, soap and stuff in there if you’d like to take a shower. There’s also a drawer with spare toothbrushes and toothpaste. Everything you should need to get yourself cleaned up is in there. If there isn’t, let me know. I’ll send for someone to deliver it,” Apollo says, surprising me with his hospitality.

Am I a guest in his house or a kidnapped victim locked in an animal’s cage?

“Can I have my clothes back?” I ask.

“No.”

“You just said if I needed anything to ask.”

“You’ll remain naked while here,” he informs.

“Which is for how long? You still haven’t told me⁠—”

“Go into the bathroom,” he interrupts.

Part of me wants to continue to press and find out exactly what Apollo has in store for me, but I don’t wait for him to change his mind while he’s being hospitable, even though he’s forcing me to remain nude.

When I close the door behind me, it’s the first time I feel somewhat human since being kidnapped. I have privacy. No one is staring at me. No one is holding my arm. There is no cage.

There is also not a window big enough to crawl out and to escape from. There is one way in and one way out.
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I consider walking out of the bathroom with a towel wrapped around me but think better of it. I’m pretty sure Apollo will have me remove it and will most likely punish me for trying. It was nice to take a shower, brush my teeth, and I even blew my hair dry. I expected Apollo to bang on the door telling me I was taking too long and to come out immediately, or even charge in himself since there isn’t a lock on the door, but he never did. He allowed me to take my time, which I did.

Plus, I’m not exactly looking forward to going back inside that cage.

I have to remain calm, obedient, and act like the submissive wife who clearly Apollo wants.

I know my time will come where I can figure out a way out of this mess… if I can just stay level-headed.

And patient.

Caged or not, I have to remain steadfast and not try to kill the asshole with my bare hands. Even if I did, he has a ruthless family who would seek revenge. Getting rid of one Godwin would just unleash the wrath of more gods.

Mustering up the courage to walk outside and face Apollo—naked—I open the door with a shaky hand.

“Did you enjoy your shower?” Apollo asks as soon as the door opens.

Apollo clearly has taken a shower of his own. He’s fully clothed in black slacks and a black button-down shirt. His hair is brushed to perfection like it always is. Just like the first day I met him, the man appears dapper. He even smells good. His cologne wafts around his body.

“Yes, thank you,” I say softly.

I don’t know why I’m feeling an overwhelming sense of bashfulness, but I cross my arms against my chest to conceal some of my nudity.

Apollo places his hand on my back and leads me toward his room.

Toward the cage.

I can’t just walk and act like nothing is happening. We continue on up above the foyer. Apollo is on the outer edge of the hallway near the banister. I am on the inner side.

It would be a long fall down…

A neck-breaking fall down if one were to tumble over the railing…

If one were to be pushed over the railing…

Not taking the time to think the idea through and not taking the time for fear to set in… I turn my body and attack.

I push Apollo with all my weight and with every ounce of strength I can. “You son of a bitch!” I shout as I claw at his face hoping I can also stun him.

Apollo stumbles toward the edge but takes a hold of the railing, preventing his fall. His wide eyes and awkward stance proves the man underestimated me. He did not expect this to happen. I take his moment of shock as my advantage and charge at him with my body again as a football player would tackle a quarterback.

I’m going in for the kill, still swiping my hands at his face. Because he has to hold on to the railing, Apollo can’t block my hands, and I’m able to get some gashes across that handsome face of his.

Blood trickles down his cheek, flesh under my nails, but nothing distracts me as I lunge into him, hoping he will flip over the wooden rail to his death.

Right now I’m a goddamn psychopath, bloodthirsty, determined to destroy.

But Gods are immortal. They can’t be defeated. I should know this. Shit… I should know this.

“What the fuck are you doing?” he snarls as he counters my beating on him by restraining my body with his muscled arms. His strength overpowers mine as his senses and balance return. Not only does the man not fall to his death, but he doesn’t even come close. The only thing I did is bloody his face a bit with scratches and piss him the fuck off.

I have to fight.

I have to run.

I have to save myself because no one else will.

But I’m helpless, restrained, vulnerable to the villain holding me close.

“What the fuck were you thinking?” Apollo growls. I have never heard such sharpness in his tone before. Even when I had punched him in the nose. “I tried to be fucking nice to you, and you repay my civility by trying to kill me? You were smarter than that, at least I thought you were. I had expected a far better opponent than what I just saw here.”

“Fuck you.” I struggle against his hold, but the only thing I succeed at is rubbing my naked ass all over the front of his pants. “You’re sick. All you Godwins are! You can’t just keep me here like this.”

With what appears to be very little effort, Apollo picks me up and carries me back to his room with long, fast strides. I hardly have time to process what is happening at the speed of his walk. As we cross the threshold to his room again, I do everything within my strength to break free. My arms and legs flay, I butt my head back and forth, I hiss with every aggressive move I make.

I have truly become the beast.

A beast trying to survive.

Apollo tosses me to the ground and then takes hold of my hair with one of his enormous fists. Forcing my head back so that I look up into his face of fury, he hisses, “I’m done playing nice.”
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I remember once when I was really young, I had watched a huge storm brewing in the west. The dark clouds swirled around and came at me faster than I could take shelter. I had run as fast as I could while the wind howled around me, slapping at my face. Rain, lightning, hail. A torrential downpour of chaos all around. I remember that storm clearly and the fear that I had felt.

It was nothing compared to the storm standing before me.

My bravado has dissipated completely.

“You think you can try to kill me and get away with it?” he bellows out.

“You can’t expect me to go back in that cage and not do a thing,” I stammer, terrified at the fury I see in Apollo’s eyes.

I hate myself for it, but my words come out as a sob as the tears follow. I don’t want him to see my weakness. It makes me hate him even more.

He reaches out, grabbing a handful of my hair, pulling me mere inches from his face. “Do you think tears will work? Should I have mercy on you now? Now that you show fear in your eyes and remorse in the quiver in your voice?”

“I’m sorry,” I squeak. The sting from my hair being yanked by the man causes tears to well in my eyes even more. “What do you expect from me? Do you want me to just give up? I have to fight to the death. You know this.”

He tugs my hair harder, forcing my head to go back so I have to stare into his demon eyes. My throat stretches—so exposed. I wonder if he’ll bite down and suck from my blood like an ancient monster that tales are told of.

“I was fucking kind to you this morning, and you repay me by trying to throw me down to the foyer of my family manor? Did you actually think that would work?”

“I hate you. I always have.” The words shoot past my lips like a bullet before I have time to think them through. Before I have time to really ponder the consequences that will come from such a defiant utterance.

Apollo’s eyes darken. Fury is visible. Wrath is inevitable.

“You don’t know me.”

“I do. You pretended to be the nice guy. The hero to save me. But you’re the villain in the story.”

He smirks. “Yes, well… Villains are made. And you just created the worst villain of all.”

“All I wanted was out. To forget you and the Godwin name forever. But you refused.”

“No one forgets the Godwin name. Never. And right now… You’ll remember right now forever,” he snarls.

I want to apologize. I want to plead for compassion. I want to reach into the depths of his evil and pull out even an ounce of humanity.

And yet, I want to kill.

I want to decimate. To destroy. To rip his flesh from his bones with my teeth. Beg or kill. Plead or destroy. Fuck him. The powerful woman in me won this battle. The courageous queen in me takes full control.

I spit in his face, smiling when I can see the shock caused by my rebellion twinkle in his eye.

“Fuck you,” I say as my eyes lock with his, daring him to unleash the true villain inside.

Show me.

Show me the villain I created.

“Right now,” he repeats. “Right now, you will remember for the rest of your life.”

Without wasting another second, Apollo takes hold of my body and lifts me off the ground.

I try to fight him off, even though I know it’s pointless. He’s bigger. Stronger. Apollo will win this battle regardless of how hard I struggle.

But that doesn’t mean I won’t try.

“Don’t you dare fucking touch me!” I scream as I try to scratch out his eyes.

Gripping my hands above my head, he flings me back hard against the bed, only giving me a second to realize I’m completely nude at this point—and on a bed—with a man raging.

“I will do more than touch you.” Gripping both my wrists with one of his beefy hands, he pauses long enough to stare into my eyes. I can feel his breath against my face. His cologne poisons my nose and nearly seduces me with its toxic fragrance. My body reacts to the close proximity, no matter how much I internally curse it for doing so.

I take a deep breath and cease in my struggles.

Still clasping my hands above my head, he reaches for his belt buckle and releases it from his waist.

His eyes tell me what he’s going to do even before his actions do. The fury pulses all around the darkness of his demanding eyes. I know this very moment that I have no choice but to succumb to his vexation.

“When you went to war with Godwins, did you think you’d win? Surely, you know the kind of people we are and what we do to people who cross us. Are you a fool?” he asks as he wraps the leather around my neck, pulling it through the clasp.

I shake my head. “Please,” I beg.

“No!” he bellows as he tightens the belt. “You are Mrs. Godwin. Mrs. Apollo Godwin. Do not show weakness! Do not beg! You are the all mighty who can take down someone in this family. Right?”

He tightens the belt even more as he straddles my body. He releases my hands, so I’m able to pull at the leather to no avail. The more I struggle, the tighter he pulls.

“Can you breathe?” he asks with a seductive evil lining his question.

I can’t speak and can only shake my head. Blackness threatens to take over as my ears ring. I really can’t inhale as the leather gets tighter and tighter.

“Look at me,” he demands. “Eyes on me, princess.”

I open my eyes and stare into his, silently begging for my life. My trachea feels the pressure of the belt, so much so that I can’t even swallow the saliva building up in my mouth.

“I want you to remember this. Whenever you think something I do, or something I dictate is so awful, I want you to remember that it can always get worse. Stop acting out against me. Stop thinking you are a match.” He tightens the belt, causing blackness to edge around my vision. “If you doubt me, if you disobey me, if you ever question my actions, just know that it will be much worse for you.”

I buck my hips in an attempt to throw Apollo from my body before the inevitable darkness completely takes hold.

He looks over his shoulder and down at my writhing legs and then back into my eyes. Without saying another word, he loosens the belt just enough that I can take in a shallow breath of air. It isn’t enough to fully fill my lungs, but enough to keep me alive. Just when I hoped Apollo had finally felt it had taught me my lesson enough and he would remove the belt, he surprises me by getting off my body and flipping me over onto my stomach.

A familiar feeling of fear takes over as the memory of the belt spankings from before.

He loosens the belt a little more, this time allowing me to wheeze and gasp. The burn of my lungs ease with every inhale, and the shadows on my vision disappear. I can breathe—though uncomfortably.

He crashes the palm of his hand against my bare behind. “I have expectations for tonight. Expectations that will be met.” He continues to spank my ass. The loud sound of flesh hitting flesh echoes against the walls of the room.

The continued humiliation of this awful act that Apollo seems to favor threatens to take back the little air I have just got. Why does the man feel the need to constantly punish me this way when he never placed a finger on me before?

The belt is still tight around my neck, but I can no longer focus on the struggle to breathe. The searing swats of his hand on my ass are the only thing my mind can address. Desperation crackles from my core, all the way to the tips of my toes. I can’t cry out, I can’t plead, I can’t demand. I can do nothing but gasp for air against firm leather and allow the assault of another spanking to continue.

And oh how it continued.

Over and over, Apollo rains down slap after slap against the entire surface of my exposed skin. I try to wiggle away to no avail, and am only rewarded for such an action by a harder spank to my ass. The palm of his hand feels the same as if he were using a solid piece of wood or metal. Such strength. Such sting. Such mortifying pain.

Silently, I beg him to stop. Hoping somewhere deep inside he can read my mind and know how terribly sorry I am. I should have never tried to kill the man. My life is in his hands, and I should never forget that. I am a prisoner, not his match.

Spank after spank, fire erupts from the depths of my ass and sizzles its way to the surface. Tears fall freely from my eyes and my wheezing grows louder against the choking belt that Apollo still holds firmly against my neck.

“Would you like me to remove the belt?” he asks while still continuing to spank with fury.

I nod my head, as it is the only thing I can do.

“Very well. But I’m not done with it yet.” He pauses in the blistering punishment and removes it from my neck. The rush of air that enters my body the moment the pressure releases makes my head spin with the intensity of oxygen my body so desperately hungered for.

I remain on my belly, absolutely still. I don’t want to give him any reason to continue on and just pray that he views my lack of movement as complete defeat. He is the victor in this battle. I am merely a fallen soldier hanging on by a thread. My prayers are not answered, however, when I feel the lash of leather crack against my already punished ass.

I scream out in pain, but more out of shock than agony. “No,” I rasp, barely having a voice. “No more.”

“Yes.”

Apollo whips me with the belt again, and although I want to turn around and fight him from doing so, I know I have no choice but to lie there and take it. I reach for a pillow with both of my hands and squeeze tightly as the next blow comes down harder than the one before.

“Do you understand I expect complete submission tonight?” he asks as he licks me with the harsh sting of leather again.

“Yes,” I answer between clenched teeth, though I have no idea what is going to happen tonight, and why it seems so important to him.

“Do you value your life?” he asks as he whips me again.

“Yes!” I cry. “Please!”

“Then never strike out at me again. I’ve lost all patience for your feisty acts.” He cracks the belt against me again, this time to the awfully sensitive spot where my ass meets my thighs.

“I won’t do it again,” I say as I struggle for air. Between a still sore throat, and the belt lashing, I can barely squeak the words out.

“Good girl.” He tosses the belt to the side of the bed. He replaces the belt with the palm of his hand and begins caressing my burning flesh with the gentlest of touch.

I hiss in response, yet my body hungers for more. Self-hatred suffocates me from how my body reacts to this assault. Everything deep within me knows the sizzling electricity coursing through me is wrong and yet, I want more. What exactly that “more” is, I’m not sure. I just know I need more.

“Remember that, princess. Your survival will depend on you understanding you’re not in the position to fight me. You’ve entered my world. And frankly, I’m tiring of spanking this ass of yours.”

I nod between ragged breaths.

He dips his finger between the juncture of my thighs, collecting the juices of my heated sex on his fingertips, and brings them to my nose. “Do you smell how turned on you are?” He raises them to my eyes. “You can cry and plead all you want, but it’s all for show. A part of you likes this.” He brings his fingers to my mouth and presses them past my lips. “You can’t deny how wet this makes you.”

He forcibly swirls his fingers along my tongue, giving me no choice but to suck his fingers into my mouth, tasting my own musky essence. I have never been this aroused, let alone known what it smells like, looks like, or tastes like. I stare into his eyes and lick his fingers clean.

The way he looks at me. The way he studies my every move…

Am I pleasing him? I want to please him…

Wait, no!

What the fuck has gotten into me?

Who am I?

Has my time in the cage actually turned me into an animal?

I should be screaming. I should be in agonizing torment, praying for death over his touch on my body any longer, and yet…

“You like discipline, you like pain.”

I shake my head with his fingers still invading my mouth. “No,” I mumble against his fingers.

“Yes,” he argues with a slight smile. “My beast likes the claws.”

Fuck. How can this be? I hate him. I hate everything about what he’s done to me…and yet I want his finger to return to my pussy and rub my clit. I want his touch. I want it more than anything. I hunger. I crave. I need. My ass burns, my neck throbs, but my soul ignites for more. I want it again.

Choke me, beat me, and please, oh please fuck me.

Harder.

Forceful.

Apollo Godwin.

He is pulling his pants down. I know. I can hear him, sense him, feel his sexual presence without even having to look over my shoulder. He will fuck me…and God help me—I will allow him to. Actually, I am two seconds from begging him to.

It isn’t a cry for help that escapes my lips when his cock penetrates my wet pussy. It isn’t a curse, or a demand for him to stop. It is a gasp of delight, followed by a moan of pleasure. My mind screams to resist, yet my body demands me to yield. He is inside me, balls deep.

I am one with my villain.

Malevolence has merged with my soul, and all light that held on by a thread becomes conquered by the darkness of my husband’s claiming.

Over and over, his cock thrusts. It doesn’t feel like any other fucking of my life. No, this is animalistic.

Animalistic fucking. Yes, this is nothing but a fucking of the beasts. In, out, in, out. There is a rhythm. There is a cadence. My body marches in tempo to his control. His cock conquers my pussy.

Possession.

There is no way to describe it other than Apollo’s possession of his captive. This is not a husband and a wife making love. This is not how we’ve done it before. This is different. So very different.

His hard cock enters my wet pussy, and it stings because it’s been so long since we last had sex. It burns from the inside out. It scorches my core. It annihilates all that is good left inside. All that is left is fucking broken, as I’m sure he intended to do. All that is left is sex, conquer, demand, hate, and beauty.

A dark, awful, alluring beauty. Fucking beauty. That is what there is. Nothing but dark, fucking beauty.

He says I will remember right now forever. Forever I will remember.

Pulling his cock out of my body, Apollo puts his face right up to mine. So close that I can feel his breath against my lips. “You are my wife. My obedient wife. Remember that.”

He presses his mouth to mine in what I think will be a kiss, but instead, he pulls my bottom lip in between his teeth and bites hard.

“Do not make me teach you another lesson,” he warns, leaving me with the taste of blood in my mouth.

Apollo pulls me to the cage by the hair, although he isn’t being as aggressive as before. With his cum dripping down my leg, I enter the cage like the animal I am, not knowing what’s coming.


Chapter
Eighteen

APOLLO


I march from one side of the hallway to the other in a frustrated fury. The woman is reckless, borderline insane, and refuses to back down.

Daphne. My brother’s wife.

A woman who has betrayed my family and should never be trusted. Taking her to Olympus to fix the problem shouldn’t be an issue. It’s black and white. Easy. At least that’s what it’s supposed to be before feelings got involved. Before we changed our dynamic of brother and sister-in-law. Why the fuck did I have sex with her? I fucked it all up because my cock got in the way. Now…well, now…she is just plain infuriating. She is a seductive, sensual, and stubborn woman. Not just a woman who I can throw over the cliff outside the manor. She’s not a nameless, soulless person. She isn’t someone I can just dispose of. I can’t define the emotions I have but they are there. Fucked up and chaotic emotions. Relationship-type emotions.

I stop pacing at the memory of spanking and fucking her, and grind my teeth, a futile attempt to fight back the craving, the desire, the need… the confusing connection.

I pace the hall again, fighting the urge to hit something. Why did she go and fuck up so badly? Why in the hell would she make such a deadly decision—knowing who this family is and what we have the power to do? She has no idea how much effort it would take to fix this and save her life—if it’s even possible with the kind of vengeance my father and sister want. No doubt Phoenix wants her dead as well, but I’m sure he’s back in his cave and none of us will hear from him for another decade or so. Athena and my father are a different story, however. They expect me to handle it. They have deadly expectations.

And yet… I haven’t killed her yet. Why? Out of everyone, I should be the one who wants revenge the most. I’ve killed for far less, and I didn’t give it a second thought if someone wronged my family. And what am I doing now rather than killing her? I’m having sex with my brother’s wife.

But then again, if I truly want to live my life as Apollo, then she is my wife. Daphne is the woman to be by my side. Sleeping in my bed.

But I don’t do relationships.

Fucked, yes.

Possessed, hell yes.

Dominated, without a doubt.

But I don’t do relationships.

So this should be another reason to just end her life and make Apollo a widower.

Drawing my hands through my hair, I suddenly realize what it is that has me so upset.

My cock wants her again. I want her again.

Fuck.

Fuck.

I storm to the kitchen and grab a cup of cold coffee from earlier. Staring out the window, I sip the sludge, wondering what the fuck I’m going to do. I’m losing my damn mind, and I need to get my shit together.

Enough is enough. I’m getting too lost in my own demons. Once I cool down and get control again, I’ll prove my demons will not control me.

But for now, I’m still fucking pissed.

Pissed at myself.

I head back to the room, determined to not let her see just how much her actions and her very presence sends me on a spiral of destruction.

I’ve never been one to lose my temper. Though I’m known—or was before I died—for being ruthless and deadly, I always acted with a level head and steady emotion. My father is known for his rage and fury. The staff of Medusa Enterprises often operate under fear rather than respect. My grandfather, on the other hand, rarely lost his control. When it came to Cronus Godwin—the true patriarch of our family—every action was meticulously thought out, and no act was out of anger. I often considered myself much like my grandfather until this very moment. Nothing could break my stone exterior. Nothing—until her.

Daphne almost got herself killed.

By my hand.

I had wanted to kill her, punish her, and then fuck her all in a span of a few minutes. The woman had made me completely lose control, and I hated myself for it.

I am not a man to lose control.

Staring into the mirror over my dresser and dabbing at the claw marks on my face with a tissue, I try not to look at Daphne crouched in the furthest corner of the cage. I need to calm down, and her very presence causes my blood to boil.

This is not how I do business. I have a plan and need to follow it to a tee. This little vixen will not change that.

Blood trickles down my cheek.

Fuck. It looks like I got my ass kicked. A grown man wouldn’t even have the guts to attempt what Daphne just did.

“There will be consequences for this,” I say, more to myself than to Daphne as I continue to stare into the mirror and not her as she watches me from the cage.

“How long do you plan on keeping me here? Like this?” Her voice is softer than before. Her rage has clearly simmered, which helps soothe my inferno.

“I warned you to behave.” I nearly hiss in pain when the tissue touches a deeper scrape, but I won’t give her the satisfaction of knowing she caused me discomfort.

“I know. I wasn’t thinking. I acted on impulse.”

She’s attempting to tell me what I want to hear, but I’m not a fool; I recognize her lies. She’s smart. Very smart. And the fact she literally tried to kill me, or at the very least seriously hurt me tells me she’s as ruthless as I am. I may have truly met someone who has the same level of darkness that runs through her veins.

“Actions speak louder than words,” I say.

“I…yes, I know. I’ll act better.”

Though my homicidal thoughts are leaving my body, I’m still furious with Daphne for what she tried to do to my brother. Yes, I took the fall, but her intentions were to destroy him. She went after my twin, who I’d throw myself on a sword for. Why would she do something like that in the first place? Surely not just for a divorce. I don’t buy her bullshit excuse.

I knew Daphne was a smart and savvy woman when she entered the family. My father would have never allowed the union if she hadn’t been. Before she walked down the aisle, I had watched her. Studied her every move. I had to make sure she was good enough for my brother. Though she came from the Eastside of Heathens Hollow, she didn’t act like some backwood hillbilly. Though not formally educated, she was street smart and extremely sharp. Landing Apollo Godwin as her husband was a score, and she knew it. I didn’t see her as a gold-digger, however. I saw her as a true survivor. A woman who wasn’t going to just live in a shack forever but would fix her situation however she had to do so. I admired that. I think everyone in our family admired that.

Though I hadn’t seen even a glimpse of the woman I believed her to be since stealing her from the hotel. All I see now is a woman acting out without thought, and if she was any other person, and if I was still acting like Ares—the man I once was—she would have already had her neck snapped.

“I don’t have time or the patience for your antics.” Swiping at the last bit of blood, I wonder how I’m going to explain the condition of my face to people tonight. Between my swollen and bruised nose from yesterday, and now that my face looks like a mountain lion attacked, it will certainly give the partygoers something interesting to discuss when I’m not within earshot.

“I’m sorry,” she says. She is holding onto the bars of the cage with a look of desperation in her eyes. “I’ll do whatever you say if you will let me out of this cage. I won’t act out. I swear it.”

I turn to face her head on. “You’ll do exactly what I say, regardless of whether I let you out or not.” I’m not messing around anymore, and it’s damn time she understands that fact.

She nods as tears fall down her face. I freeze. I feel this overwhelming need to comfort her, and it fucking pisses me off more than anything. I’m literally tending to my wounds, but I’m itching to wrap my arms around her and kiss away her tears.

I’m a goddamn sadist… to myself!

“I don’t understand what you have planned,” she says slowly and calmly. “I also don’t believe you want me dead, or you would have done that already. So please,” she swallows hard, “I didn’t mean to try to kill you. It won’t happen again.”

She sits on top of the fur and doesn’t cover up her nudity. I’m not sure if she’s doing it to show her obedience to me since I have made it clear she will remain nude, or if the thought of using the fur to hide her body hasn’t even crossed her mind. But it’s hard for my eyes to not travel to her hardened nipples from the coolness of the room.

But I need to focus. She is right. I have a plan.

“Fine,” I say, ignoring the sting on my face. “I’ll give you one last chance. But if you even so much as come close to pulling a stunt like before, I’ll kidnap your sister and put her inside that cage with you.”

She doesn’t flinch at my words or even grimace in the slightest as I had expected her to do. Instead, she surprises me when she smiles enthusiastically and says, “Yes. I understand. Just tell me what you want. Anything.”

I’m not so stupid to think it will be as easy as that. Not with this woman. And frankly, I don’t mind a bit of defiance. It’ll make it fun to discipline and break the bad right out of her. But I do like seeing that I have at least regained some control over the woman without having to beat the shit out of her which isn’t, and never will be, an option. She doesn’t have to know that little secret, of course.

I need fear on my side.

Especially for tonight to come off without incident.

“I’ll be back,” I say, as I know I still have a lot to do to get ready for the evening. “You sit there and think about how when I return, you are going to be a good little wife.”


Chapter
Nineteen

APOLLO


The sound of the family helicopter landing has me rushing down the stairs and out the front door to cut off the impending storm. I know it’s one of two people, or possibly both, and I have to meet my opponent outside to shield Daphne from the wrath as best I can. This isn’t their fight. This isn’t their mess. This isn’t their wife.

“It’s a good sign to see you standing outside by yourself,” Athena says as she approaches.

The helicopter turns off its engines, which tells me that Athena doesn’t plan on staying long and plans to still fly out today. Otherwise, it would just return to Seattle and wait to be beckoned again.

“Cliff or shallow grave?”

“Neither,” I answer as she kisses me on the cheek.

She pulls away and narrows her eyes. “Please tell me that bitch still isn’t alive.”

“She’s not your concern.”

“The fuck she isn’t. She betrayed our family.”

“No,” I say calmly. “She betrayed me.”

Athena releases a heavy breath and rolls her eyes. “I should have expected you couldn’t handle this. You’ve never been the killer in the family. That was Ares, and I guess now that he’s dead,” she looks up at the house behind me as if she can see Daphne, “I’m going to have to step in and fill that role.”

“I have it under control.”

“Clearly you don’t if her brains aren’t splattered on the rocks below that cliff.”

“Sometimes there is punishment far worse than death,” I say, wrapping my arm around her shoulder and guiding her a few steps away from the front door just to make sure she won’t suddenly charge inside and get to Daphne before I can stop her.

“You know Father will not allow her to live,” she says. “Even if you can convince me, there is no way he will let that happen.”

“I have this under control.” I lead her back to the helicopter. “You can go back to Seattle. I’m sure you have a lot of work to do.”

She stops walking. “I’m actually not here to kill Daphne. Although I can fit it into my schedule if need be.” She reaches into her purse to pull out her phone to look at it before adding, “I’m here to meet with dear old Uncle Leander. Apparently, Poseidon Shipping needs a little reminder that Medusa Enterprises is the head of the beast.”

“Is he stepping out of line again?”

My uncle has always resented his older brother, and even us, for the way we run Medusa. Although he runs a division—a very powerful division—he’ll always have to answer to the heir of the empire, Troy. To say the two brothers don’t get along is an understatement. Somewhere along the line, they agreed to a truce to some degree. Leander runs Poseidon from Heathens Hollow. Troy stays in Seattle except for a vacation. They have their territories. Troy has the land. Leander has the sea. Usually, the two can agree, but there is always the occasional clash of the titans, and it seems Athena’s job today is to stop an impending battle.

“Arms deals with Russia is the rumor,” she says, texting someone as she does. “Our cargo may not be on the up and up. I’m here to remind him we don’t do criminal.” She looks up at me and smiles. “At least not on the surface.”

“Yes, the Godwins are known for our squeaky-clean reputation.” I chuckle and shake my head.

Someone once asked me what Medusa does. It was easier to actually tell them what we don’t do. We thrive on hostile takeovers. We love to conquer, destroy, and then rebuild. There isn’t a business we won’t touch, claim, and then run even better.

Medusa is the modern-day Viking.

“He’s getting messy,” Athena says. “Father sent me here to make sure our uncle knows he better clean it up or his brother will.” Athena finishes her text and then looks back at the house. “So where is Daphne?”

“In a cage,” I answer.

Athena laughs. “If only.” She laughs again, clearly not taking my answer seriously. “Although a cage is exactly where she belongs. It’s a shame, really. Daphne had a lot of potential. I appreciated her ability to be a scrapper, but she also could act like a chameleon and fit into any situation with grace and elegance. She really could have been an asset to our family.”

A black sedan pulls up to the drive, and a man in a suit steps out and rushes to the other side to open the back door for Athena.

She looks at me, pats her hand on my arm, and says, “I’ll let you handle Daphne. But if it’s too hard, or you feel you can’t do it…let me know. I understand that she’s your wife, and though you may be a Godwin, your heart may not be made of stone.”

“I just need some time. I’ll handle this my way and make sure Daphne can’t hurt this family ever again.” I look at Olympus and then back at her. “But I appreciate the offer. If you really want to help me, keep Father away. I’ll try to work from home, but I need a few days off. I need time to just remember my brother, get a grip on what this new life looks like without him.”

I see a flicker of pain in her eyes, and only I’d be able to see it as I know my sister so well. She quickly recovers but says, “I miss him.”

“I do too.”

“He was the heartbeat to this family.” Her eyes cast to the tree of forgiveness. “Do you think it’s our family’s penance for all the wrong we do? Do you think Ares was taken from us as a punishment?”

“I don’t know. I ask myself every day why it was him and not me.”

Her eyes remain on the tree for several more moments, but then Athena seems to shake off the trance she was in and says, “I’ll cover for you,” she says as she walks to the car. “But don’t take long. Medusa is a shitshow with all the scandal. At least the press is concentrating on the death more than the murder and trial. So I guess that’s good. But our stocks are plummeting, and I sure as fuck don’t know how to do numbers. That’s your department.”

“Do you want me to go with you?” I ask as she climbs into the car. I know Athena can handle herself with anyone, but I still want to offer.

“You just worry about the numbers and that Jezebel inside. I’ll worry about operations.”


Chapter
Twenty

DAPHNE


Apollo’s been away for hours. My emotions have gone from claustrophobia, fear, rage, sorrow, impatience, and a million others during the isolated period. Time seems to trickle by as I sit in my prison behind the bars. This teaching me a lesson of his is successfully driving me mad. I can barely focus, definitely can’t come up with a plan, and because of my good nights’ rest, I can’t sleep the time in this cage away. When he left, I had no choice but to follow his orders. I have to think of how I will behave and not act out again. I can’t risk Apollo getting my sister involved in this mess because of my outbursts.

Oddly enough, I’m happy when Apollo returns. Anything but this agonizing wait in the cage with nothing but my thoughts of what has happened and what is still to come.

“Have you had some time to cool down?” Apollo asks as he walks straight toward the cage. He has a large box with a red ribbon tied nicely in a bow on top of it. “I’ve brought you a present.”

He unlocks the cage and then walks over to the bed and places the package on the bed. I remain still, unsure of what he wants me to say or do.

“You can come out,” he says over his shoulder.

Wanting Apollo to see how serious I am on “behaving”, I climb out of the cage as quickly as I can and stand with my arms at my side, awaiting his next command.

“Come open the present,” he says.

I walk over toward the bed, unsure why he feels the need to buy me a present. I’m his captive. Nothing but a woman in a cage. A gift doesn’t fit this picture at all.

With shaky hands, I take hold of the ribbon and untie it. I feel Apollo’s eyes on me watching my every move. Once the ribbon is undone, I lift the lid of the box and look inside, confused.

Really confused.

I’m not exactly sure what I’m staring at, though I have a pretty good idea that this gift of his is anything but.

“It’s time we get ready for a party we’re attending this evening.” He takes me by the arm and leads me to the door. “I’m going to allow you to go to the restroom one last time before we get you dressed.” He pauses and turns me so I can stare directly into his eyes filled with intense warning. “If you even so much as flinch against my touch or act out, you won’t be happy with the consequences. Are we clear?”

I nod.

“I asked a direct question. I expect a direct answer. An answer of respect.”

I nod again. “Yes…sir.”

My mind is blank. There isn’t the slightest act of defiance inside of me. Not after having hours to think through every action I can make, only to realize it will end with me pissing off Apollo and getting my sister involved. Hours of plotting and strategizing only to have the result always come back to the word “behave”.

Once we return to the bedroom, I’m still unclear of what the items in the box are for. I have a pretty good idea, but surely my thoughts are far too wicked and filthy for what Apollo really has in store. I seriously doubt he would go to the extreme thoughts my abused and battered mind goes to.

“Let’s get you dressed.” He leads me back to the box.

“Where are my clothes?”

“Gone.”

“How am I to get dressed then?”

He points to the box. “We have everything we’ll need in there.”

I don’t need to look inside the box again because Apollo pulls out the first item for me to see. It’s a furry, white bunny tail attached to a metal butt plug. I have seen pictures of sex toys, but never had any experience with them. I led a pretty vanilla life until now and really can’t process what Apollo plans to do with the tail.

Or maybe I’m in denial. Maybe I don’t want to comprehend.

Or maybe… I do.

“We’re attending a special event tonight at The Vault. Tonight, we get to bring our pets,” Apollo says.

The word “pets” has my eyes go wide and mouth open. I’ve heard stories of The Vault on Heathens Hollow but have never been. An old nineteenth century bank in the town's center is rumored to be the place that hosts sex parties of all kinds. Not just anyone can get in the door. It’s believed in order to enter, every guest must reveal a deep secret to The Vault Keeper to be used as collateral. No one is allowed to speak of what truly happens in The Vault, and if you do, well… The Vault Keeper has your secrets that could be used to destroy you.

Apollo and I have only attended charity events, boring art shows, or mundane social gatherings that I always struggle not to yawn through. Going to a place like The Vault is not what we’d ever do. We are Godwins… Godwins attend fancy balls and expensive dinners. We don’t go to secret, dark, sex parties that torrid tales are whispered about.

How could my betrayal have changed this man so much? I feel like I’m staring at a stranger right now.

My heart speeds up at the thoughts of what Apollo will say next—of what he will do next. I keep expecting him to say he’s just kidding, or maybe that he’s only pretending we’re going to a place like The Vault as another threat to continue teaching me the lesson. Surely, he doesn’t expect us—Mr. and Mrs. Godwin—to lower ourselves to such debauchery.

Apollo chuckles with a mischievous smirk. His brown eyes twinkle with little lines around them. He has an almost boyish charm. If I didn’t know what a ruthless man he is behind that charismatic face. “You look surprised.” He pauses and studies my expression. All I can do is stand and focus on breathing enough so I won’t pass out. “I’ll be bringing you as my pet, so we need to make sure you’re the prettiest one there. I’m a Godwin, so my pet needs to be the best one at the party.”

He reaches in the box, pulls out a small bottle of lubrication, and opens it. Without pause, he squeezes some liquid onto the silver plug and coats every inch.

Oh Jesus. What is he doing? Why?

“This one’s large. Much larger than I’m sure your tight ass can take comfortably.” He pauses and looks at me with questioning eyes. “I’m assuming you have a virgin ass. Am I right? My memory is shot, but I’m sure I’d remember if I had fucked you in the ass during our marriage before the accident.”

I nod at his vulgar question. Of course we never had anal sex. It’s not like he ever showed an interest in it anyway.

“I figured as much,” he says. “But that’s about to change.”

“What are you going to do?” I swallow hard and feel stupid for asking. Clearly, I know what he plans on doing with that tail. Or at least I think I do. Though the size of that plug looks far too big. There is no way it will fit inside of me. Virgin ass or not.

Is he doing this to scare me? Maybe he wants me to beg and plead. Maybe this is a form of punishment—to make me think he’s going to shove that tail into my ass and take me to a public place. A sick mind game.

“As I was saying. I can’t give you a small or simple tail. You have to be the most impressive. In our world, bigger is better, princess.” He motions for me to lie down on the bed. “And after your actions this morning, I’m not really going to feel sorry for you. Consider it a consequence.”

I don’t move. This is not a bluff or a threat. This is really going to happen, but I freeze rather than doing what I know he wants me to do. Not out of defiance, but because the shock of what is happening paralyzes me.

“Lay down on your stomach. I’ll be gentle unless you test my patience.”

Imagining Apollo being anything but gentle with that tail, has me quickly complying as he asked. I position my body just as I had the night before when he took his belt to me.

“Every pet tonight will have a tail of some sort. Though all the pets are different, which makes it even more interesting. You’ll be the most elegant of them all by the time we’re done.”

I hear the lube squeeze out again and then feel Apollo’s finger touch the seam of my ass. He doesn’t stop there but continues on until his finger presses against my anus. I tighten up and try to squeeze my ass cheeks closed.

“Trust me. You’re going to thank me for this when the tail gets inserted. I advise you to allow me to lube you up.”

Is this man fucking serious? I’ll thank him?

“Spread your legs wider,” he says as he nudges them apart with his legs. The action makes it easier for his slick fingertip to reach my anus.

I gasp at the invasive touch and close my eyes tightly. I need for this to just get over with, and I make a mental decision not to fight it.

He applies some pressure on my hole, which sends an electric shiver up and then back down my spine. I expect to hate every second of this, and yet my throbbing pussy once again betrays me. I hate that my legs are spread wide because I’m almost positive that Apollo has a full view of my sex that is getting wetter with every swirl of his finger on my anus.

“It’s a shame this ass of yours hasn’t been fucked before. You’re truly missing out,” Apollo says as he presses his finger a little harder on my puckered flesh.

“Last time I checked, you weren’t interested in fucking my ass,” I counter back, trying hard not to focus on my growing desire. “I can’t exactly fuck it by myself.”

Apollo laughs loudly. “That’s the worst shame of all. We need to rectify that, wife.”

I’m rewarded for my snarky retort by having the metal plug placed on my asshole and pressed in without giving me enough time to prepare. It slides in but spreads me the entire way.

“Oh my God,” I moan as I cling to the bedding on the mattress. “It’s too big. I can’t. I can’t.” Sweat beads on my skin and my breath hitches as the tail burrows deeper inside of me.

“You’re doing just fine,” Apollo says as he places one of his large hands on my lower back to ensure I stay in place.

I mewl like an animal as I writhe on the bed.

I have truly become his pet.

The plug is deep inside of me, and I can feel the fur of the tail against my still sensitive ass from the earlier punishment.

Apollo reaches for my upper arm and takes hold. It doesn’t hurt, but his grasp is tight. He forces me to sit on the edge of the bed even though the tail is now being pressed inside of me even deeper. He kneels down and reaches inside the box, pulling a long chain and metal choker from it. The metal is adorned with diamonds all around it. I have no doubt it is by far the most expensive torture device ever made.

“You don’t need to chain me,” I say as panic sets in. “I have no intention of trying to escape.”

He doesn’t reply but grabs me by the back of the neck, pulls my head into him, and clasps the collar around my neck, securely locking it into place. It’s tight enough that when I swallow, I feel my flesh connect with the cool restraint.

Tugging on the collar to make sure it’s locked, Apollo says, “You’ll remain collared and in this tail until I say otherwise.”

I caress the collar with my fingertips as I squeeze my asshole around the plug. “Please tell me you will not make me wear all this in front of other people.”

“Yes.” He stands up, not caring in the slightest. “It’s the theme of the night.”

“Apollo. I know you’re angry with me. Furious. But I’m still your wife. We still have a reputation to uphold. We can’t just arrive at a sex party with me dressed like this.” I take a deep breath, feeling hysteria knocking on my mental stability. “The Godwins own the land of Heathens Hollow. Imagine what people will say if it gets out that we were⁠—”

“Enough,” he interrupts.

My heart beats so hard against my chest that I’m positive I could die from the hysteria overwhelming me. I can’t believe Apollo is even considering this. He’s always been focused on reputation and the family name until this time. He wouldn’t dare soil our standing in high society. Regardless of how he feels about me, parading his wife in nothing but a bunny tail and a diamond collar is the type of scandal we can’t come back from.

I get up and walk to the mirror to see if my image is as bad as I think it is. The heavy chain of the leash drags behind me, only pulling at the collar more. When I see my reflection in the mirror, the contrast of the dark metal with sparkling diamonds to my skin makes my awful situation even more of a reality. Staring back at me is nothing but a pet, collared, chained, captive.

Spinning to glare at Apollo, I say, “You can’t be serious! I can’t go anywhere dressed like this. If you want to punish me, do it in private. Not for all to see.”

No response.

“Please! I swear to you I’ll be good. I’ll be good and never give you an issue again. I wouldn’t dare betray you or any of the Godwins again. I think you know that or you’d have killed me. But Apollo…” I point to the bunny tail and then the collar. “Please think about what people will say. I’ll never be able to show my face on this island again.” He still says nothing. “I don’t need to be in a collar and tail to be your pet. Can’t we do this… Whatever you have planned in the privacy of Olympus? I’ll fucking crawl on hands and knees all night if that helps. Just keep this…punishment…our secret.”

No response.

My chest constricts, and I wheeze with all my might to take in some air. I’ll die of embarrassment, mortification, and… No punishment could be worse than this. All eyes will be on me.

Daphne Godwin dressed as a sex bunny. Naked. Vulnerable. Being walked in The Vault by a collar.

This is Apollo’s way of destroying me. Not killing me… destroying me.

Crumpling down to the ground, I pull my knees to my chest and allow the tears to fall. If Apollo’s goal was to break me, then he succeeded. I now know he will not kill me. That was never the plan. His plan was to bring me to my knees and have me submit to his every command. His plan was to break me, not kill me. But maybe I want to die. Maybe I want to die so I don’t have to endure this humiliation any longer.

I’m so lost in my misery that I don’t hear Apollo approach me. For a moment, I actually forgot he’s even in the room.

Looking up at him with tears streaming down my face, I beg, “Please, Apollo. You, out of all people, know. You know how hard I’ve worked to change people’s view of me. It was so hard to be the respected, distinguished, admired Mrs. Godwin that you wanted in a wife. Don’t take that all away by forcing me to attend an event like this.”

“Did you worry about the Godwin name when you tried to have me arrested for murder?” he asks. “Did you care about the Godwin name when my brother was crucified by the media even before his trial began? Did you care about what people were saying about us or thinking about us then? Why care now?”

“It was a mistake,” I choke out. “An awful mistake I wish I could take back. But Apollo… I beg you.” I pull at the collar to emphasize my appeal.

He kneels down beside me and looks me straight in the eyes. “Look at me and know that I’ll never let your name get soiled. I may dirty up this body of yours, but I’d let no one say or think anything negative about you. Not as long as you are my wife.” He places his fingertip on my cheek and strokes softly. “It’s called The Vault for a reason. What happens in that bank will never breech the walls. Never. What happens tonight is just as private as what we’ve done in the cloak of this manor.”

I shake my head. “People talk. You and I both know how toxic the talk of Heathens Hollow can be. I don’t want to go back to being that girl from the Eastside of the island. You saved me from that. Please don’t make me go back to being that person.”

He moves his fingertip and gently runs it along the collar where it meets my neck. He dips his finger between the metal and flesh and says, “Tonight, we can be anyone we want. I don’t have to be Apollo, and you don’t have to be Daphne. You are simply my bunny and I your master.”

“No,” I wheeze, continuing to cry. “Please.” I should be in a gown. I should be in expensive heels. Jewels should drip off my ears and hang heavy around my neck. I’m Daphne Godwin and that means something…or at least it did. He’s stripping me down to nothing, and if his intent is to break me by doing this, well then, he wins.

He removes his hand from the collar and places it on my head. Slowly, he strokes his fingers through my hair, never taking his eyes away from mine. “Shhh…just calm down. No more tears.”

“Then don’t make us go to this. Please!” He shakes his head. “We’re expected at The Vault. I can’t arrive without my pet. So dry up those tears and trust that though your dignity may not be protected tonight, your reputation and the privacy of your name will be.”

His gentle touch and petting of my hair eases some of my distress. Apollo has always been a man of his word. If he says my reputation is safe, then I’m leaning toward believing him. Besides, do I really have an option? And the one thing about Apollo and his family is they protect what’s theirs with ferocity. Their name and reputation are everything. If Apollo destroys my reputation by attending this party, he does the same to his.

“That’s a good pet,” he praises when he sees I’m no longer trying to plead my way out of this situation. “Tonight will be a night to remember.” He continues to stroke my hair. “You’re going to handle yourself just fine.”

Would I be? How could I be just fine ever again?

“I hate this,” I cry. “Why are you so cruel? How can you be so cruel to another human being? I may have fucked up, but I’m still your wife. I’m still the woman you married.”

He gives a crisp tilt of his chin. “I know.”

“So, why are you doing this to me?” I point to the cage. “Why?”

“Consequences, princess. You had to know there’d be some.”

“Do I deserve to be treated like an animal?” I ask. My words seem to make a difference, but I also get the sense that there is no use trying to convince Apollo to go against whatever twisted and dark plan he has.

Apollo places both palms on each side of my face and forces me to stare directly into his eyes. “You need to behave. Tonight’s event will start soon. You don’t want to know what happens to pets who disobey, and I promise you that this collar, cage, and butt plug will be minor in comparison. Behave. Do you understand me? You have nothing to prove. You’ll lose.”

“I’ve already lost,” I point out. “I’m wearing a collar and a tail while being held captive. There’s nothing more for me to lose.”

“But there is. I have ways of making my enemies lose so much more. Don’t push me. Just don’t.” He leans in and kisses me gently on the forehead before standing. He extends his hand to assist me up now that I’m no longer crying and having a meltdown. “We’re going to be late.”

Standing, I take a moment to allow the slight dizziness to dissipate. Apollo places his arm around my body to hold me steady while the room swirls around me. It doesn’t take long to feel back to my old self. My old self with an addition of a bunny tail and a collar, that is.

“Are you hungry?” he asks.

I nod, wondering if he’s going to make me eat out of a bowl on the floor of the cage or some other humiliating act.

“Good. There will be food at The Vault.” He stands back a few inches so he can take in my entire appearance. “You look absolutely perfect, my pet. Perfection.”

Apollo picks up the chain, and the removal of the weight hanging helps ease the pressure on the collar a little. He then leads me out of the room.


Chapter
Twenty-One

DAPHNE


I’m naked.

I’m naked with a collar around my neck and a butt plug attached to a tail up my ass.

I am naked, being escorted by a leash into an old historic bank to what is secretly known as The Vault, full of men who watch our every move as we enter.

There is a man wearing a dark suit, a black cloak with a hood, and a mask standing behind the counter as a bank teller would. The mask is demonic and conceals who the man is behind it.

“That’s The Vault Keeper,” Apollo says as he guides us in his direction. “Get your secret ready.”

Secret? I’ve heard that giving a secret is the only way in, but I hadn’t really planned on doing it, and I have no idea what to even write down. How truthful does Apollo want me to be? I was told that once I marry a Godwin, I never reveal a single secret. Never.

We approach the window, and The Vault Keeper pushes two pieces of heavy card stock and two Mont Blanc pens in our direction. I see dark eyes behind the mask but can’t see anything that humanizes this person at all beyond that. Even his hands are covered in black leather gloves.

Apollo quickly takes the paper and pen and starts writing something down. I don’t dare try to peek even though I want to. What secret is he writing? What is he willing to tell a complete stranger? Godwins are known for their ability to keep secrets. It’s one of the main reasons that they don’t believe in divorce. Once you marry into the family, you are privy to the secrets that live inside their walls. Never would they allow someone to have access and then leave with the knowledge. That would be them willingly giving power away. Godwins don’t give power away.

Before I even start writing my secret down, Apollo folds his paper and hands it to The Vault Keeper. The masked person takes a minute to read it, folds it again, puts it into a safety deposit box, and nods his or her approval. I assume The Vault Keeper is a man, but there is no real way of knowing. They both then look at me, waiting for me to write something down.

I quickly write down that I was the one who turned Apollo in for killing a man. I assume that it’s a secret worthy enough of getting into The Vault, and if it upsets Apollo I gave such a secret, well that’s on him. It’s his fault for taking me here to begin with. The Vault Keeper reads it, glances at Apollo, and then nods his head in approval as he puts my secret into the locked box as well. The Vault Keeper then nods his head again and points to a staircase that leads beneath the bank. It appears as if we earned our key into the secret club.

As we walk down the stairs, the only thing that my mind can focus on is the smell of food. I’m famished. A huge table is lined up with dishes of pasta and meats. No Italian restaurant could compare to the spread that I gaze upon as I take the last few steps, entering the room just a few inches behind Apollo. The fragrance is like a kick to my empty gut, and I’d do just about anything—include walk naked—to eat the food.

“Gentlemen,” Apollo says with a nod to a few of the guests who stand nearby.

Luckily, I don’t recognize any of the men in the room, and I count my blessings for how long it’s been since I’ve lived on Heathens Hollow. None of these men were friends with my dad, but then again, the Godwins never would lower themselves to interacting with men like him. I don’t think any of them recognize me as the shoeless, dirty, Eastsider I once was.

“Where are your pets?” Apollo asks.

“We have them all in a room together,” one man replies. “There’s some business to discuss before we begin the party, and we didn’t feel it was a conversation that our…” the man pauses and looks at me, then back at Apollo, “that our pets need to hear.”

Apollo nods and hands the leash to a man who appears to be staff rather than a guest standing on his right. “Bring my pet to join the others,” he commands, never once looking at me. I don’t know why the fact Apollo doesn’t look at me bothers me more than the fact I’m naked and being treated like an animal.

I’m being cast off to someone else, and I hate it. I hate leaving Apollo’s side.

Why?

Why the fuck should I care?

My stomach gurgles as I’m led away from the table of food. I wonder how long it will be until I’m allowed to shove a forkful of pasta into my mouth.

I must walk too slowly by the display because the man now holding my leash tugs me a little harder to silently command me to keep up. As I pad barefoot behind him, and am led to a closed door, I look over my shoulder and see Apollo sit down at the table with about ten other men, and there are looks of concern and anger on all of their faces. Jaws are locked, eyes dark and narrow, and tension thickens the air.

I can’t help wonder if it has something to do with the Godwin family and that is why Apollo felt the need to pay a visit to The Vault when we’ve never attended before.

The door is opened, and I’m shoved inside. I take a moment to adjust my eyes to the dimly lit room. I already know there will be other women in the room since I’m going to join the other pets, but I’m not prepared for what I see.

Sitting on the floor are ten women. One pet for each man outside.

There are several kitties, puppies, another bunny, and even a unicorn. Each of them are collared and tailed just as I am, and some even have wrist and ankle restraints with far more chains attached. I suppose I’m lucky to only have my leash as the only heavy metal chain. Their eyes are wide and curious as they examine me quietly as the man pushes me the rest of the way in, presses me on my shoulders until I kneel on the ground, then silently closes the door and leaves to join the male guests in the other room.

Being on all fours, I’m not sure what to do. Should I crawl closer to where they all sit? Should I say something? Each woman is naked, vulnerable; but they don’t seem frightened or upset to be in the situation they are in. And I’m once again relieved I don’t recognize any of the women, which means they may not know who I am.

“We have a new pet tonight,” one woman—with a kitten tail—says with a smile. Her lips are red, her makeup dark, and her hair is up in two ponytails to appear more catlike.

“Pretty,” another woman who has bunny ears besides her collar and tail says. Her voice is soft and seductive.

I remain still. Silent.

“Why are you acting like you just saw a ghost?” the red-lipped woman asks. “We don’t bite.”

The women in the room giggle, and I easily see that everyone is… comfortable.

“What’s your name?” she asks, cutting off the laughter.

They don’t recognize me…yet. I consider giving a fake name but trying to keep my true identity is going to be impossible once we join the men. Apollo Godwin and his family own Heathens Hollow. Even if the women don’t recognize me, they will soon recognize him.

“Daphne,” I answer as I reposition myself to sit on my thigh. The large tail makes it impossible to fully sit on my butt, so I have no choice but to find a position that seems to enhance my sensuality when, in fact, that is the last thing I am meaning to do.

“Daphne Godwin? Apollo’s wife?”

I nod and swallow the lump that forms in the back of my throat.

“We are sitting with royalty,” a girl, who leans against a wall, says. She is dressed in a black puppy tail and has a black leather mask covering her face. Her costume is far more extensive and involves leather jewelry with a thicker collar than others. “Godwins rarely attend The Vault.” Her eyes glance at my tail. “He even gave you a white tail and a diamond collar. Very… Godwin-like.”

I struggle to process the women before me. It’s clear they are all here by choice. Every single one of them, and they assume I am as well. And for some bizarre reason, I don’t want to let on that my husband has taken me to Heathens Hollow, and everything about this situation is forced. It’s like I’m in a high school locker room trying to fit in with the cool cheerleaders or something. I also have been so groomed to protect the Godwin name at all cost, that I don’t want to mar Apollo’s reputation at all. Ironic, since trying to destroy him is what landed me in this situation.

Regardless, I remain silent.

It isn’t like they can help me anyway if I told them the truth. They won’t cross a Godwin and help me escape. Not if they value the land they live on. They only lease the land. Not own. A Godwin can evict without cause, and most certainly will if given a reason. If anything, they may make the situation worse if they told their men about me and then the men told Apollo. I don’t think Apollo would appreciate a scene at The Vault.

Awkward silence is soon replaced by the women going about whatever conversations they were having before I entered the room. I’ve never been one to really like cocktail parties or social gatherings. But I married into that life, however, so I have attended countless numbers of boring, pointless nights. I’m not good at small talk just for the sake of it. I’m not good at laying on the charm to complete strangers.

But at least at those parties, I had a fucking dress on.

Here I sit. With a tail in my ass that’s growing more uncomfortable by the minute and a collar that still feels humiliating regardless if it’s made of diamonds. And the other women just sit around in their own tails and collars, but they don’t seem the slightest bit uncomfortable. This is ordinary for them. They all smile and chat on as if they are at their very own cocktail party…minus the dresses and pretentious designer purses and heels.

And the craziest thing about it all is that I’m the odd one in the room. I don’t know how to just sit comfortably. I don’t know what to look at or what to do. I don’t want to stare at their nudity or how some have ears or fake eyelashes. One woman even has contact lenses in that look like the iris of an actual cat. I don’t want to stare, but I can’t help it.

I can’t get comfortable no matter what position I try to sit in. It must be obvious because the red-lipped woman looks at me again and says, “Not used to the tail?”

“It’s…big,” I answer, not really sure what to say but regret how whiney my response sounds.

“It’s best to not move so much,” she advises. “The weight of the plug is shifting around and stretching you with every move. It’s best to relax and stay as still as you can. Don’t clench.”

Before I can ask exactly how you don’t clench when your body wants the invasion out, the door opens and the staff member who brought me here stands in the doorway.

“Come, pets. It’s dinnertime. Your masters are waiting for you to join them.”

Praise the fucking lord. I could eat a bowl of cat food at this stage.

Every woman moves toward the door on hands and knees, crawling with their leashes dragging behind them. I take this as my cue and do exactly the same. The heavy weight of my tail becomes even more obvious as I crawl like an animal in single file to the main room.

All the men are seated at the dining room table, including Apollo at the head. They all watch us enter the room with smiles and hungry eyes as we interrupt their meeting. I make eye contact with Apollo, and I see he seems pleased. Whether that is with me crawling like a good pet, or that he sits in a room full of women on hands and knees. Regardless, I never break my stare as I follow the other women under the table. Each woman rests at the feet of their “masters”, and I pick up quickly that I’m about to do the same at Apollo’s feet. I don’t have time to process or even protest that we are under a table. Slacked pants and black leather shoes are all we can see of the powerful men.

And the most twisted question of all runs through my head…

Are we going to eat under the table at the men’s feet?

And why do all the surrounding women seem happy? They’re smiling. Some are rubbing their faces on their man’s leg like an obedient pet would do. Others crouch and patiently await whatever will come next. No one is blushing. No one is crying. No one is pissed or holding back fury. Not one single woman is in distress of any kind.

Apollo reaches under the table and places his palm on the top of my head. He gently runs his fingers between my hair…petting me.

Petting his bunny.

And fuck me… My pussy throbs.

“Let the pets eat first,” I hear Apollo’s voice say from above. “Since they’re behaving so well.”

Shortly after, I see bowls of penne pasta with red sauce and thick pieces of sausage pushed under the table. Each woman grabs a bowl and positions it in front of them. The red-lipped woman is the first to place her face into the bowl and begin eating it as a cat would. No hands. Just her mouth.

Every other woman quickly follows. It isn’t savage, as one would expect, having ten women under a table eating out of bowls with their mouths. In fact, the women have a certain elegance and grace about them. They clearly have had practice at it.

Me, however, not so much. Even getting my face to the bowl feels odd. It forces my ass out and high, causing my asshole to tighten against the plug. I have to spread my thighs to help me in lowering my face enough, and the cool air against my damp pussy embarrasses me. What if the other women see the signs of arousal? What if they see how wet I am getting as my breasts and hardened nipples caress the cold floor as I take bites of the pasta?

By the sound up above, it’s clear dinnertime has begun for the men as well. They laugh and speak as people would do at any normal party. As if there are not ten of their pets eating out of bowls at their feet.

Apollo’s hand reaches down and touches my spine as I’m hunched over my food eating. Softly, he runs his fingertips up and down, soothing me. Comforting me. Looking up from my bowl and at the other women, I see that other men are doing the same to their pets, and every woman has a look of pride and contentment on their faces. And I understand… I feel warm and safe under Apollo’s touch. I have no idea why, and I have no idea why I press my body up against his leg so that I feel his warmth against me. But I do.

After we are all done eating, each woman pushes their bowls out from underneath the table, and I see the feet of someone coming along to collect them. I watch everything all the women do and copy the best I can. I even lick my hand and wipe it against my face as an animal would bathe. We all have red sauce on our faces, but I see it is our duty to clean ourselves while the men continue to talk up above.

For the most part, I can’t really make out what is being said. It seems like idle chatter, but then I hear Apollo say “Poseidon,” and I struggle to listen the best I can. Captive or not, I am still a Godwin and know that though Poseidon is part of Medusa Enterprises, it’s always been a thorn in Apollo’s side. I had heard my husband use the words “shady,” “illegal,” and “cowardly” to describe the division often.

“Poseidon is bringing the danger to Heathens Hollow. It’s right on our docks now,” a man speaks.

“Athena is working on it,” Apollo says. “I don’t think I have to remind any of you just how convincing my sister can be. You have nothing to worry about.”

“They’ve been slowly doing this for years,” another voice says. “I don’t think your family is truly aware of how deep this vein runs. Poseidon isn’t some small business on the island you can easily muffle.”

“My uncle runs Poseidon, but my father runs Medusa, and that trumps everything. Poseidon is simply a branch of the family tree. A tiny twig compared to Medusa,” Apollo says. “Athena is having a little chat with dear ol’ uncle. I can assure you.”

“We don’t have to tell you this, but we value the privacy of Heathens Hollow. The last thing we want is attention directed our way,” another voice says. “Our local sheriff can only deflect the authorities for so long.”

“Understood. We’ve had enough legal shit as of late,” Apollo says. “My family is determined to leave that shit in Ares’ coffin. We have no desire to get involved with any of Poseidon’s side hustle, nor will we allow it.”

“We appreciate you coming here and telling us this in person,” someone says.

“Of course. But enough of this talk for now. We have some beautiful pets at our feet that need some attention. Pets,” Apollo calls out. “Come out and sit on your master’s lap.”


Chapter
Twenty-Two

APOLLO


I’ve seen nothing so beautiful in my entire life. Daphne stands before me with a drop of marinara on her nose, flushed skin, wide eyes, and an aura of complete submission around her. I enjoy her feistiness but love this look of complete surrender even more. I feel her body tremble beneath my petting, and my cock hardens as she presses up against my leg.

My pet. My perfect and obedient pet.

I motion for her to come sit on my lap as the other pets are doing. Some straddle their master’s laps, some curl up, others want to be cradled like a baby. I’m curious what Daphne will do.

She takes a few tentative steps toward me with heavy lids and pouty lips. I want to fuck her right then and there, but it would be rude to leave The Vault this early, and I’m not sure I want to push her too far by forcing public sex… yet. I pat my lap and wait, though anything but patient. I want her nude body on me immediately.

She glances around as if taking her cue from the others and then sits on my lap as if I’m a chair. I think I’d prefer a straddle with her pussy lips spread wide, but I enjoy the delicate nature of how she perches herself on my knees. I pull her back against me and position her so she’s cradled in my arms. Swiping with my thumb at the marinara on her nose, I chuckle as her face reddens even more.

“Being a pet suits you,” I say.

She doesn’t respond but looks down to avoid my stare.

I cup her breast. “Look at me, Daphne.”

She obeys immediately which has my cock twitching against her tailed ass.

“Did you get enough to eat?” I ask.

She nods.

“Are you sure? I know it must have been hard eating that way.”

“I did okay with it,” she says softly, breaking my stare by looking down again.

I reach for my glass of wine and bring it to her lips. “Drink.”

She does so, allowing me to hold the glass for her. The simple act of providing wine makes me want to provide much more. My protective instincts and the need to pamper and nurture the woman is taking over the need for revenge and punishment. Whether or not I like it, seeing Daphne soft and compliant does the same to me.

I take a second to look around and see some men standing up from the table with their pets leashed at their feet. I’m pretty sure they’re all thinking what I am and want to partake in some fun pet play, but I still want to talk to them about Poseidon and what’s been happening behind our backs on Heathens Hollow before I lose their full attention. Now that I’ve had some time to gather my senses and not feel completely blind-sided because Poseidon has been operating in dealings we’d never agree to, and that Athena wasn’t overreacting when she arrived today, I wanted to make sure I had every detail.

“Gentlemen, before we go off and enjoy this party in our individual ways, I would like us to go out and enjoy a nice cigar under the full moon tonight. It won’t take long, and I think our pets will be fine here without us for a short time.”

I stand up and place Daphne on a fluffy black rug nearby. She takes my cue instantly and sits on the floor as a good pet would. Her white tail contrasted with the black, and all I can do is picture myself fucking her on it, but business first. Picking up the cedar box of cigars, I motion for the rest of the men to join me.
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Daphne

I don’t want Apollo to leave. Maybe it’s because I still felt awkward sitting with the rest of the women who chat among themselves, or maybe it is some other reason, but I don’t want to be left here without him.

As I sit on the rug looking around, I realize that the entire time I ate, I was petted, was caressed, and held, I didn’t think about my current situation. I wasn’t a captive. I didn’t feel a prisoner. I was not scared for my life or afraid of Apollo seeking vengeance.

I didn’t want to run and hide.

What I wanted was more of his touch.

Tears well in my eyes. What the fuck is wrong with me? Why am I feeling this way? Or better yet, why aren’t I trying to escape now that no one is around to make sure I stay in the room? The other women pay no attention to me, and even if they did, they don’t know I am held here against my will. So, if I get up and walk out of this room, they won’t give it a second thought.

So, on shaky legs, I do just that.

“I need to use the restroom,” I say loud enough that if anyone is paying attention to me, they can hear.

One step at a time, I walk toward the bathroom on the ground floor. Once I close the door behind me, I release a deep breath. This is not being the good little bunny. This is not behaving. What would Apollo do when he finds out?

Trying not to picture his face, or think of how a belt will feel spanked on my ass again, I reach behind myself and pull out the bunny tail, rinse it off, and place it on the bathroom counter. It’s the ultimate act of defiance, but I can’t exactly make a run for it with a large butt plug up my ass either. Looking at myself in the mirror, I see the diamond collar and decide to keep it on. I have no doubt it’s worth a fortune and it may come in useful if I need access to more funds while on the run. Not knowing how to remove the chained leash without risk of breaking the diamonds, I decide to leave it and carry it as I run.

Taking another deep breath, I open the bathroom door and hope none of the women will notice I removed the tail, or that I’m heading toward the exit.

Me leaving, will unleash the wrath of the Gods the minute Apollo finds me missing.

Heading toward the door leading to the lobby of the bank, I glance over my shoulder and see that no one is paying attention. I know I’m naked, but it doesn’t matter. I rush toward the exit as fast as I can.

I freeze when the front door opens and heavy footsteps storm my direction.

“What the hell are you doing in the lobby?” Apollo asks, with the other men close behind.

I wonder if my trembling legs will even hold me up. What can I even say? There are no words. No excuse. No way out of this situation.

Apollo glares as he marches past me. The smell of cigar and fury blend. He points to the door. “Back in The Vault, now.”

I don’t hesitate and do exactly as he asks. I can’t play the hero. I tried and failed miserably, and I fear that if I anger him or push Apollo in the slightest, he will demand my sister be brought to him then and there as a punishment for my defiance.

I walk right past Apollo but pause just enough to look into his eyes, silently pleading for mercy.

“Now,” he says between clenched teeth.

I nod and scurry downstairs, praying that my sister won’t pay the price for what I tried to do. I hold my breath and pray that I didn’t just embarrass Apollo. I know that betraying the man is one thing, but embarrassing him and publicly showing disrespect is another.

As I enter the main room of The Vault, the pets are still lounging about and talking, completely unaware of what occurred, or that there is even a private issue between husband and wife.

The sound of the men walking down the stairs send chills down my spine. Each one passes me and walks toward their pet. It’s as if nothing happened.

Apollo walks up beside me and takes my hand. “You’re in trouble, my pet. Deep trouble.”


Chapter
Twenty-Three

APOLLO


I’m not angry. It’s only human nature for Daphne to do what she did. But regardless, penance has to be paid. The men know what she did, and the other pets can see that she has removed her tail. If I let her off with just a verbal warning, there will be chatter from everyone behind my back that I’m nothing but a pussy-whipped husband. The weak Godwin brother, which sadly, my brother often had the reputation of being. But from now on, the name Apollo Godwin will not come across as weak or out of control.

A public discipline session is the only answer.

She jumps the moment my hand smacks her ass.

“Oww!” she squeals, her toes rising on the floor and her hands moving to cover her rear, protecting herself from further punishment.

I will not allow her discipline to be over that easy. If I do, how will it make me appear to the other men? I take hold of her body and bend her over the table where we just had our meal.

“Put your hands above your head.” My lips nearly at her neck as I lean down, moving her hands, placing them on the table before us. “Don’t move,” I warn, bringing my hand back down to the curve of her ass before swatting her bare behind again.

Her hips jump and her toes push up, moving her backside slightly higher. I’ve never spanked anyone with an audience before, and though I would prefer to have this little spitfire back in my room in private, I have no choice but to show all the men—and their pets—how I treat my bunny when defiant.

This embarrassing and shameful act is on her. I warned her to behave.

It’s high time she takes my threats seriously.

Her firm ass on display for all to see turns me the fuck on. I know it’s obvious my cock tents my pants, but no doubt Daphne’s curves and smoothness of her skin are doing the same thing to every man watching. I want to not only spank her ass, but touch and taste the sweet cream that drips from her pussy.

She is wet. I can see it glistening back at me. Begging for me to lick it off of her.

My hand comes down repeatedly, smacking her bottom from the crease all the way down to where she sits. I don’t want to bruise or blister her rear by spanking her too hard since the shame of a bare bottom spanking in front of others should be punishment enough. But with every searing swat, Daphne grows wetter and wetter. The harder I spank, the more she seems to enjoy it, which only makes me want to crash my palm against her flesh even harder.

She whimpers and gasps, moaning with pleasure. I watch the swelling of her pussy as I spread her legs further apart to swat the sensitive flesh of her inner thigh.

I smack up against her pussy, hearing her sharp gasp as her legs slam shut, capturing my hand as her hips thrust.

Oh yes. I can see…

My little pet wants me to finger fuck her with all to see. No shame. No bashfulness. Lust has taken over.

“You want to come, my bunny?” I ask, leaning closer as her legs unclench and my fingers dive into her wetness, stroking her folds and the fire between her thighs.

She nods as an erotic mewl escapes her lips. Her body tightens and eyes squeeze shut as her passion seems to grow right before my eyes. She keeps her hands above her head, her fingers splayed out before her like an animal clawing, gripping and tugging at the wood under her grasp. Daphne’s lips part and her breathing rushes out deeper and heavier as my fingers caress the folds of her wet pussy, teasing her clit, circling her toward orgasm.

Eyes are all on us. I know it. Daphne has to know it.

Being at The Vault has taught me one thing…

My wife appears to be an exhibitionist and a masochist. I fucking love it.

Let’s show you off, my love. Let’s show you off.

I pet my wife’s wetness, feeling her swell under my ministrations as her insides clamp down, clenching onto my finger as I add a second. I thrust my fingers in a curved motion, as her hip grinds into my palm. My other hand comes up to smack her reddened ass repeatedly. Daphne cries out with each searing swat as she trembles against my palm, gasping and moaning.

“Do you want to come, my pet?”

She nods in response.

“Answer me with respect,” I command as I pump my fingers in deeper and harder.

She moans and thrusts her hips to meet the motion of my hand. “Yes, please,” she barely whispers.

“Yes, please, what?” I stop moving my fingers and slowly pull out as a punishment for not answering properly. Respect is everything in my world, in this room, at The Vault in front of these men. If she doesn’t give me the respect required, I will steal it from her.

Thrusting her hips back to force my fingers in deeper, she cries, “Please, sir. Please make me come.”

Relieved that I don’t have to take the punishment to an even harsher level, I praise, “That’s my good pet.”

I can see, hear, and feel the orgasm travel through her body as I watch her toes curl, her hands clench, and feel her juices coat my fingers.

“Feel free to scream loudly, princess. Let everyone hear just what a kinky pain slut you can be.”

She cries loudly as her entire body stiffens and then quivers on the table.

As her body calms, I slowly withdraw and lean down, pushing her hair to the side, kissing a soft path against the pale skin of her neck. “I expect you to behave from now on. Are we clear?”

I slap her ass harder than all the times before combined.

She doesn’t even flinch as her euphoric bliss seems to take over her body.

“Yes, sir,” she murmurs, still panting from release. “I’ll behave.”
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Daphne

“Are you wet for me?” Apollo asks.

My voice shakes as I nod. “Yes, sir.”

“Good. I want you to tell me why you’re wet. I want everyone in this room to hear your words. Speak loudly.”

My pussy throbs at his question, the warmth spreading through me as his finger swirls over my puckered hole, forcing a whimper to slip from my throat.

“I want to please you.”

“Good answer,” he says and pushes into my bottom hole, the wetness from my pussy having soaked the wood of the table as he uses my juices to thrust his fingers in past my dark entrance.

The throbbing grows with intensity as he pumps his single digit in and out of my hole. “I want to stretch you, make you ready for when I claim you, my pet. Have you been picturing my cock inside of your ass instead of the tail? Is that why you removed the tail?”

I don’t know the right way to answer. Does he want the truth? What is it he wants to hear? I don’t want to humiliate myself anymore since I know all eyes are on Apollo and what he’s doing to me, and yet I also know not answering can make things a hell of a lot worse.

“No.”

“Wrong answer,” he says.

I hear giggles from the other pets as one finger turns swiftly to two as he pushes inside of my ass, stretching and giving me both pain and pleasure as he surely can smell my scent of arousal.

“Once you have my cock buried deep in your ass, you’ll change your mind.” His breath tickles my spine, and as he withdraws his fingers, he plants soft kisses over my lower back, forcing my hips to grind against the edge of the table.

I desire more than just his kisses over my skin. I want to feel his breath on my pussy and his tongue lapping at the juices that flow freely from me because of him. “I want your tongue on my clit,” I admit, the words blurting out in an instant. My sexual desire is taking over all reason and control.

Apollo chuckles. “Will someone please hand me her tail?”

A moment passes, feeling as though it goes on forever. I know the dreaded tail will be returned to its “home” but the worst part is that the entire party will see it stretch me to impossible lengths as Apollo inserts it back inside of me.

I feel the hint of lubricant as he slides the bulbous head of the metal plug in past my tight hole. I squirm and shift my hips, finding the strain of the flesh of my anus uncomfortable as it fills my bottom.

Apollo continues to push the implement fully inside until there is no further for it to reach, as the plug’s girth feels heavy and wide inside of me.

“Stand up,” Apollo commands.

Careful not to push the tail out, I keep my ass clenched. Doing as he instructs, I stand naked in front of him.

“It’s time for us to head home,” Apollo announces. The thick undertones of his voice and the warning in his eyes tell me I am not to hesitate in the slightest.

I stand by his side so he can take my hand in his. I’m too ashamed to look over my shoulders at the other men and their pets. I had wanted to please Apollo, and yet, I didn’t.

Apollo says his goodbyes and we exit The Vault. Olympus is waiting, and hopefully a husband who isn’t too upset with my behavior.

One step.

Two.

I walk toward the unknown.


Chapter
Twenty-Four

APOLLO


“Naughty, naughty wife,” I say as I walk in the room and close the door behind me. Daphne scurries to her cage as if she thinks it will protect her. “And to think you were doing so good.”

“I tried,” Daphne says, as I can see her inch her way back to the furthest corner of the cage. “Are you,” her voice cracks and her bottom lip trembles, “going to punish me again?”

I smile. “Oh, I plan to punish but in the most wicked of ways,” I say as my cock hardens immediately at the thought.

I motion for her to come out of the cage, and she does immediately, submission still evident. I walk over to her and assist her beyond the bars and guide her over toward the bed. She doesn’t hesitate in the slightest. She gasps when I lower her onto the bed face down and ass up, but she still doesn’t put up a fight.

I tap on the base of the plug deeply rooted in her ass. “You were a good bunny until you attempted an escape.”

She remains silent, but I can hear a soft moan as I tap the plug again.

“It’s time we take this plug out and replace it with something else,” I nearly growl.

I bring my lips down to her neck, sucking and nipping at the sensitive flesh as my fingers move from her pussy back toward the plug and I pull it out. She squeals as it pops free, but still remains in position. I tease her back entrance with my finger and listen to her breaths and moans, discovering what she likes and what she loves.

“I’ll make you mine, my pet, and claim you here,” I say, my fingertip swirling over her asshole, pushing gently past her tight flesh as I hear her gasp. I withdraw my finger as quick as it entered her. “Do you want me in this ass of yours?”

“No.”

“Don’t lie, princess. I know when you’re lying, and there are even more consequences for lying. So I’m going to ask you again. Do you want me in this ass of yours?”

“Yes…” She barely whispers the answer.

“I can’t hear you. What?”

“Yes, I do. God help me, I do.”

I work my pants loose, springing my cock free, stroking the length from tip to base, wanting to satisfy this woman who damn near consumes every sensation in my entire body. With one hand, I stroke myself and with the other, I slide my fingers over her slick pussy and into her warmth and wetness, bringing her juices back to her ass, pushing my finger inside, stretching her rim as I thrust in and out. I can’t wait to feel her tighten around my cock.

“More,” she hisses.

I push two fingers past her tight little hole, slow at first to stretch her and then pump my fingers in and out, listening to her breaths and moans. Her hips don’t seem capable of holding still, not that I mind them gyrating in front of me.

“I want you to fill me with your cock,” Daphne confesses fully, her voice practically tinkering on the edge, begging for release.

With pre-cum on the head of my cock, lube from the tail, and her slick juices glistening over her ass, I push my cock in past her anus. Placing my hand on her lower back, I steady her as my hands move to her hips, caressing the skin at her sides with each slow thrust, in and nearly out, as I guide my cock inside of her tight hole.

She cries out in undoubtedly both pleasure and pain as I inch my way in.

My hips move, thrusting against her ass, one hand sliding down between her thighs, stroking and flicking her clit with my finger as I feel her tighten and clench against my dick.

Her insides spasm all around me as she grits her teeth, muttering my name under her breath.

She appears to keep her sounds down. At least that is how it seems. I can see that she doesn’t want me to know just how much she’s loving it.

I thrust into her harder. Aggressive. Cold. Or so I try.

But my hands caress her flesh, my heat merges with hers. Any ice around my heart melts as Daphne orgasms from the ass fucking that I had originally intended to cause her pain.

I give this woman pleasure.

She gives me even more.

“I’m never letting you go,” I say, my breath coming out with a heavy pant as I spill myself into her.

No.

No.

This is not the plan.

I pull out of her as quickly as I entered and resist the urge to kiss her, to hold her, to cuddle her into my arms. “Get on your hands and knees and crawl back to your cage to sleep,” I order.

I am an asshole.

A fucking prick.

Yes.

Yes.

That is the plan.

I have to remember that I’m not truly Apollo Godwin. I’m the villain. The bad guy. I’m the bad twin. The killer twin. The dark side of the duo.

And Daphne is not my wife.


Chapter
Twenty-Five

DAPHNE


I wake up in the middle of the night, with the sharp chill in the air and dread pumping through my veins. I don’t want to hear his heavy breathing as he sleeps or feel amiss for not being in that bed with him. I want to escape. Leave him and his family forever. And God help me… I want to fuck him. Fuck him hard over and over again.

Is it possible to want both at the same time?

A moment of peace as he sleeps. A moment of safety as his arm lays draped over the edge of the bed which is never how he used to sleep. He used to be a back sleeper. Clearly Olympus Manor has changed him.

It’s changed him so much.

The full moon casts a powerful beam of light into the room—bouncing off the metal of the bars of my cage—only illuminating my harsh reality. I am a captive in a family manor with my captor who is also my husband. I have only myself to hold on to, even though my strength is fading. A strength turning into a pool of thick dark weakness, threatening to strangle me in despair.

Fuck Apollo. Fuck him and the rest of the Godwins straight to hell. And yet, as he sleeps, I remember small glimpses of his humanity. There are many. He’s given me small peeks, as of late, into his soul that shows he isn’t all black inside. There’s something in his eyes I’ve never noticed before.

“Apollo?” I whisper, breaking the silence of the room. I look through the bars at his face as he sleeps. He looks so peaceful, gentle, and even kind. This is not the rough man who punished me repeatedly then took me without so much as an ask. This sleeping man is not a monster. Or is he? Maybe he’s just a beast in slumber. “Apollo,” I say again a little louder.

His eyes flutter open. “You should be asleep,” he says in a scratchy voice.

“Am I going to die?” My question is direct, blunt, but it can’t be held back any longer. I have to know the truth.

“Go to sleep.”

“Are you planning on killing me?”

“No.”

“Then keeping me in a cage as your pet forever instead?”

“Would you rather I kill you?” He takes a calming breath. “Did my discipline earlier not teach you anything? You should be afraid of me, not poking the bear. Go back to sleep. The sun’s not up yet.” He says the words, but his eyes linger on me hungrily. I see how he looks at my bare pussy and my exposed nipples. I can sense the intensity in his stare, almost feel the heat of his body even from afar.

“But your family still wants me dead, right?” I ask. “I seriously doubt any of them have changed their mind. You’ve never stood up to them before.”

“There’s a lot you don’t know,” he says.

“I know that when it comes to Troy Godwin, no one, not even you or your siblings, go against his wishes.” I pause and then add, “And I know I made an awful mistake. One that your father, your sister, your brother, and maybe even you, will never forgive.”

He sighs deeply and repositions his body where I see the last bits of moon light highlighting every curve of every muscle. “Did you really want to see me in jail forever?”

I shake my head. “I gave little thought before I acted. I was just so hurt. I wanted to make you hurt. And I felt so trapped and weak. And I didn’t want to be weak any longer. So I asked myself what Athena would do, and well…that’s how I decided to betray you and Medusa.” I grab hold of the bars and press my face closer. “And when your brother took the fall for it, I really wanted to step in and confess, but the tidal wave had already hit. I didn’t see a way to fix it. I froze. I became immobile to do or say anything. I took the cowardly way out and just remained quiet. I thought if anyone could get out of this mess, it was Ares Godwin, and I needed to step back and allow him and the Godwins to do what they did best, which is fix anything. I feared I’d only mess it up further. Your brother was a powerful man. I respected him. Feared him. But more than anything, I had grown to love him as a family member. He was always kind to me. To be honest, he was the only Godwin who even tried to make an effort. I’m sorry he’s gone. I’d love to apologize to him and beg for his forgiveness, as I’m doing to you.”

“Is that what you’re doing?” Apollo asks. He seems to soften right before my eyes. “Begging for my forgiveness?”

“Yes, and not just because I’m in a cage.”

He chuckles. “But I’m sure you hope to not be in there any longer.”

“Do you blame me?”

He remains silent for a bit. He finally lets out a deep breath and asks, “You said you were hurt. Why?”

“You know why.”

“I don’t. Tell me.”

I try to not let the familiar bite of anger take hold every time he acts like my request isn’t, and never has been, important. “My sister. I asked you over and over. I begged you. And yet, you always shut it down.”

“Shut what down?”

Tilting my head, I study his face. Did the accident make him black out this part of our life? The doctor said his memory would have holes because of his head injury, but he’s been doing so well remembering most everything else. I occasionally can see an emptiness in his eyes when I mention something about our past, like there is no recollection of what I’m saying, but then he seems to remember quickly. But not this time. This time, he really appears to have no clue what I’m talking about.

“You don’t remember?”

He runs his fingers through his hair and glances out the window before saying, “I don’t remember. I wish I did.”

His words are like a punch to the gut. He doesn’t remember the reason our marriage shattered to a million pieces. He doesn’t remember why I wanted out of our marriage so badly that I’d go to the authorities with information that would destroy him. He doesn’t remember why we are the way we are.

“I can see that me not remembering this is hurting you. Why?”

“Because it’s the catalyst for our destruction. If only you⁠—”

“If only I did what?” he interrupts.

For some reason, I don’t want to say it again. I don’t want to ask again. I begged constantly. I offered everything, anything, if only he’d do as I ask, and yet right now, I don’t want to repeat what had become a broken record. “Do you remember the kind of relationship my sister and her husband are in?”

He slowly nods, but I’m not sure if he really does or if he’s just nodding for my sake.

“He’s an abusive asshole,” I say, just to clarify for him if by chance he doesn’t remember that fact. “He beats my sister over and over. Punches, makes her bloody. He’s even broken her arm.” My voice cracks. I swallow the bile forming in the back of my throat. “I fear he’s going to kill her someday.”

I see his jaw lock, and his eyes narrow.

I continue on. “She won’t leave him. She told me that if she ever did, he’d hunt her down and kill her and kill me too, as payback.”

Apollo sits up quickly. Rage washed over his face. “The fuck he will. The fact that he even threatened your life is reason enough for me to kill him with my bare hands. How dare he threaten you.”

“He’s threatened me multiple times. But…” I don’t understand why the sudden change of heart. A complete about face. “That’s just it, Apollo. I asked you to kill him. I begged you to. And when you refused, I even asked if I could have your brother do it. You refused that too. I know your brother was the family hitman, and for some reason I didn’t understand, you forbid it. I wanted her husband dead and came to you for help. You turned me down, over and over again.” I stop speaking as I try to process the clear anger I see on Apollo’s face.

“Did I ever give you a reason?”

“You said that the Godwins don’t get in the mud with pigs. You said that you and your brother are busy with genuine problems. You said that my sister made her bed and can easily get out of it. You said⁠—”

“I was a fucking asshole,” Apollo interrupts, clearly pissed. “That fucker deserves to die. The only reason I haven’t gotten out of this bed to hunt him down right now is because for the life of me, I can’t remember this shit.”

“I just want my sister to be safe,” I say, more to myself than to Apollo.

I sit back and pull my legs to my chest, feeling the overwhelming need to cry.

“I’m assuming they live on Heathens Hollow?”

“The Eastside.”

“I’ll take care of it today.”

My heart skips. “Wait… Just like that?” I move closer to the door of the cage.

“Yes. Just like that. Give me the address.”

An odd sense of panic mixed with excitement sizzles through my veins. “No plan, no— you can’t just walk into the house and kill him.”

“Why not?”

“Apollo, you act like it’s no big deal to kill a man.”

“I think we both know this isn’t going to be my first rodeo.” He smirks, but I can see he’s uncomfortable with this discussion. His body is tense, and his face even more so.

“You make it seem so…simple,” I say softly.

“I shouldn’t have refused you when you first asked. And if I didn’t want to do it, then I should have asked Ares. Because he wouldn’t have hesitated for a second. Not only would he have killed him, but he would also have made him suffer.”

I’m confused by the change of heart. Why now? Why, after all this time?

“I hated you for saying no. I hated you for not helping me. Not helping the only family I have,” I confess.

“You should have,” he says. “It’s warranted.”

“I hated you so much, but I couldn’t just divorce you. I knew when I married a Godwin that divorce was out of the question. Troy, Ares, Athena… Everyone truly believes the vow until death do you part. And I knew death was inevitable for breaking the vow. But I was miserable. I couldn’t look at you. I had lost all respect for a man who I had thought would save me and keep me safe. So, when I walked in on you killing that man in the boardroom, I recorded it. I saw it as my chance to destroy you. I wanted out and knew this was a chance to be free of you forever. It was the pain in my heart that made me do what I did. You were willing to kill a man for business in the Medusa boardroom, just not willing to kill for me.”

“And your sister?” he asks. “Is she okay right now?”

“For now,” I answer.

“Does she want him dead?”

I shake my head. “No. I’m sure she doesn’t. But it’s either him or her. I know this in my gut. I have to protect her. I have to.” I release a deep breath. “She’s pregnant. Which means that now a baby is in danger too.”

“Then we will. I’ll take care of it.” He lays down on his back and stares at the ceiling. “I should have done this before, but I will handle it. I promise.”

“You’ll kill him?” I’m not sure I’m hearing him correctly. What does taking care of it mean?

He turns his head. “Yes. I’ll do whatever you ask. Besides, he fucked with the wrong Godwin by threatening your life.”

“You’ll do it yourself? Not hire someone?” Now that Ares is dead, I’m not sure who would be the person to handle this. Yes, Apollo killed someone in the boardroom of Medusa, but I didn’t peg him as a ruthless killer. Killing Godwin enemies was the role of his twin.

“Of course I’ll do it myself. He threatened my wife. You are a Godwin now, and no one gets away with threatening a member of this family.”

Trepidation, uncertainty, and doubt constricts my heart like a vise. It suddenly feels difficult to breathe. “Today? You are going to do this today?”

Apollo must sense my chaos of conflicting emotions, because he turns his head and looks at me with tenderness in his eyes. “When would you like me to?”

“I’m not sure… Not today. I mean, I want it done. I do, but…”

He doesn’t say anything. He simply watches me.

“I’d like to talk to my sister first. Not warn her it’s being done or anything. But… I just feel I need to speak with her first.” Scared I may be missing my window of opportunity, I quickly add, “But I do want you to. I do. I just need a little time. If that is all right?”

He smiles. “You tell me when. It’s your call.”

Gratitude rushes over me, as well as…warmth. “Thank you, Apollo. I wouldn’t ask if — thank you.”

There’s a long moment of silence between us. The air feels heavy, and I desperately want to be in his arms right now. I need his comfort, and I need to feel safe. And for the first time in my life, I truly feel Apollo has the ability to make me feel that. Secure.

There seems to be a crack in the air. A sizzle between us. An electric current that pulls us together, even though we’ve been drifting away as each day of our marriage went by. I’ve felt this powerful pull more and more since the accident. As if his near death has changed who he is and who we are. It’s a gripping, suffocating hold over me, and I can’t resist the way it demands me to just… be.

“Do you want out of the cage?” he asks, seductively hypnotizing me with his husky voice.

I remain silent and still, uncertain if his question is a trap of some sort.

“I have a lot of making up to do,” he finally says.

“So do I.”

“I think you’ve paid the last few days. Or at least coming damn close.”

My body heats at the memory of all the ways I’ve paid. “Does that mean the cage and the punishment is over?”

“I’ll tell you what,” he says. “You can stay in that cage, roll over and get some sleep. I will leave you alone even though my cock is hard again and I want to fuck you until you scream my name.” He presses up on his elbows, revealing his rippled abs. “Or you can crawl out of that cage and come sit on my face so I can lick you. We can end this punishment once and for all right now.” He smiles. “The choice is completely up to you.”


Chapter
Twenty-Six

APOLLO


“The cage is locked,” she says with a sly smile.

I instantly sit up and walk toward the cage. “Ah, that it is. Would you like me to unlock it so we can end this punishment?”

“My choice?” she asks with wide eyes but a smirk on her face.

“Your choice,” I parrot.

She nods. “Unlock the cage. Punish me.”

I do so and step out of the way so she can crawl out and stand before me.

“I want to fuck you,” I say, stepping closer as I wrap my arms around her waist, pulling her against me.

Her body is warm, even though she’s surrounded by cool metal bars.

“Turn around,” I demand, spinning her to face the cage.

Daphne does as instructed, allowing me to press her up against the metal bars. Pushing her long hair to one side, I kiss a warm path over her skin, loving how I can see visible chills on her body.

I hear the soft, sweet sigh of delight spill from her lips. She sounds angelic. My fingers caress down her arms, over the smoothness of her skin as I squeeze her hand.

“Lift your arms up,” I say, guiding them up into the air. “Keep them there,” I add with a tinge of warning.

I bring my hands up to caress her face, pulling her closer, capturing her lips with mine.

Hungry. Desire. Passion sparks between us like a lightning storm at sea, rough and turbulent. This is wrong. This is right. This is everything it shouldn’t be, and yet it is absolutely perfect.

I don’t want a pet anymore.

But I want her.

I don’t need her as my captive anymore.

But I need her.

Somehow, we cross the line of forbidden, and I’m not turning back.

I back her against the bed, her knees hitting the surface. “Lie down,” I say, telling her what to do, guiding her onto her back. Controlling my hunger, I tower over her as I gaze upon her beauty.

Daphne leans up, her fingers reaching out to caress my chest. I climb on top of her body. We are nowhere near finished from earlier even though I desperately tried. I failed. I epically failed. If I can spend all day and night curled in her embrace, I will never get up from the bed again.

I have somehow become her captive instead of the other way around.

My breath hovers and teases over her flesh, intended to tingle on her skin and make her grow restless as my mouth grazes just above her thigh. My fingers climb back up her body, hovering above her breasts teasingly as I bring my lips down, crushing hers, desiring to feel her warmth and need for me in a simple kiss.

Her hands tangle in my hair and then down my back, smoothing over my spine, moving lower over and across my ass.

“I need you inside of me,” she all but purrs. Her words are like music, a sweet melody that makes my heart strum louder in my chest.

I fucking need to be inside of her too.

I kiss a warm path down her neck, sucking the sensitive skin, listening to her moans of pleasure. I want to touch her and taste the sweet juices that flow from her pussy. I also don’t want to rush the moment, as I truly want to savor every single minute with this woman.

My breath caresses her breast, pinching a nipple with one hand as my mouth meets the other. I could suck on her tits all night.

Daphne shifts beneath my weight, her soft purrs and moans filling the air. “I can’t take it any longer. I need you. Now.” Her hands move restlessly across and down my back while I continue sliding down her stomach, kissing over her navel.

My fingers gently caress the top of her mound as I look into her eyes silently.

Positioning myself between her thighs, I burrow my face into her folds, smelling her sweet womanly aroma while my tongue darts out to taste the signs of her arousal. With two fingers, I guide her lips apart, pleased with the smoothness as my mouth descends, tonguing and teasing her sex.

“Apollo,” she gasps, her breaths filling the room with soft moans as I guide two and then three fingers into her tight hole. “I need your cock.”

“I want you to be ready for me,” I tease. “I want you coming the minute I shove my dick inside of you.”

I stroke her warmth, wetness seeping out as I thrust my fingers in and out of her slick hole, diligently making her ready to explode the minute I enter her.

Her eyes slam shut, and I feel her fingernails graze across my back. She is getting close. Daphne’s inner walls clench down on my fingers as she trembles beneath my weight.

Lowering my mouth again, I lick her some more, determined to have her scream out my name by the time the night is over. I have every intention of making her come for me over and over again. I need to hear my brother’s name repeatedly so she can help brainwash me into believing I am now Apollo. I need to become him. I need his name to be beaten into my body and soul.

Gradually, I climb back up her body, her eyes lazily opening as she refocuses on me.

“Do you want me?” I tease, my voice coming out heavy and thick.

“I do. I do,” she begs. “I’ve never wanted you as badly as I want you right now.”

Daphne’s hand finds my cock, stroking the head, her thumb grazing the tip as it glazed with pre-cum. Her fist glides up and down over my shaft.

My hard cock aches with the need for release. The feel of her soft fingers and firm grip makes me struggle not to just fuck her brains out right then and there. I fight the urge to let her gain all control.

With her hand stroking me, I place my hand above hers, poising the head of my cock at her entrance.

She loosens her grip, allowing me to take over the moment I push slowly inside her tight little pussy.

“Bend your knees,” I command, wanting to get balls deep in that body of hers.

Daphne does as I say, allowing me to move deeper at that angle. Her eyes shut and fingers claw at my back as I roughly thrust into her, nearly tearing that tight little hole of hers.

Slowly, I withdraw before sliding my cock further into her pussy, even deeper than before. “I want to keep you forever,” I whisper against her ear.

“Do you forgive me?” she asks. “Is my punishment over?”

I lick a path down her neck to her collarbone. “Consider your penance paid. But never betray your husband again.”

Daphne nods, her tightened grip on my back ceases, the pain from my deep thrusts turning to pleasure as she relaxes beneath my weight, curling her body around me, dragging her legs over mine, bringing me deeper into her warmth as she meets my thrusts with her own.

“Keep me. Keep your loyal wife forever,” she pants as I drive into her with more force.

She leans up, crushing her lips against mine, her fingers tangling in my hair as my cock spreads her wide.

I feel her insides tighten around my shaft.

She’s close.

She’ll be screaming out my name.

Harder, I fuck her.

Harder, I push in and pull out.

Harder. Faster.

I reach down between us, two fingers stroking her clit, determined to set her tiny bundle of nerves on fire as I dominate her pussy.

Her insides shudder and her grip on me clenches down, moaning as her head lolls back and she arches from the mattress.

“Apollo,” she screams. “Apollo!”

I continue on.

I’m a greedy bastard and will not stop until she comes again.

I fuck her with more fervor than before. In and out. Punishing that tiny cunt of hers until she’ll have to beg for me to stop.

Feeling her body coming undone a second time, I allow myself to let go, spilling my completion inside of her as she continues to murmur my brother’s name.

My name.


Chapter
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DAPHNE


Waking up in a soft bed with fluffy white pillows all around my head is a luxury I’ll never take for granted again. It’s a far cry from waking up naked on the bottom of a cage.

The cage… It’s gone.

I blink away my sleep to make sure I’m seeing what I think I see and scan the room to make sure I’m still in the room we’ve been in. Everything is the same except the missing cage. Turning my head to look at Apollo, I notice he is also gone. Even through a caffeine deprived mind, I see that I slept through both the cage and Apollo leaving the room.

Sitting up, not sure what to do next, I’m surprised and happy when I see a pair of my jeans, a white shirt, and flats waiting for me at the foot of the bed. Not only is the cage gone, but Apollo is not going to make me remain naked any longer.

After getting showered and ready, I decide to go find Apollo. I’m assuming he’s still inside the manor, but I can’t be sure of that. I’d find it shocking that he’d leave me alone without a note or waking me to tell me he had a meeting or something. Although I’ve been to Olympus several times for events, I’ve never really walked the halls or had free rein before. The place has always given me the creeps, and this time is no different. Portraits of dead ancestors line the hallways, the furniture all appears to be antiques, and there is a smell of…ghost in every nook and cranny. Most certainly this house is haunted. There is a ghost in the attic. I know it. I swear that every single family event outside on the expansive yard, I’ve seen the curtain in the attic window move. Every single time. None of the Godwins seem to mind the ghosts, however. I guess they have no reason to. They are all related.

As I approach the study, I hear Apollo speaking and can tell he’s on the phone with work. He’s talking numbers and budget projections, and I decide to not interrupt him. My stomach is growling in hunger, and I can guess that Apollo’s may be as well. He’s always been a man who can get lost in his work and forget to eat. Knowing there isn’t any staff to assist us, I know I need to fend for ourselves. I’m not a good cook. I’ve never been taught, and once I married Apollo, there was never a need for my culinary skills. We had staff or we dined out. I also don’t have any idea if there is any food in the kitchen since the manor has been empty.

As I make my way to the kitchen, there is a deafening silence to the house. It’s polar opposite of what I’m used to when visiting Olympus. The Godwins are loud, and their friends even louder. This large place does not feel like home. But then again I don’t really know what a home feels like. I’ve yet to experience that comfort. Yes, I have a house. But it’s just that. A cold and sterile house. No love. No family. Just me and Apollo who…hated each other.

In a near daze, I rummage the kitchen and shockingly find food and enough supplies to cook a basic meal. Standing in this unfamiliar kitchen staring out the window, I can barely see a large tree on the edge of a cliff overlooking the sea due to the thick fog that’s set in. My mind sifts through my own thick fog of confusion and lust. I can’t even put what has occurred in words if I had to.

Apollo kidnapped me.

He had locked me in a cage.

Apollo punished me. Repeatedly.

He had me question if I’d live or die, and if my sister would be pulled into it.

Apollo fucked me, and not like a husband would fuck a wife.

He had humiliated me, humbled me, and forced me to face animalistic…desires.

And I had loved every single minute of it.

Everything about what happened since arriving on Heathens Hollow is wrong. Inappropriate for a Godwin. Apollo could go to jail for years for what he’s done to me. But all of Apollo’s discipline has accomplished one thing. I won’t ever try to go to the authorities again. I won’t make that mistake twice.

Hearing the water boiling over, I rush over to the pasta I’m cooking us for breakfast. There aren’t any eggs or breakfast foods, and I only really know how to make pasta, so it will have to do. I can’t remember the last time I actually prepared anything that required me turning on a stove.

I chuckle to myself at the fact that I’m clearly a fish out of water in the kitchen. But I’m having to adapt, and I should be grateful that I’m at least out of that damn cage so I can. So much has happened in a short time that it feels like my time in Seattle was a lifetime ago. So much has changed. He’s changed.

Finishing up dishing up our breakfast which I suppose is more of a lunch, I’m not sure if Apollo wants me to bring him his plate or not. No doubt he’s already been in the study for hours catching up with work and has been on phone calls that appear to be heated. But he needs to eat⁠—

As if reading my mind, Apollo enters the kitchen and walks toward the small table by the window. “It smells good,” he says as he takes a seat at the table as if this is our normal.

Nothing about cooking and having a meal across from each other at a kitchen table is normal.

Taking his lead, I bring our plates to the table. “I made pasta with red sauce,” I say, trying not to remember The Vault and how we ate a similar meal there. “I hope it’s okay.” After the years of marriage, I still don’t know what this man likes to eat. Not really. I haven’t really tried to know, and I take that accountability now. I should have. Our marriage wasn’t bad just because of him. I played a part. I know this.

“I really like your cooking,” he praises. He looks up at me, studies my face, which must reflect my shock in his statement, and adds, “I mean, I know we’ve always eaten out and all the parties…but I like this.”

“There wasn’t much to choose from in the pantry,” I say as I sit down to join him. “But it surprised me to see it stocked with anything at all. When was the last time anyone stayed here? I thought the Godwins only came here for big parties or family holidays.”

“We like it to be ready for spontaneous trips.” He takes a large bite of his pasta and chews as he stares directly into my eyes. Swallowing, he continues, “If there is something you need, let me know. I’ll have it delivered to us.”

“How long are we staying here?” I ask. “Now that the punishment is over, as you said, I assumed we’d be going home soon.”

He shakes his head as he takes another mouthful. When he’s finished chewing, he says, “I sold the house.”

I freeze mid-chew, not sure if I had heard him correctly. “What? You sold our house? Why?”

“It didn’t feel like a home. It held…memories. Memories that I figured you and I both wanted to forget. And I⁠—”

“You just sold our house without even mentioning it to me?” I interrupt. “What about all our belongings?”

“It’s all been placed in storage.” He looks up at me and smiles. “Don’t worry. We’ll get a new house. One that feels like a home to you, and to me. We need a fresh start.”

“You loved that house,” I point out, shocked by his impulsive act. He’s never been one to just make such a huge decision without months of research and planning.

He shrugs. “I think a new house will be good. As for the belongings… It’s all materialistic stuff, right? We can just buy new.” He looks at me. “You like shopping, right?”

“You know I don’t.”

He stops chewing and then nods. “That’s right. But maybe if we do it together, it won’t be so bad.” He returns to eating his pasta. “Anyway, we’ll stay here at the manor until we find a new place. But I was thinking I’d call the agent and have us fly into Seattle tomorrow to meet with her. Maybe we could have her show us some houses. Start the process.”

“Okay…” This all seems so unlike Apollo, but I will not question a good thing. I always hated that house. Apollo wanted it. Not me. “What kind of house do you want? Do you have a neighborhood in mind?”

He shrugs again. “What do you want?”

He’s never asked me that question before. I had always just assumed I should be grateful that I had a roof over my head and was no longer living in a shack with no power on the Eastside of Heathens Hollow.

“The truth?” I ask as I place down my fork.

His brow rises at my question. “Of course. Why would you ask that? I always want the truth from you. Always.”

I take a deep breath and decide to confess something I told no one. “When my sister and I were old enough to explore the island and beyond without being questioned, we took the ferry from the island to Seattle. Well…actually, we snuck onto the ferry since we didn’t have any money. We had been so excited because it was our first trip to the city. We lucked out when we got there because the busses ran that day for free, so we didn’t even have to pay for that.” I pause and take a sip of water, pausing to see if Apollo tries to stop me or rush along my story. But he only stares at me, giving me his full attention. I decide to continue on. “We didn’t know our way around the city or where anything was but decided to get on the bus and see where it took us. We ended up getting off in the Queen Anne district, and I instantly fell in love with the houses. The old craftsmen homes were everywhere, and I loved the neighborhood with all the landscaped and perfectly groomed yards. But there was this one house in particular that stood out to me. It had beveled windows with a large stainless glass heart hanging in the center. Plants lined up along the sill and you could see into the dining room from the street where we stood. There was a simple four-person table with a chandelier hanging above. Not an overly fancy one, but a fixture with clean lines and casting warm light below. I had imagined myself sitting in that house, at that table, and fantasized what it would be like. I promised myself that I would someday live in a craftsmen house in the Queen Anne district.” I take another drink of water. “I was a big dreamer as a kid.”

“Then the Queen Anne district will be our first stop,” Apollo says simply. His smile is so warm that I’m tempted to reach out and hold his hand. For some odd reason, I long for the connection.

“When I suggested it before, you said the area is for upper middle-class people. It was beneath us.”

Apollo grimaces, swallows hard, and stiffens his spine. “You must have caught me on a bad day. I apologize.” He places his fork down on his plate, dabs his mouth with his napkin, and adds, “I’d like to explore the district with you. I like the idea of a craftsmen as well.”

Excitement shoots through me. “Really? You mean it?” The thought that a possible dream of mine could actually come true seems unreal.

“If the idea makes you smile like that,” he stands from the table and walks over to me, “then I’d love to see what actually walking inside of them will do.” He lowers his mouth to mine and gives it a quick peck. “I’ll go make the call now and set it up. I then have some more work to do. Will you be all right for a bit without me?”

“Apollo,” I say softly, hating to break this sweet, and very uncharacteristic of Apollo, moment. “Can I ask a favor?”

“Yes, what?”

“Do you mind if I use the phone to call my sister?”

“Call your sister? Of course.” His eyes darken at the mention of her, and I know why. He’s waiting for the signal for him to act. A signal I’m not sure when I’ll be able to give.

“I haven’t touched base with her in a long time. I don’t have my cell phone though.”

“Sure,” he says, as he reaches for his phone and then gives it to me. “It gets the best signal in the main room, but it works great from the study too. Do you want me to work in another room so you can use the study for privacy?”

“Oh, no,” I say, bolting toward the door. “I’ll go in the main room. Thank you.”


Chapter
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My sister and I had spent our entire lives mastering the ability to communicate through code. Ani was only two years younger than me, so we had always been close. We only had each other. My memory of my mother is very limited, and Ani’s is non-existent. But we both remember my father and always will. He was an awful, abusive man who we had the misfortune of having to live with. Our only way to survive was by creating a secret code language so that we could communicate in times that we didn’t want him to know what we were saying. A tug of an ear meant beware. A braid of our hair meant dad had over five drinks and was approaching the stage of drunk where he’d pop us for no reason. Biting the lip meant one of us found food so we could sneak a meal in and not starve that night. And a yawn meant for us to get out of the house as fast as we could and meet at a lean to shelter we had built. But once my father died, I never imagined we still needed to speak in code. But we do.

I let the phone ring twice and then hang up. It’s the code needed for Ani to feel the vibration in her pocket and then to go find a place she can speak in private without Mark knowing of her secret phone. I wait five minutes and call again, hoping she’ll pick up, which isn’t always a given. This time, she does.

“Hi,” she says, but I hear sadness in her voice. It isn’t the first time I’ve called and heard the tone.

“Are you all right?” I ask.

There’s a pause. “No.”

She’s never said no. She’s never said anything other than trying to convince me that everything is fine when I know it’s anything but.

Alarm bells are going off. I force myself to take a seat so my knees don’t buckle. “What happened?”

There’s another pause. I can hear her breathing. I hear a sniffle.

“Ani? What’s wrong? What happened?”

“Mark… He went on a two-day bender. When he got home, he started accusing me of awful things. He claimed the baby wasn’t his. He beat me.”

That’s it. The man is dead. I wasn’t sure I could actually give Apollo the green light to actually kill a man. It had all sounded good in theory, but being faced head on with deciding whether a man lived or died. But now…the fucker is going to die.

“Where are you? Are you at the house? I’m coming to get you.” I’ve offered to do this repeatedly and Ani always says no. She always refuses. I’ve even considered just showing up and not giving her an option, but I know my sister. She’s stubborn, and if she says no, then her answer is set in stone. But this time is different. I’m not four hours away. I’m close, and I’m coming. “I’m on Heathens Hollow now. I’ll be there in twenty minutes. Get your stuff ready.”

“The baby…” she continues and breaks down into a sob. “I lost the baby.”

It was as if Mark had the ability to reach through the phone and beat the shit out of me too. I fell back against the chair and let out a winded gasp.

“I’m calling the police. Do you need an ambulance?” I somehow got the words out, but I’m not sure since I still couldn’t inhale a breath of air.

I can hear her cry on the other end. “No. No. Don’t call anyone.”

“Where is he?”

“Sleeping off the bender. He should be asleep all day. Please don’t call anyone. Don’t.”

“Will you leave with me?”

There’s a pause.

“Apollo and I are here at Olympus. Can we come and get you? Please, Ani. Please. Apollo and I won’t allow anything to happen to you. I promise.”

There’s still silence on her end other than the occasional hiccup and sob.

“Ani?”

“Yes… Come and get me.”


Chapter
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I kill alone.

I’ve never had a partner. I’ve never even spoken of the exact time and method of when or how I’d kill someone. Solo. I’ve always been solo.

But there was no way I was going to leave Olympus Manor without Daphne. Even locking her in a cage wouldn’t have worked, because my hysterical wife was determined to rescue her sister with me.

We rode in silence for the entire ride. I wasn’t sure what to say or what to ask. The little she told me through her shaking and tears was enough to know the man needed to die. And if she hadn’t looked me in the eyes and said, “Kill him now,” I would have done it, regardless.

“The trailer’s up this dirt road,” she says, pointing to a washed-out path that isn’t passable by vehicle.

“Can we make it on foot?”

“I think so. I’ve only been here once. But I remember it not being too far up in the woods.”

The rain coming down is going to make the hike up the path muddy and uncomfortable. I want to tell Daphne to wait in the car, but her sister doesn’t know who I am, and me arriving alone most likely won’t go well. Daphne doesn’t give me time to consider any other options, because she hops out of the car and starts running into the trees. I have no choice but to get out and chase after her. I don’t blame her for her sense of urgency. If it were my sister up there, I’d be doing the same.

Fortunately, the muddy path is actually more of a driveway. It doesn’t take us long to reach a trailer the color of piss. Ani must have been looking out the window, because she walks out the door with a blue Adidas duffle and enough bruises on her face to match the bag perfectly.

I clear the distance between us as fast as I can, take the bag from her, scan her face and head for severe injuries that require any immediate first aid, and then hand the bag to Daphne when I feel her sister is safe enough to travel. “Go down to the car with your sister and wait for me.”

Ani looks over her shoulder at me. One of her eyes is already swelling shut. “You aren’t coming?”

“I’m not coming.”

“Don’t go in there.” Ani turns her head to Daphne. “Don’t let him go in there. Mark is sleeping and he won’t know I’m gone until tomorrow at the earliest. Don’t go in there and wake him up.” She points at the bag. “I have all I need.”

Daphne puts her hand on her sister’s arm, and then her sister’s belly that is no longer carrying a baby. “He’s not going to leave you alone. You said it yourself to me over and over again. He won’t just let you leave.”

Daphne looks up at me and nods her head. I can see it in her eyes that she still wants me to follow through with the plan.

“What are you going to do?” she asks. There’s panic in her voice. “Going in there and kicking the shit out of him isn’t going to do anything but piss him off more. Let’s just go. I can leave the state, maybe. I can just run and hide, and he’ll never find me.”

Daphne shakes her head. “No.”

“What do you mean no?” she asks her sister, clearly not having any idea what Daphne and I both know is going to be the outcome of the day.

It’s raining harder now, and both women are soaked all the way through. “Wait for me in the car. I won’t be long.”

“He’s just like Dad, Ani. You know it.”

Daphne’s words finally are what it takes for Ani to catch on with what’s going to happen next. She shakes her head vigorously and takes a few steps back to the trailer. “No. No! You are not going to kill him. We can’t just go in there⁠—”

I take a step forward so I’m blocking the trailer from Ani. “We aren’t doing anything. I am. You and Daphne need to go to the car and get warm. I’ll be there soon.”

Ani shakes her head, but then suddenly stops when the front door of the trailer opens and a man wearing nothing but faded boxers blinks against the rain. “What the fuck is going on here?” he demands. “Ani, you get your ass inside here now.” He then squints against the falling rain and sees Daphne. “I told you to stay the fuck away from your sister. I told you that I’d kill you if you stepped foot on my land again, you stupid bitch.” When he sees that Ani hasn’t made a move to do as he asked, he repeats. “Get in the fucking house, Ani!”

I’ve seen the eyes of many people right before they meet their maker, and I’ve never seen the kind of fear like what I see in Ani’s eyes.

Mark glares at me. “And who the fuck are you?” He starts walking down the stairs to confront me.

Stupid, stupid man.

“I’m the fucking Grim Reaper,” I say as I punch him right in the Adam’s Apple.

His eyes bulge as he reaches for his throat with a sickening croak escaping from his contorted lips. He falls back, slipping on the last step and splashing into the mud. His wheezing for air mixes with the sound of the storm. The drops of the rain hit the metal roof of the trailer with more intensity, and I know a torrential downpour is coming and it’s time to act before all these hillbilly backroads get washed out.

I’m happier that he confronted me. He entered this fight and now I’m going to finish it. I didn’t like the idea of killing a man in his sleep, and I didn’t want to act like a silent assassin. No, this fucker walked right up to me and stared directly into the eyes of his killer.

Daphne runs up to Ani and takes her by the arm. “We’re leaving. Now.”

I don’t know if it’s the fact that Ani is too shocked to argue and resist any longer, or the fact that seeing the man who caused her to lose her baby laying in a puddle of mud was the last straw, but she does exactly as Daphne ordered, and the two women leave for the car.

Now it’s just me and this piece of shit.

Mark somehow scrambles to his feet, though I can see that he’s still struggling to breathe. He doesn’t have enough air to scream. He can’t beg. He can’t do anything but gasp through the final minutes of his life.

“You beat my wife’s sister.” I take a step toward him as he climbs the stairs of the trailer on all fours. “You killed her baby. You called my wife a bitch. And you threatened my wife. You threatened a Godwin.” I take hold of his hair and yank him off the stairs, throwing him back down in the mud. “And for that, you are going to die. But I don’t just kill. I kill slowly.”

Though I’ve been trying to be Apollo Godwin ever since waking up from my accident, right now, this very moment… I’m Ares Godwin. And this fucker is about to see what that means.


Chapter
Thirty

APOLLO


Daphne knocks on my door as I finish getting ready to start my day. “Good morning,” she says.

“How is she doing today?” I ask, having checked on Ani myself a couple of times, but she had been sleeping every time. It’s been a couple of days of recovery, and it’s nice to see some of the swelling go down as well as some of the bright blues and purples begin to fade.

“She’s doing much better,” Daphne says. “Her ribs are still giving her some trouble, and she is having nightmares still…”

“Do you want me to have the doctor come back to the house?”

Shaking her head, she says, “No. He said she just needed time to heal. And I’m feeling confident she is. Slowly, but she is.”

“I’ve tried to leave you two alone,” I say. “I figured you needed some time together. To talk about what happened.”

“She doesn’t really want to talk too much, and I’m respecting that. I think she’s just processing right now. She has healing to do on the inside too. The wounds there are worse than the ones we see.”

“I think that can be said for everyone. We all have wounds on the inside that need to be healed.” I take her in my arms, feeling the need to have her close.

She looks up at me. “True. But what you did… You helped heal a very large one inside of me.”

“I should have done it sooner.”

“But you did it now. Thank you. I know I keep telling you that. But I mean it. I can never say those words enough. When you first asked me to marry you, you said that you’d always keep me safe. That you’d protect me. You gave me my very own Cinderella story.” She releases an unsteady breath. “But my glass slipper had thorns. Until now.”

“I should have plucked out every fucking thorn for you,” I declare, hating the visual of how my brother had caused such pain. Sharp, stabbing pain to a woman who didn’t deserve it.

Although if he were still alive, I want to believe he’d eventually do as I did. I want to believe that he was that kind of man. He wouldn’t have been able to look into Daphne’s eyes for long and resist.

I sure as fuck can’t. I’m growing more and more obsessed over this woman as each day goes by.

“You and I haven’t really had a chance to speak since everything happened,” she says, looking down at her feet and fiddling with her fingers. “I told Ani that you,” she swallows hard, “took care of everything.”

“I did.” I tilt my head to examine her face in order to try to read her. “Do you want to know how? The details?”

I’ve never told anyone the details after a job. Not even my father. I do the deed, I clean up after myself, and we never speak of it again. But I’ll make an exception for Daphne if she needs it. Or if her sister needs it.

“No,” she says. “I feel like talking about that man, even the way he died or where his body is, gives him too much of our breath. He’s not worth it. I think it’s best to forget the man even existed. He’s nobody.”

“He’s nobody,” I agree.

I know Daphne has a lot on her mind right now with her sister, but she doesn’t turn away when my mouth lowers toward her. I haven’t kissed her since Ani arrived. We haven’t slept together since she’s been sleeping by her sister’s side this entire time.

I’ve missed her. I’ve missed…my wife.

Our lips touch, a fleeting hint of what’s yet to come. I press her close, then closer still, so that the soft curves of her body meld to the hardness of my cock. I kiss her again, as her arms lift to encircle my neck. Our kiss intensifies, leaving our bodies tense for more.

I want to approach things slowly, to not let my desire be mastered by my passion. But when Daphne moans against the thrust of my tongue and her hands frantically remove all of my clothing, I know the battle is lost.

The level of chemistry between us is consuming, making me want her with an intensity I never experienced with anyone else. When she makes it known she’s willing and wanting to accept my claiming of her body, I almost explode with lust.

Her physical response leaves me no doubt that the woman feels the same pull I do. Sensual, erotic, and tantalizing sex can easily become our form of communication and connection. Passion always mixed with our day and night is my ultimate goal for this marriage of ours. It’s what and who we are becoming, and I plan to keep it that way.

She rubs herself intimately against me, the action making my cock grow even harder. I want to sink into her, to lose myself in her slick, wet heat, to drive us both hard and fast to orgasm. I can’t wait to hear her scream out my name.

It’s what we both want—more important, what we need. But this time, I’m determined to give her something different, to offer her something more. Not just a sexual experience, but a promise. I want to communicate security in the way we make love. Yes, I said it. Make love. I want to make sure she feels safe in the fact I’m here. I am going to shelter her from any storm that comes her way.

My cock presses against my pants to the point of pain. I can’t free myself from the restraints of my clothing fast enough. She does the same and lowers her dress, her panties, her bra… This woman… this goddess before me literally makes me grow weak in the knees. Such sweet delicate features, and also such luscious and alluring curves. I have to have her. I have to have her now, and I pray to God that I can be gentle since I have already been firm and truly pushed her boundaries.

Shedding the last of my clothes as she sits on the edge of the mattress, I approach the bed and run my palm up Daphne’s leg, enjoying her not flinching, but moaning in response to my touch. She lays back on the bed completely naked and doesn’t conceal herself at all. Her eyes never leave mine, as if she’s attempting to hypnotize me with her seductive and needy stare.

“I want to look at and touch every part of your body. I want to memorize every curve, every dip and valley, and every inch of your skin,” I say so she has no doubt of what’s coming.

Without waiting for a response, I spread her legs wide, watching the seam of her pussy open for me. Beneath her pussy, I see her anus, so small…so tight. Her tiny hole just begging to be entered, but I want to go easy today. I want that sweet pussy of hers milking my cock dry.

Running my finger along the puckered and delicate flesh, I watch how she presses her ass against my hand, not resisting my touch.

“This time isn’t meant to be a punishment. I don’t want to hurt you. I only want you to feel pleasure,” I say the words as I run my fingers to the seam of her pussy.

I can barely contain my hunger to be buried so deep inside of her. Soaking up her juices glistening on her pussy with my fingertip, I lick, tasting her arousal. With as much care as I can, I press my wet finger into her pussy and ease my way in. Daphne gasps and tenses, but then relaxes when I slowly move my finger in and out of her tight channel. I lean down between her legs and kiss her smooth mound, inhaling the musky scent of her desire.

“It feels good,” she whispers. “So good.”

“Yes, princess,” I coax as my finger glides in and out. “I need to get this body of yours ready for me. You know I’m not a small man, and I don’t want this to hurt more than it already will when I can’t fuck nicely.” When her legs relax open and her hips thrust up to meet my mouth, silently begging for more of my kisses, I whisper, “That’s my good girl. Let me prepare you to become my perfect and most cherished wife in all ways.”

My name catches in her throat when a moan overpowers it as my tongue flicks her clit, nipping it between my lips. Her hands run down both sides of my head, driving my face into her pussy as her moans intensify.

“Apollo… Apollo? This feeling. I feel…” Panic laces her words.

“Come for me, my wife. Let it in.” I add a second finger and pump with more force, driving deeper inside.

Her head thrashes side to side, and her breathing becomes ragged. A deep moan fills the room as her pussy constricts around my fingers.

“Come for me. Fill my mouth with your sweet cream. Release and let go of all those restrictions holding you back. Let that orgasm rock the inner walls of your pussy.”

Her hips buck as her moan turns into a tiny scream. Her pussy quivers around my mouth, and the taste of her release coats my tongue. I lap up every last bit of her completion as her body shakes on the tail end of her climax.

Not wanting her to fully become sated, I moved up to her breasts and circle my tongue around one nipple, and then move to pay the same attention to the other. Molding the flesh of her firm and perky mounds with my hands, I no longer fight the hunger. I need my cock buried deep inside of her and can’t wait any longer.

I place my lips at the shell of her ear and groan out, “I’m going to fuck you now. It is going to hurt, Daphne. It’s going to hurt bad, but also hurt so, so good. I don’t know how to fuck soft. I only know how to fuck hard.”

“Yes, yes, please,” she begs. “I want this. I do.”

Placing the head of my dick at her entrance, I slowly ease in, pausing when her body tensed with resistance. This is the time when I will fully claim her. I’m not punishing her ass. I’m not taking her body. I’m not spanking her into submission. My wife is giving it.

Forever mine.

Forever to play with as I choose.

“Take a deep breath and relax,” I order as I push all the way in and begin pistoning in and out at a rapid and unforgiving pace. “Shhh…” I pause for a moment so she can adjust to the intensity of the fucking and to the sensation of being stretched. “I know this hurts.”

“You’re just too big. Just too hard.” Her eyes are wide, and her voice quivers as she says the words.

“You will take all of me. You have no other choice.”

Wanting to be gentle is one thing. Actually being able to is another. Gentle and sweet when it comes to fucking and claiming what I consider mine just isn’t in my nature.

Raw, hard, aggressive is who I am. And though I am pretending to be Apollo, I can’t change this primal fact about me no matter how hard I try.

I launch another steady rhythm of pushing in and out, only being fueled by her soft little mewls. A steady staccato of my cock pulling out just enough to spread her opening even wider, and then plummeting back inside, so deep the walls of her pussy constrict around me. In and out, I claim her in one of the most animalistic and lust-filled ways. In and out, she gives herself to me. Mine.

Not being able to hold back my pleasure any longer, I allow the surge of my ecstasy to take over, filling my seed deep within her.

“Apollo,” she calls out, the sound so sweet on her pouty lips.

“Yes?”

“Will you ever let me go?”

“Never. Never. You are mine, and I am one stingy son of a bitch.”


Chapter
Thirty-One

APOLLO


It’s been three weeks? Maybe a little under a month? I’ve completely lost track of time, which is completely unlike me. Godwins march to strict order and timelines. I can’t remember the last time I didn’t follow some order issued by my father. My days and nights were full, overflowing so. But since waking up in that hospital room, something inside of me is different.

I’m married.

I have Daphne, and I want Daphne. I can’t get enough of the woman. If I’m not fucking her, I want her to stay in my presence just so I can look at her whenever I want, or smell her, or touch her, or fuck her all over again. It seems my cock remains in constant need of attention, and the only way to cure the ailment is having it buried deep inside of this woman…my drug.

But one thing remains the same. I am not Apollo. No matter how hard I’m trying to convince the world that I am indeed my brother, I wonder if I’m living this lie on borrowed time. I’m a Godwin, and we are masters at deceiving and can lie without so much as a flinch, but this time is different.

This lie involves Daphne.

She deserves better than me. I’m not my brother, and I don’t know how to be married. I don’t know how to give her much more than sex. I try to stop working for our meals so I can give her some attention and learn about the woman I can’t get enough of, but my mind struggles to focus. I have yet to do anything with her that couples would do. There is no wining and dining. No sweet gifts. No “honey I’m home.” My life consists of fucking and working. Olympus Manor is giving us a bubble of security from the rest of my family, and I’m loving the seclusion. Not a terrible life for me, but I also believe Daphne deserves better.

I have to keep thinking about what Apollo would do. Not what I would do. No doubt he’d do more than just fuck and work. Though it sounds like they weren’t doing a lot of fucking. Regardless, I need to remind myself that I am a married man and need to act accordingly or there is a chance Daphne may discover my dark secret.

“Daphne,” I call out, finally deciding that it’s time I take a break.

She must have been near the study because she pads barefoot into the room holding a dishtowel in her hand. She wears jeans and a white t-shirt and has never looked sexier. Casual and comfortable is a good look on her.

With one eyebrow raised, she asks, “Do you need something? Dinner isn’t for a couple of hours. I still need to start it.”

“Don’t,” I say. “Let’s go into town. It’s about time I take you on a date.”

“A date?” she asks as a smile grows on her face. “Really?”

“We haven’t gone into town unless you want to count The Vault. Have you ever eaten at Ghost Pines?”

“No never. It’s so… Ghost Pines was too expensive for me to ever go when I lived here.”

“It has the best seafood I’ve ever had. It also has a prime rib that is to die for. We can share a bottle of wine and make a romantic evening out of it.”

“Yes!” she replies fast. Maybe a little too fast, which tells me that the poor girl is desperate for some attention, and probably to get out of the house. She and I had taken some walks together on the grounds, but I’m sure she’s getting a bit stir-crazy. “You don’t think it’s raining too badly to drive?”

I glance out the window to see that a steady rain is falling. “It’s fine. I don’t think the heart of the storm is supposed to come in until tomorrow night. This is minor. Do you think your sister can be left alone for a bit?”

Daphne smiles. “It’s cute that you worry about her. And yes, she’ll be fine. Maybe we can bring her home a piece of cheesecake or something.”

I look at her bare feet. “Go get some shoes on. We’ll leave now.”

I don’t have to say another word. Daphne spins on her heels and runs upstairs. I hear her excitement as she sprints up the staircase, and it reminds me of a child running down to a tree with presents underneath on Christmas morning.

The drive into town is fairly quiet. I hadn’t turned off my brain yet and am still, unfortunately, thinking about how I’m going to deal with my father and Athena when I see them. Fortunately, they both have left me alone, allowing me to deal with Daphne and to process everything that happened since the accident. I know they are doing it for two different reasons. Athena is giving me space because I asked for it. My father is giving the time I need to figure out how to keep this lie of becoming Apollo from blowing up in my face.

It’s getting easier by the day with Daphne. I’ve also been able to convince the staff at work via phone and email that I’m Apollo. Not an easy feat since numbers are not my strong suit, and I feel like I’m drowning in spread sheets and tax questions I have no idea how to answer. But I’ve yet to have to face anyone from our lives besides at the funeral, and I’m not sure when I’ll be ready.

When it comes to Daphne, I try to just listen to her talk. I try to take it all in. She’s caught me on a few more things that I’ve had to claim memory loss on, but for the most part, I’m able to fake my way through conversations. But we also haven’t really been in an intimate situation like sitting in a car by each other heading to a date. So, I’ve just been driving and allowing silence to swarm around us. Though it doesn’t seem that Daphne minds. She just sits in her seat and listens to music as the foggy forest passes us by. The roads aren’t bad, and nothing my Jeep can’t handle. I have no concerns that we have to rush back. We can enjoy a nice evening out. We both deserve it.

“I should have taken you here for this dinner sooner,” I say as my eyes quickly lock with hers. “I apologize for that.”

“No need. We only came to Heathens Hollow for family gatherings and parties. It’s not like we had the opportunity.”

“But is it something you would have liked to do?” I ask as I put my eyes back on the road.

“Of course. Ani and I used to fantasize what it would be like to eat there. It’s fancy, but not snooty. Ghost Pines was sort of that marker for people. If you could afford to eat there, then you made something of yourself. I⁠—”

“I wish you would have told me this. Your dreams should be granted,” I interrupt. “Especially something as simple as taking you to a nice seafood and steak restaurant.”

“I’ve never been good at opening up,” she confesses. “Sometimes dreams need to just stay dreams.”

I glance over and reach for her hand. “Not anymore. You're my wife and the very least I can do is start granting some of them.”

When we reach Ghost Pines, I pull up at the entrance to drop Daphne off so she doesn’t have to walk through the parking lot in the rain. “I’m going to park. Go ahead and put our name in.”


Chapter
Thirty-Two

DAPHNE


I’ve never eaten prime rib before. I don’t want to admit this fact to Apollo. High society women in Seattle—and I’m assuming the rest of the world—seem to only eat dainty fish dishes, salads, or maybe the occasional chicken breast. No woman I ever met would dare sit at a table and eat a big slab of fatty meat. But that’s exactly what I’m doing. Apollo hadn’t given me much of a choice since he ordered for the both of us. But I can’t say I’m upset by that fact. Growing up an Eastsider, eating at Ghost Pines was never an option. Not even on a special occasion could we even dare walk into a place like this.

I had considered trying to get a waitressing job here at one point. One night’s tips would no doubt be a month’s worth of bills paid. But I wasn’t even up to their standards for serving their clients. Ghost Pines was simply an illusion for the poor like me. It catered to the wealthy who had vacation homes on Heathens Hollow, or flew in on their sea planes or helicopters from Seattle. No true locals could afford a place like this.

“They have great prime rib, right?” Apollo asks as he places another piece of meat into his mouth.

“It’s so good,” I say as I take in every savory taste.

The restaurant isn’t exactly fancy by Seattle standards—at least not white tablecloths and candlelight—but it does have a roaring fire, leather booths, and the rustic charm of the decor makes the entire place feel warm and inviting. For Heathens Hollow, this is as fancy as this fisherman town will get. I love it, and I love every minute of this date with Apollo.

“So, I’d like to ask you something,” he says as he sips from his wine. “But I don’t want to hurt your feelings by admitting I can’t remember something.”

“You won’t hurt my feelings. I know that memory loss is going to be an issue. The doctors had warned me it could be much worse than it seems to be. You really are recovering at break-neck speed.”

“Okay, but this could hurt you.”

“Hurt me? How?”

“I don’t really remember us meeting and how we became married. What I do know almost feels…like it’s a story that’s been told to me. I lack the details. You’ve mentioned that I saved you from the island. You make me feel as if I did something more than just asking you to marry me.” He pauses as he chews his meat and then swallows, never breaking his stare. “How did we meet? I’d like to hear it from you.”

I divert my eyes and shrug. Does it bother me he doesn’t remember our beginning? Maybe. But maybe I’m bothered even more that I don’t really want to talk about it. “It’s the classic Cinderella story. Poor girl. Rich man. You brought me into your life so I could no longer be an Eastsider.”

“Did we meet here on Heathens Hollow or Seattle?”

I pause from eating, observing the way he asks the question. He really doesn’t remember. “We met at the pier. I was a fishmonger. One of my many jobs that would pay me in cash so I could eat or pay whatever pressing bill was demanding to be paid. You were walking along the pier and we met. For some crazy reason, you and I seemed to form a connection. Regardless that I smelled of fish and poverty. You asked me to dinner, and then three months later we were married.” I rushed the story, but hopefully it’s all he’ll need to trigger his memory.

I take a drink of my wine and stare at the fireplace nearby. I don’t want to talk about my past, and even though Apollo and I seem closer than ever, I’m uncomfortable talking about our past as well. It’s almost as if a trip down memory lane will pop the perfect bubble we’ve been in.

“Tell me more,” he says, clearly not picking up on the fact this topic is like picking a scab. I don’t want to bleed when I feel like I’ve started to heal.

“Like what?”

“Did you know I was a Godwin when you met me?”

I chuckle. “Did I know I was having dinner with someone who owned the entire island of Heathens Hollow?” I laugh again. “No, or I wouldn’t have had dinner with you, no matter how hungry I was. I’d be too scared you’d ask for back rent we owed you. We were squatting on your land.” I smile, but it’s not exactly funny.

“What made you fall in love with me?”

I shrug. “I came from poverty, abuse, and neglect. My father was an alcoholic and my mother was dead—or at least that’s what he told my sister and me. So when you came along with all your money and promises, it felt like I had found my happily ever after. My fairytale I had hoped for was now a reality. But⁠—”

“It wasn’t exactly a fairytale,” he finishes for me.

“Not at all. I had no idea what marrying you and becoming a Godwin would be like.” I see that he isn’t eating any longer, and I feel like I need to lighten the mood. I don’t want this dinner date to become a bashing session. He’s trying to make amends, and I need to allow him to be able to do so. I want him to do so. “But you still saved me from the Eastside, and I’ll forever be grateful.”

“Do you still want out of the marriage?” he asks.

I take a bite of meat so I have time to think about his question as I chew. He waits and watches me as I swallow. “I know it’s not an option. Your family never hid that fact from me. I know what I was marrying in to. I signed that contract with blood. So…no. I no longer want out of the marriage. A deal is a deal.”

“Is that how you see us? A deal?”

“How do you see us?” I counter, not wanting to really dive in and divulge all the conflicting emotions I’ve had since the accident, the betrayal, the punishment, and then what he did for my sister.

“You’re my wife. I’m your husband,” he begins. “Call it what you want, but I’m fucking obsessed with you. I can’t imagine ever letting you leave.”

“I’m not leaving,” I say softly, drinking my wine as I look over the table with hooded eyes. “I may like this obsession you speak of too much to leave.”

Apollo leans forward, his elbows resting on the table. In a low voice, he says, “I’m going to take you home, and I’m going to fuck you hard. I’m going to fuck you until you scream out my name. Not cry. Not moan. Scream.”


Chapter
Thirty-Three

DAPHNE


“That was the longest car ride home,” Apollo says as we both enter the kitchen. “Maybe I should have pulled the car over and fucked you in the back seat like two horny teenagers.”

The blush takes over my entire body without warning. I walk to the kitchen table and take a seat in order to try to regain my composure. This man now has a way of making me feel like a giddy little schoolgirl, and I hate it. But I don’t hate him. No, my feelings are the polar opposite of hate, but just as powerful.

Apollo smirks. “I like the way you embarrass so easily. Now that it’s just you and me, alone here, I’m noticing all the little things about you, and I’m finding I enjoy them all.”

I turn my head to look into Apollo’s smiling eyes. The soft wrinkles at the edges give his sexy charm a sense of maturity. He keeps my stare locked within his for what seems like an eternity. His gaze single-handedly melts my heart. I ooze from the inside out. He has a power over my emotions that I’m not used to allowing. His strength, his intoxicating dark demeanor, his aura just screams out, ‘Man.’

Without looking away, Apollo slowly walks to my side of the table and leans in toward me, with his mouth only inches from mine. “I want to feel your lips on me.”

He isn’t asking permission, yet announcing his intent. The actions of a Godwin.

I look down at his mouth and then back into his eyes and softly whisper, “I’d like that.”

He places a hand on each side of my head and softly presses his lips to mine. The touch sends tingles through my entire body. Never has a simple kiss given me such a powerful, intense reaction with anyone else, and not even with him. It’s just a kiss, and yet so much more.

The power this man has over me… When he never had this control before…

His lips move slowly along mine until his tongue lightly presses past my lips. The warmth and the wetness increase the desire building inside my core. His fingers caress my hair softly as his tongue continues to explore. A kiss, a high-inducing kiss, is more than I can imagine. I can smell Apollo, taste Apollo, and feel Apollo. I hunger for more. I want the kiss to last forever—never wanting his lips to leave mine.

“You feel so right,” Apollo murmurs between our entwined breaths.

The sound of his voice, muffled by the kiss, provokes an involuntary gasp, revealing how locked in his hold I’ve become. Never would I have thought I’d feel so much power from a simple kiss. At this moment, the only thing I want is for him to never stop.

His hands move down my back, and he pulls me to standing so we can be closer. My breasts press firmly to his rock-hard chest with only thin layers of cotton between us. As our bodies merge, our kiss becomes more frenzied. Apollo presses his tongue deeper into my mouth. I respond by parting my lips wider and dancing my tongue with his. My breath mixes with his, my gasps swallowed by the kiss.

The all-consuming, most mind-blowing kiss.

A kiss I never knew could exist. With one kiss, my husband—a man I never thought I’d love again—has captured my heart even more than it has already been possessed by our passionate sex before.

Slowly pulling away, he looks deep into my eyes. His own glazed over as desire courses across his face. He runs a single finger along my jawline and traces it along the edge of my needy lips. A small, seductive smile forms as he leans forward and kisses the tip of my nose.

We both stare at each other for a few moments, scanning each other’s face, searching for a peek into our souls.

“This has never been us. We rarely kiss…well, this is just not like us.” I feel the need to discuss this, confused that I like the kiss as much as I do. That deep down, I don’t want it to stop.

“This might not be how we kissed before, but it’s how we kiss now.” He smiles.

I take a deep breath before speaking. “This is different, Apollo. You and I both know it. So different.”

Apollo lowers his mouth to mine again, silencing my words. He kisses with more passion this time, and with more excitement than before. His mouth continues to claim mine as I feel his desire building—my desire building. I inhale at the sudden change but pull him closer with my hands clinging desperately to his back.

“I don’t want you to think of the past. Of the way we were. Only focus on right now.” Apollo pauses from his onslaught of kisses to examine my face. “It’s just you and me right now. Right now.”

I smile at the look of determination mixed with passion on his face. “I want that, too. Right now. Only focus on now. I don’t know why. I don’t know how this happened. All I know is that I want to feel you inside of me.”

“Daphne,” Apollo moans.

He moves his mouth to my neck and places soft kisses there, while his hand slowly works its way under my shirt and bra. His palm cups my breast, and I arch my back to meet his touch. His lips move to my ear, and he lightly nips. I hear his ragged breathing and feel his body tense with pent-up passion.

I lower my hand to his bulging erection pressed against his pants. When my fingers make contact, Apollo groans in desire.

“Fuck! I want to be soft. I want to be gentle… But you are driving me crazy.”

I undo his belt buckle, unbutton and unzip his pants in one fluid motion. “I don’t want soft. I don’t want gentle. I want you to take me. Take me hard,” I demand as I wrap my hand around his throbbing cock.

He grabs and pushes me hard up against the wall. Reaching for my hands, guiding them above my head, holding them firm with one hand, his other rips off my clothing. He yanks, he tugs, and he has me naked before I can even take my next breath. His lips press against mine with such force, such fierce command.

I have never felt such strength, such domination before with this man. Something changed as of late, but I’m trying to do as he asked. Only focus on the now. But still… First with the spankings, the cage, the forced sex, and now with this round. This time is different, however. We seem to be going into this with eyes wide open.

Apollo moves his lips to my neck and kisses, sucks, and bites. With my arms still pinned above my head by his massive hand, I have no choice but to allow Apollo to do as he wishes.

I feel the sting of his teeth on my neck and mewl, trying to not focus on the fact that I stand completely naked before him once again.

He picks me up and carries me to his room—our room—before I can fully comprehend what is happening. I’m in his arms. His chest is flexing beneath me. I can hear his heavy breathing, thick with desire. I can smell his intoxicating scent. My head spins; I am consumed with lust, drunk with passion.

Before I can regain composure, he throws me down onto his bed. I see him grab a black satin ribbon from a bedside table. I wonder what other wicked items he has inside that table. He grabs one hand and ties it to the bedpost, and then he does the same with the other. I have never been tied, never been defenseless by a simple ribbon. I tug to see if I can escape, pull to see if this is for real. With a mixture of fear and desire, I allow myself to trust Apollo, but at the same time, take delight in the sizzle of fear that courses through my veins. I am helpless. There is nothing I can do to fight him off. I can’t stop what will happen next. And yet, even as my heart skips, I love the feeling. The complete abandon. Knowing he is now fully in control.

He stands before me and takes off all of his clothes in the same rush and fury that has landed me naked and tied to his bed. His ripped, tight body stands before me in all its glory. With hungry eyes, he stares down at my body stretched out on his bed and seductively smiles.

“I plan to make this a habit of my day. To feed my hunger.”

I smile. “We must keep that appetite satiated.”

“It’s now your job.”

“I plan to be an overachieving employee,” I tease back.

Apollo reaches for more ribbon, grabs one of my legs, and ties one ankle to the bedpost and then secures the other, spreading me wide open. In mere moments, I find myself sprawled out on the bed, in Apollo’s control. I try to move, try to test the strength of the bonds. A shiver runs down my spine when I can’t move. I am his. Yes, I am his.

“Apollo…” I moan.

He kisses one breast and then the other. He sucks each nipple, slightly nipping with his teeth. I gasp. I moan. I have never been restricted before and am not able to hold on to someone during sex. The feeling of being defenseless is terrifying but electrifying at the same time.

“Please. I want to hold you,” I beg. The need to touch his skin consumes me.

Ignoring my plea, he continues his descent down my abdomen with kisses. He reaches his final destination, his lips caressing every ounce of flesh, licking my entire mound until I’m desperate for more. I am dying to feel his tongue delve into me. I want to feel the invasion, the penetration. The man has a way of intensifying every emotion and sensation in my body. I need him. I hunger for him. I crave everything about him. Yet, I know the ultimate power is his, and he will lead this delicious dance as he sees fit.

“Apollo!” I scream when his tongue connects with my clit. A surge of sensation steals my breath. “I want you,” I plead as I test the ties again. I’m aching to touch, desperate to have some control back.

My body frantically searches for release any way that I can as I shamelessly grind my pussy against his face and mouth. I need to come. God, I hope he’ll make me come. But I need more than his mouth. I need his cock in me, and just as I’m about to demand he fuck me, he moves away from my needy cunt and lowers his body on top of mine. I try to reach for him. I try to embrace his body. But the constraints of the ties hold me in place.

“Untie me,” I beg.

He simply shakes his head and slowly eases his way in between my legs. As his cock spreads me wide, he captures my gaze and never releases it. He stares deep into my eyes, linking our souls, connecting our energy.

He presses deeper with every gasp from me, as if my sounds of pleasure fuel the energy and desire inside of him.

I moan.

He presses on.

I cry out.

He fucks me harder.

His own moans become my soundtrack to the most amazing sex of my life.

Apollo pushes deep within and suddenly stops. Without either of our bodies moving, I feel nothing more than Apollo rooted within me. Taking the moment of stillness does something to me. I feel a connection and closeness I didn’t know possible. I look into his eyes and just smile. It begins with just my lips, but staring into Apollo’s face, I know my pleasure is reflected in his eyes.

“I’m yours,” I admit freely.

“I wanted nothing more than to hear those words.”

“Untie me. Let me show you how much I’m yours. Let me prove how much I want to belong to you,” I whisper.

Apollo touches his lips to mine, pulls his cock out of me, and then slowly unties one hand and then the other. He takes his time and after each bond is removed, he kisses and licks the reddened area to soothe the sting. I didn’t realize how much I fought against the restraints until he does so.

Once all the ties are removed, I crawl into his lap, press my lips to his neck, and take the moment to be held and feel protected. I enjoy the soft, the calm… The love. I move my lips to his and kiss him until I feel that our lips have melted together. His breath is mine, my breath is his. I feel his tongue lightly move along, his hands caress, we embrace.

He eases me onto my back and slowly rubs his cock along my throbbing clit. The sensation sends an emotion through me that nearly brings tears to my eyes. I become whole, so complete. Having him so close to me feels…right.

He moves the tip of his dick at a slow and sensual pace. He caresses my hair and smiles softly while looking into my eyes. “I can’t do soft any longer. I need to fuck you hard before I explode,” Apollo confesses.

A growl works its way past his lips as he grabs me by the hips and, in one hard thrust, drives himself deep within the warmth of my body. I wrap my legs tighter around his back and thrust my hips to drive him even deeper. I moan at the feeling of him spreading me, further inside me than I ever imagine possible. I crave more. I want him to drive in and out at a rapid pace.

I feel like a sex-crazed vixen beneath him as he pumps in and out with a force and speed that brings an impending orgasm near. He grabs me by the hair and pulls my lips to his again. He drives his tongue deep within my mouth, never letting go of his grip. He dominates me with the pull, with the thrust of his hips, and with the power he has over the building explosion of pleasure begging for release.

“Let go for me. Let go, princess,” he demands with a deep, sensual voice.

As if knowing I should never go against one of Apollo’s commands, I let the climax take over. The fire works its way from my toes all the way to my head. My moan becomes louder, louder until it becomes a scream.

With the sound of my release ringing throughout the room, he pumps hard one last time, filling me with his seed. Claiming me. Marking me. Forever his.


Chapter
Thirty-Four

DAPHNE


I snuggle up next to him the next morning after wine-infused sex that blew my mind as every time with Apollo does of late, wondering if I should seduce him and go for round two. I don’t want to wake him… Okay, I totally want to wake him. But will he be mad if I do?

My answer comes when our lips meet, a pull neither can resist any longer. Our hunger is never satiated. His heart beats against mine as he arranges my body closer. The single kiss has the power to forever bind. The kiss is the exclamation mark to the sentence. One kiss speaks volumes of what is meant—a demand, a command, an order of love and passion.

I want him.

I want him this very second… again.

Now.

Apollo sucks my breast, then moves to the other to give it equal attention. Lowering his hand to my mound, damp with fresh arousal, he dips a finger to my clit and applies pressure as he rouses an overwhelming longing that has me gasping for air. Moving from my clit, he presses his fingers past my folds and pushes one, then two digits into my sex. I force my hips up to drive them inside my pussy even deeper. They aren’t enough. I want to feel the small bite of pain as his cock stretches me as he claims what is now his. I want to feel him so badly that the hunger changes who I am.

I am an animal.

I am a stalker in search of its victim.

I am a woman who needs to be fucked hard by her man. Her man who has been missing in most of our marriage but now is found.

Not being able to hold back the fever that scorches me, I beg, “Please, Apollo. Please…”

“Please what?” he asks as he dances his fingers inside my core. “Say it, Daphne. Tell me what you want.”

“I want you,” I pant, desperately wanting to feel the orgasm that rests just beneath the surface, begging to be set free. But I need Apollo’s cock to make that happen.

“Say it, Daphne. Say what you really feel.”

“Fuck me!” I blurt out as a moan follows my command. “I want you to fuck me hard and make me remember the feeling between my legs for days. Make me sting. Make me hurt. Fuck! Fuck me!”

I am absolutely desperate at this point as his fingers hit a spot inside my pussy that has me gyrating uncontrollably. I need more! I need him so badly that I could lose my mind in a wild thirst for more if he doesn’t mount me and take me right now.

Merciful as he is, he does just as I need. Feeling his weight on top of me, I’m soon rewarded when his cock presses up against my opening and easily slides in with the aid of my wetness. Wrapping my legs around him, I hold on in fear that I’ll cede complete control over to the lust.

I am so hungry.

I have such a craving and an urge that only he can quench.

And with a forceful shove of his hips, he drives his thick cock all the way in, claiming me completely. Yes, yes, yes… I am his.

In and out he thrusts, deeper and deeper with each pounding action. My moans blend with his as our bodies merge as one. He is my commander in this war of lust, and my body will forever be his to order, to master, to lead toward completion.

“Fucking mine,” he groans as he powers into me, his muscles taut, his eyes glazed over. “Cry out for me, princess,” he demands. “Cry, princess, cry.”

As if I need the command, like a dutiful soldier, I do just as he ordered. A wave of warmth that has rested on the cliff since he took my nipple into his mouth finally releases. Pure carnality shakes through my body as I cry out his name… crying in the only way I ever want to cry again.

Tears of lust rather than tears of pain.

Moaning with each pulsation of decadence that attacks my pussy, I truly melt into an abyss of sexual heaven. With a few more thrusts, Apollo adds his own pleasurable moans, and he, too, joins me in our own utopian paradise.

Slipping my arms around his neck, I pull away enough to stare into his eyes. There is so much I want to say. So much I want to tell him. But right now, right this second, I enjoy the silence.

Apollo’s phone vibrates on the nightstand…and then again.

This time, he doesn’t ignore it, but reaches for it with a groan.

“I need to call my father,” he says as he flings his legs over the bed. “He’s been trying to reach me, and his patience is going to only last so long.”

My heart sinks. I want more cuddle time. I want more of him. “It’s Sunday. Can’t you take one day off from Medusa? Maybe we can go into town for shopping and lunch or something. I’ve never been to any of the little shops on Main Street. It’ll be weird to go inside with the ability to buy something and⁠—”

“I can’t,” he says, walking toward his closet as he reads the text on his phone. “I need to deal with some business. Why don’t you go do that with your sister?”

I don’t like his answer. I hate his answer. It’s reminding me of our life before. Before the accident. His father always came first, Medusa came second, and everyone else besides me came next.

“My sister will be fine. She’s still recovering and has visible wounds to her face. She won’t want to go out in public for a while. But I do. Please? It’s sunny out. And you said a storm is coming soon, so shouldn’t we go out and enjoy the nice day while it lasts? We may be cooped up inside for a while.” I lower the blanket to reveal a breast on full display to tempt him. “Apollo,” I say as he turns to look at me. “Come back to bed. Let’s play.”

It’s completely unlike me to be so flirty and sexually open, but I’m having fun with it. The man turns me into an animal.

Apollo looks away, as if my tease does nothing. He pulls on his pants and pulls a sweatshirt on as if I’m not lying here naked in bed, willing and waiting. His attention is back to his phone as he texts something urgently with a scowl.

“Apollo…”

“Daphne,” he snaps, walking toward the door. “I need to go deal with this. I’m sorry.” Without saying another word, or even walking over to the bed to give me a simple kiss goodbye, he leaves and heads to the study…again. Just like every single damn day of our marriage before we came to Olympus Manor.

The pang in my heart from his hasty rejection quickly turns to anger. The anger turns to rage. The rage turns to defiance.

All right, fucker! You don’t want to go into town, then I’ll go by myself!

Yanking my own clothes on in a fury, not paying attention to what I actually put on, I then storm out of our room to go check on my sister. Peeking my head into her room, my anger dissipates a little when I see her tiny and beaten body in a deep slumber, sleeping away her nightmare. It doesn’t take long for my anger to return when I leave her room and head downstairs. Apollo hurt my ego, my feelings. I asked for one damn day off and practically threw myself on him, only to be cast aside for his damn father. The Godwin family always suffocates.

“We need to talk. Athena is on the chopper heading this way,” Apollo says as he comes out of the study with an empty coffee cup in hand.

Son of a bitch! Did he not even see that I’m mad? I don’t give a fuck who in his family is coming.

“Have fun visiting with her,” I snap. “My sister is still asleep, and I’m going into town before the storm comes in.”

“What?”

“Did I stutter?” I’m being a bitch, but I don’t care. My temper has blown and there is no pushing it back in once I get going on a rampage.

“What the fuck has gotten into you?” He takes a few steps toward me. “And you’re not going into town right now. It’s important you and I have a discussion about that text I got.”

“Oh, now you have time to spend with me,” I say, rolling my eyes. “I guess Daddy Dearest doesn’t need you any longer?”

“I don’t like how you are speaking or acting,” he says with warning laced throughout every syllable.

“Well, I feel the same way. I don’t exactly like how you’re acting either,” I counter as I put my hands on my hips and take a step toward him as a predator would slowly stalk its prey.

“And how is that?” he asks, pausing as if he’s genuinely baffled that I would be angry at all. “How exactly am I upsetting you? Because I said I had to do some work and respond to my father?”

I say nothing, but that is answer enough for him.

“I haven’t been in the office since we got here. I’m trying to deal with a shitload of work remotely, and my family is still reeling from the death of my brother and your⁠—”

“Yes, I know! My betrayal! They want me dead⁠—”

“Yes. They do. For which I’m essentially buying us time to figure it the fuck out,” Apollo interrupts, acting much more calmly and in control than I am. “But that text that has you so pissed off was them telling me that they don’t feel as if I’m handling things any longer, so now they are sending Athena to take care of it.”

“We are all one big happy family now, right?” My stomach coils and I almost want to throw up. The truth of the matter is I hate this family. I truly do. His father interrupting our perfect morning is just a small taste of what’s coming the minute we reenter real life and have to live in Seattle again. “It doesn’t matter what you do or say. I’m the enemy now, and you know it. But I won’t sit here and think about that today. So, I’m going out. Your sister will just have to kill me on another day.”

Apollo storms toward me and grabs my arm firmly. “You are not going anywhere. So stop this nonsense before you piss me off.”

I snatch my arm away from him and take a few steps away. The pain in my gut nearly suffocates me when I realize he doesn’t even try to deny that his family wants me dead, nor does he try to reassure me that my life isn’t in danger. It’s what I feared. Apollo may have forgiven me, and my penance may be paid with him. But the rest of the Godwins will want vengeance.

“I know you were supposed to bring me to Olympus to kill me. And just because you changed your mind, doesn’t mean they have. It’s why we’re still here, right? You were stalling because you know it’s true. We can’t just return to Seattle like nothing has happened. And we can’t just stay here forever either. Athena isn’t coming to just have a chat with us, or to threaten me, or to just⁠—”

“Daphne, take a deep breath and calm down.”

I am out of control. I can feel it. But I don’t care anymore. My inner beast has been unleashed, and she is wounded and bloody and wants to flee. I have to protect myself. I’m not going to just let a Godwin kill me. I’m not going to just sit here as ready prey.

“My sister and I need to leave. I want to leave.”

“We’ll leave as soon as I can⁠—”

“I’m no longer talking about going to town or even going back to Seattle. I mean, that my sister and I need to truly leave. Leave Seattle, maybe even leave the country. We need to go somewhere where your family can’t find us,” I say. This is the first time since Apollo kidnapped me and took me to Heathens Hollow, that I’m actually coming up with an escape plan. An escape plan that doesn’t involve… my husband.

“Absolutely not.” Apollo never raises his voice once.

“You know I have to. You know Troy will kill me.”

Apollo shakes his head. “No, he won’t.”

I smirk. “You’re right. He won’t. But Athena will. That’s why she’s flying here right now. She has her marching orders. She’s the new hitman now that Ares is dead.”

“Neither one of them are going to kill you because I have a plan,” he says.

“A plan? What?”

He takes my hand and brings me into the study. He then walks over to the desk and pulls out a thin box and hands it to me. “It may be too soon. And maybe it hasn’t happened yet. But there’s a chance. And even if it hasn’t happened yet, we’re going to stay here at Olympus until it does.”

I peer at the box, not understanding why he’s handing me it, although my gut starts churning as if in preparation for the hurricane coming.

“A pregnancy test?” I croak out.

“We haven’t been using protection, and we’ve definitely been trying.” He gives a smirk, but I’m not finding this funny in the slightest. “So go see if you are.”

“Why?” I’m staring at the man but not seeing him. My knees lock so they don’t completely buckle as they’re threatening to do.

“Because if you’re carrying my child—a Godwin child—neither my father nor my sister will harm a hair on that beautiful head of yours. They won’t allow a Godwin to grow up without a mother. They will want the best for that baby. For the heir.” He points to the door. “Go take the test.”

I don’t know how I am able to will my feet to walk, or how I can steady my hands enough to take the test, but I somehow do. And as I walk back into the study where Apollo is anxiously waiting, I extend my hand to him with the test.

“Well?” he says, rushing to me to take the test to see for himself.

I don’t say anything. I need to see him read the results to make sure what I saw was correct.

“Two lines! Two lines means pregnant right?” He looks at me with a wide grin that shows off every possible laugh line on his face. “You’re pregnant!”


Chapter
Thirty-Five

APOLLO


Daphne doesn’t appear happy. She doesn’t appear upset. There’s zero emotion on her face. It’s as if she has stared at Medusa herself and turned to stone.

I lean forward and kiss her lips, noticing that she doesn’t kiss me back. She’s stunned, which I guess can be expected since she wasn’t in on my plan of trying to get her knocked up so my family will consider her off limits to murder. Having a child with Daphne is the only way to bind this family back together. It is also the only way to truly make her mine. She may have been Apollo’s wife, but she is now the mother of my child. My child. Not Apollo’s.

But we never used protection once. She had to know we were taking a chance. I already knew she wasn’t on birth control because I had her doctor records sent to me the minute we arrived at Olympus, and I began to put this plan in motion.

She shakes her head from side to side slowly. “No. I can’t be pregnant.”

I hold up the test. “It says different.” I give her a smile. “Which is great news. You’re going to be an amazing mother and⁠—”

“It’s impossible.”

“I know this is shocking, but it’s fantastic news.”

Her eyes narrow. “You can’t have children, Apollo.”

“What?” I take a step back from her so I can get a clearer view of her entire body. “What are you talking about?”

“You can’t have children.” Her voice raises. “There’s no way that I can be pregnant. We went to doctors. We saw the best specialists. They couldn’t have all been wrong. And you aren’t standing here claiming it’s a miracle so…” Her eyes widen as she puts her shaky hand to her mouth. “You can’t have children. But… Oh my god. Apollo can’t have children…”

I’m seeing spots as the air is sucked out of the room. Her realization is punching what little air I have left to breathe out of me. I just fucked up. I really fucked up.

“Ares?” Her question—my name—comes out hoarse, almost inaudible.

My mind spins as I try to come up with a solution to the impending chaos. Do I deny? Do I say that I had doctors fix my infertility? Do I try to convince the woman standing before me she’s got it all wrong?

“Oh my god. You aren’t Apollo. You’re Ares.” Her eyes haven’t blinked once.

I can’t look her in the eyes. I can’t tell this woman something she already knows.

As if a lightning bolt had struck a damn, destroying it to pieces, the wave of anger flows over as she charges me, punching my chest with both her fists. “Where is my husband? Where is Apollo?”

I take hold of her wrists and answer, “Dead. He was the one who died in the accident. Not me.”

But she already knows this. She knew it the minute I handed her the pregnancy test. I know this now. I should have read it in her face, but I didn’t. Maybe I could have rebounded quicker. Maybe I could have figured out a way out of this and kept the lie going. Maybe⁠—

Snatching her wrists away from me, she storms to the other side of the room, spinning on her heels to face me as fire burns in her eyes. “Why would you pretend to be your dead brother? Why would you want to be Apollo?”

“You know why,” I say calmly, wishing I had a way to defuse the bomb going off inside of her.

“No, I—” she freezes. “So you wouldn’t have to go to jail?”

I simply stare at her, letting her put all the pieces of the story together herself.

“You were just going to step into his life and be him. Remain married to me.” Her breath hitches as it’s clear the memories of everything that has happened since the accident flood in. She flinches with each memory. She inhales and exhales with shaky breath. Her eyes dart side to side. Her hands clench at her sides, and then land on her stomach. “You had sex with me. You made me think you were him!”

“I did.” I will not deny anything anymore. Nothing but honesty from this point on.

“And you aren’t apologizing?” Her voice raises another octave. “You don’t even seem like you are sorry.”

“I won’t apologize. I made a decision and stand by it.”

“To sleep with your brother’s wife? I didn’t agree to have sex with you! I thought you were my husband.”

I nod, taking in her words and hating the pain and betrayal she must be feeling. “You have every right to be angry.”

“And you aren’t even going to apologize for that?”

I remain silent.

“Does everyone know but me?” she asks. “Am I the only fool in this fucked up and twisted Godwin game?”

“Only my father knows. He figured it out at the hospital. This was all his idea at first.”

“Of course it was,” she hisses with a roll of her eyes. “And that’s why he let you take me to Olympus. He had no doubt you’d be able to kill me because you are Ares.” She tilts her head and studies me. “So why didn’t you kill me? I’m not your wife? And it was because of me you were going to jail.”

I had just told myself that I was going to be honest and not hold anything back, and I’m a man of my word. “Because I developed feelings for you. Because…I wanted to keep you as my wife. My brother had his time. Now it’s mine.”

It’s as if my confession slapped her in the face. Her head reels back, her lips part, and her hands start to shake as they hold her belly that now carries my child. “I can’t stand here and look at you. I can’t—” I see the tears in her eyes glistening and threaten to fall, but before they do, she runs out of the room as fast as she can.


Chapter
Thirty-Six

DAPHNE


The sound of the helicopter landing on the Godwin property spins my mind in mayhem even more. I’m pacing the bedroom I just spent the night in having sex with Ares, holding my hand on my belly, trying not to throw up.

I’m pregnant. I have a baby inside of me. I’m going to be a mother. These are all things I had given up thinking were even a possibility when we discovered Apollo couldn’t have children. I had grieved that part of my life I’d never experience, and just like that… I’m now going to be a mother.

With Ares’s baby!

When the helicopter’s motor turns off, signaling that whoever arrived is going to stay for a while, I realize Athena is here to kill me. I may actually never become a mother if in fact Apollo, correction, Ares, didn’t underestimate Athena’s rage. Just because I’m pregnant doesn’t guarantee the woman won’t kill me. I wouldn’t put it past her ruthless self to kill an unborn child if it belonged to me.

My thoughts quickly turn to my sister. Would Athena then kill my sister? Yes, I think that’s fair to say as well. But I doubt Apollo—Ares would tell her Ani is asleep in the other room, so if I say nothing before she kills me, then all is good. I scan the room for a weapon. I sure as hell plan on putting up a fight.

Before I can find anything, however, a rich, sultry voice penetrates the room. “Well, well. It looks like you took my advice and spread your legs.” Athena’s eyes cast to my belly. “I suppose I should say congratulations.”

I stiffen my spine and push my shoulders back. Athena doesn’t respect weak women, and I’m not going to even show the slightest bit of fear. “Did you come here to kill me?”

“Yes.” She enters the room all the way and steps toward me.

I don’t cower back, even though I want to.

“But then your dear husband informed me of your news. It seems you’ve both had a little second honeymoon in the family manor.” She looks around and scowls. “Sort of sick if you ask me. This house is like a gothic museum that smells of grandfather’s dentures. But whatever gets you turned on, I suppose. It’s about time you and Apollo get knocked up. Someone needs to keep the Godwin name going. It’s not going to be Ares, obviously. Phoenix just masturbates to himself forever alone, and I sure as fuck am not popping out a baby.”

“But you were going to kill me if I wasn’t pregnant?”

She gives a wicked grin. “Most definitely.” She shrugs and crosses the room to look out the window. “No offense, of course.”

I give a sardonic laugh. “Why would I be offended?”

“Apollo assured me you were punished, and that you won’t even dare consider betraying the family again.” She looks over her shoulder. “Did he take you to the tree of forgiveness? Did he make you kneel on rice while he whipped you with the leather strap?”

“No,” I say, not willing to give her any details of exactly what her brother did do to me as a punishment.

“Shame. Then he let you off easy.” She returns her attention to the window, her eyes staring down at the tree in the distance. “I figured he would go light on you. Ares was the stronger brother. He would have never let you get away with what you did.”

Chills run down my spine as the realization that Ares is the man who is standing downstairs, and Athena has no idea. And Athena is right. Ares was the stronger brother. And the fact I’m actually standing in this room alive says something.

But what does it say?

What does it mean?

He said it was his turn now. He said that he had developed feelings for me. He wanted⁠—

“I hope you’re aware that you can’t even think of divorce now,” she says to me with a glance over her shoulder. “Now that you have that baby inside you, you are more of a Godwin than ever before. So get those ridiculous ideas about leaving out of your head.” Her attention goes back to the tree of forgiveness. “Apollo is going to need you. He’s going to need that baby. I know how I feel about losing Ares, and he wasn’t my twin. I can only imagine what losing your other half feels like.”

I’m taken aback by the softer version of a true viper before me. It doesn’t last long, however, because she turns on her heels and heads to the door to leave. “Do you love him? Even the slightest?”

If she would have asked me this question before the accident, the answer would have been no. But now…

“I don’t know,” I answer.

“He told me downstairs he loves you.”

“He did?” Was he only telling her that so she wouldn’t kill me? “A lot has happened since we’ve arrived at Olympus,” I confess. “It’s complicated.”

“Complicated defines us perfectly,” Athena says with a smirk and then opens the door. “If you even so much as dare try to betray my family again, I will kill you in the most tortuous of ways. If you hurt my brother, or you don’t raise that baby to the best of your ability, I will make you scream for mercy.” She pauses, smiling wickedly. “But if you are ready to really be part of this family, then… Welcome.”


Chapter
Thirty-Seven

APOLLO


I enter the room without knocking in fear Daphne wouldn’t let me inside anyway. I resist the urge to march over to her and take her in my arms. But I know that as much as I want to fix this, and make it right, I’m not sure I can.

“You just missed your sister,” she says.

“I know.”

She fidgets with her hands in front of her and continues to reposition her weight from one foot to the other. “I guess you were right about getting me pregnant.” She looks around the bedroom, then back to her hands. “Your sister told me it’s the only reason she didn’t kill me herself.”

“I know.”

Her eyes connect with mine, and I take a few tentative steps toward her.

“Having this baby has now officially made me a Godwin,” she informs. “But I guess you knew that too.”

I nod. “One thing I understand is the twisted vines of this family tree. Extending the bloodline goes far with the Godwins.”

Whatever my sister must have said seems to have calmed Daphne down from when I last saw her. She’s no longer shaking. She’s no longer looking at me as if I’m the devil.

“I came up here because I realized that you wanted something from me when we were downstairs. You kept expecting an apology that I wouldn’t give.” I inhale sharply. “That was wrong. I should have. I’m sorry. You are owed that and more. I am sorry.”

“Godwins don’t apologize,” she replies with a smirk.

“We do if we seriously fucked up and hurt someone. And if our intent was to never actually cause pain. I’m sorry, Daphne. You didn’t deserve to be lied to.”

“Even when the reason you had to lie in order to not go to jail was because of me?” she asks. “Because I understand why you decided to become Apollo. I do. I get it, and frankly it was smart. Why should Apollo die and you go to prison forever? If everyone mistook your identity and… It was really good luck. It’s almost as if Apollo was looking down on you and turning the fates around.” She chuckles. “If anyone could do it, it was him.”

“I’ve never told anyone this,” I begin. “But I think Apollo saved my life.”

Her eyes widen but she doesn’t say anything.

“I don’t remember the crash,” I continue. “And based on the wound on my head, I think I was knocked unconscious. There’s no way I could have undone my seat belt and got out of that helicopter before it sank all the way down. I think Apollo sacrificed himself and unfastened me just in time for me to get out and get to the surface. I think he gave his life for me.”

“Just as you were willing to give your life for him,” she adds.

“I hope I didn’t betray him by doing what I did with you. It eats at me.”

“Our marriage was dead. There wasn’t any love there, and there wasn’t anything between us until…well until the accident,” she confesses.

“I don’t deserve your forgiveness, but⁠—”

“You’re forgiven,” she cuts in. “I understand why you did what you did. I forgive you just as you forgave me.”

“A betrayal for a betrayal,” I say with a grin and a wink. “What all healthy marriages are built on.”

“Are you ever going to let anyone know about you?” she asks. “The real you? If Athena knew, she didn’t let on to me she did.”

I chuckle. “If she knew, you’d be the last to know. That woman holds secrets and information until she can use them to her advantage. But no, I don’t think she knows.”

“I won’t tell her. I won’t tell anyone. I haven’t told you that, and well… after what I did to Apollo and you, I at least owe you this. Your secret is safe with me.”

I nod again, pleased to hear she intends to keep this secret quiet. “Why?” I ask. “Afraid of what I might do? Afraid of what my family would do?”

She shakes her head. “No. It’s ours. Our secret. No one else’s business.” She smirks and crosses her arms. “Plus, you are the father of this baby. And you are still…my husband.”

I return the smirk. “We are married. Until death do us part.”

She breaks my stare and looks down at the ground. “Apollo and Daphne were married.” She looks back up at me. “And death did do us part.”

“So technically you are free, but⁠—”

“I know,” she interrupts as she places her hand on her belly. “I’ll never be free from the Godwin family now.”

I’m relieved that she understands exactly what having my child inside of her means.

“Yes. Breaking away from the Godwins is not possible. Ever.” I take a deep breath. “But my father knows the truth. If you really want to break away from me, we both can make that happen. Because you’re right. You vowed to be with Apollo until death. Not me.”

Her eyes widen. “You’d let me go? Even though I have your baby in me?” She rolls her eyes. “Ha! Stop acting like the valiant, self-sacrificing hero in this story. I know you wouldn’t just let me go. Neither would your father.”

“No.” I laugh, appreciating the fact that this woman can not only see my shit but call me out on it. “You’re right. You aren’t going anywhere. You’re smart to see that, and to know that.”

Her eyes narrow. “What about after I have the baby?”

“You’re still mine,” I answer.

There is stillness between us as I can see she’s processing the information.

Finally, I slice through the awkward silence. “That baby inside of you is mine. Which means I will forever be in your life, and you in mine. That fact can’t change. But…to what degree I’m in your life is up to you. I won’t force a real marriage, if that’s not what you want. We can live together but separately, if you know what I mean.”

“Like the marriage I had with Apollo,” she says.

“If that’s what you want.”

She now takes a step toward me and extends her hands. “But if I don’t want it? What if I don’t want to repeat what I had with Apollo? What if I want a real marriage…with you?”


Chapter
Thirty-Eight

DAPHNE


To my surprise, he takes me in his arms and holds me close. Never once does he speak while I’m in his embrace. Never once does he stop showing me an unfamiliar love, kindness, and comfort.

Ares Godwin.

It’s Ares who blankets me in his warmth as a second chance lover would. Or is this a new love rather than a second chance? The definition is muddled, but I no longer care to make sense.

I’m not sure how long I rest against his chest, but eventually he pulls me back so he can look me in the eye. He says nothing. He doesn’t need to. I can see his thoughts. I can see that his entire soul crumbling to pieces inside. He doesn’t want to be here with me as Apollo, and at the same time, he has to.

Stroking his face with my palms, I whisper, “Do I call you Ares or Apollo in private?”

I see pain flicker in his eyes. “I feel like I’m betraying my brother by saying what I know I need to say.” Taking me by the hand, he says, “I can’t ask you to call me Apollo, and yet it’s what I need from the people in my life who know. I’m Apollo. I’m forever Apollo. But I also know it’s not fair to expect you to live this lie of mine.”

I shake my head. “It’s not just your lie now. It’s ours.” The thought of being alone without this man for another second sends a panic through me. I never want to be without my husband. “I didn’t want this marriage before. You know this. I didn’t love him. But I do love you.” I look up at him with desperation pumping through my veins. “Don’t plan this life—living as Apollo—without me.”

“Even though I shouldn’t say this. It tears at my soul admitting this, but I love you. I do,” he says. “I didn’t go into this plan with that intention. I didn’t mean to bring in the emotions. But I don’t want to live my brother’s life without you, either. I want you by my side.”

He leads me over to the edge of the bed and sits us down. I curl up next to him and press my cheek to his chest as he hugs me tight.

“What are you thinking?” I ask, which isn’t really a fair question. If he were to ask me the same words, I wouldn’t be able to answer because my thoughts are racing at rapid speed.

He looks down at me and makes eye contact. His expression gives nothing away.

“About us,” he begins. “About what our next step is. I’m thinking about my brother and wondering if he’d ever forgive me for this. You were his. Not mine. But now that I want to make you mine… will he haunt our asses forever? Are we crossing a line that we both can’t live with?”

My heart skips a beat knowing that he’s considering me in his future plans, but that he’s also considering not having me in them either to honor his brother. “What are you saying?” I interrupt, needing more clarification. “Do you think the fact that I was married to your brother will prevent you from… being with me?”

He swallows hard and takes a deep breath. “I’ve been loyal to my family my entire life. I’d throw myself in front of The Reaper himself for any of them. But this one time in my life, I want to be selfish. I want to do what will make myself happy.”

“And what will make you happy?”

“Making you truly mine. Holding on so tight you can barely breathe. Obsessing over you, protecting you, and doing the same for that child of ours. I don’t want the life Apollo had with you… I want us to start our own. But one thing I know is I want you. Mine.”

“Yours?”

“Mine.” He stands up and pulls me from the bed. He wraps his arms around my frame, trapping me against his body. “I feel so much more than the dark, angry emotions of before. It’s as if my heart has grown. My entire being has changed. I feel pain, I feel the loss of the thought of not having you in my life, and yet I feel emotions such as hope and love. Love for you. I don’t feel like Ares anymore. He truly died in that crash right alongside Apollo.”

I look up into his eyes and allow the tears to fall. His words are all I have ever wanted to hear. He loves me. He openly admits his feelings for me. No one in my life, other than my sister, has been so free with expressing love to me. No one has made me feel this way before.

“I don’t deserve your love in return,” he says. “I’ve done awful things in life. I’ve killed, and to be honest with you… I won’t be able to change who I am. There is nothing I won’t do for my family and Medusa. And now when it comes to you and our baby, I’ll kill anyone who dares try to harm you. I’ve lied, and I’m now expecting you to lie forever as well. I’m a bad man, but a bad man who is in love with a woman and the idea of what a future with her could be like. But I also want to earn your love. I want to prove to you I can give you and our baby what you need. I can honor the memory of my brother by protecting and caring for you like a true Godwin would do. I’ll try to be everything a man and provider should be.”

“I have no doubt you will.” I stroke his face and give him a soft kiss before adding, “You aren’t a bad man. You may have done bad things, but that’s your world. It’s a world I understood when I entered this family. You only do what was in your nature as part of that world. Yes, I want the good in you. But I won’t refuse the bad either. I want every part of you and won’t expect you to change. Be Apollo. Be Ares. Be good. Be bad. Be whatever you want.”

His eyebrow rises, and a devilish grin spreads across his face. “Are you telling me I can be the villain and the hero?” He lightly places his palm on my neck. “Be careful what you say.”

“I don’t have to be careful when I’m around you. I know you’ll keep me safe.”

“But who will keep you safe from me?” He dips his hand past the waistband of my pants and caresses my mound.

“I’m not needing saving. I happen to like the villain in the story. He’s just misunderstood.”

He puts his lips so close to mine that I can feel his heavy breath. “And if I told you I want to fuck you right now, what will you say?”

“I’ll say no. Just so you can fucking take me anyway.”

I smile up at Ares—Apollo, and we both know the time has come. When I try to offer assistance in shedding my clothing, he slaps my hands away. Effortlessly, he rids me of my clothing, never breaking his stare with mine. When he removes his own clothing and stands before me in all his nude glory, I can’t help but moan in anticipation.

“Ares—”

“Apollo,” he corrects. “From now on, the only name you ever call me is Apollo.”

“Apollo—”

“Don’t talk,” he interrupts as he lowers me back to the bed and climbs on top of me, lowering his mouth to mine. “Do only what I say.” He kisses me long and deep. He tastes of life, and hope, and sweetness, but there is also the sting and the spice. He strokes his hands up and down my body, batting away my hands every time I reach for him.

“Don’t make me chain you, princess,” he hisses. “Only move when I tell you.”

Moving lower down my body, he cups my hot-skinned sex in his hands, clearly pleased to find me wet with my legs spread wide. I’m ready for him. I don’t think it’s possible to ever deny him. Never turn him away. I will never truly ever be able to say no.

Breaking his rule, I reach for him. He’s thick and hard, the massive girth of his cock swollen and leaking. Just for me.

“Let me suck on you,” I plead. “I want to taste you.”

He grants me my wish and straddles my neck, so his cock rests in front of my face. Moving fast, I suck him deeply into my mouth, running my tongue along the tip, luxuriating in the heady taste of him. I want more.

I rake my nails down his chest and pull him into my throat until he bottoms out, delightfully gagging me with his size. Still, I try to take more, until I gag again, and my mouth salivates. My lips spread wide; he’s too big, but I love it. I’ll never get enough of him. His smell and taste are drugs working on my system. The heat of his body, the comfort of his solidity, a balm to an existence that has become fraught, rocky, and confusing.

This man stands at the center of my universe, rigid and impregnable. Constant. Reliable.

“Come for me, Apollo,” I mumble around his hard flesh, eager for the flavor of his release. I like the way his name sounds on my lips now. He groans when I palm his sack, squeezing gently. “Give me your come. I need to taste you.”

He thrusts against my throat, his hips working, pushing deeper.

“I need you.” I try to say it, but it comes out muffled. He doesn’t care, and neither do I.

His fingers dig into my scalp as he pulls my face tighter against his groin. Speech is impossible, so I just hum around him.

The pre-cum of his desire coats my tongue, thick, heavy, and sweet. I moan as the serum’s aphrodisiac works through my body, setting nerves tingling. I swallow him down, sucking until he would have no choice but to release fully into the back of my throat. But he resists.

“No, I want to fill your pussy with my seed.”

Frantically, he lowers himself down and reaches for his cock to guide the brutal length of him between my thighs, pressing past my slick folds, claiming me once again. He raises his hips and slams back down, pounding into me with everything he has.

One of his hands close over my breast, fingers strumming my nipple. I groan as I arch my back, silently begging for more. I want him deeper. I want to feel his possession so deep that I’ll truly feel as if we blend as one. I can’t get enough of him. It’s as if my body is starved and it’s this man who gives me life.

“Deeper,” I moan.

He groans out a wordless answer, deep in his throat, and my stomach coils tight at the rasping sound. Flipping us over, he lies on his back and has me straddle him, riding his cock. I bob up and down as his eyes watch my tits bounce. I like having the power to give him pleasure. I can see it in his black eyes. I can feel it coming from his flesh. I please him, and that very knowledge brings on a wave of euphoria as a tidal wave comes crashing down.

I arch my back as his cock drives deep inside and scream out his new name. Over and over again. Apollo. Yes. Apollo.

He grabs me with a rough hand to the neck, pulling my face down. He sucks at my tongue, swallowing my orgasmic groans. I bite his lip, tasting his blood and buck my hips, milking the last wave of my release.

I rear up, gasping, reveling in the big cock that slams deep inside of me with every thrust of his hips. My husband looks wild, the thick muscles of his abdomen and chest rippling, his hair curling around his ears. I have never seen a more perfect man. My man.

I dig my fingers into his chest, and he groans again. My thighs burn. I don’t care. None of it matters. All that matters is giving Apollo the pleasure I so desperately want to give him.

I lean back, resting my hands on his corded, muscled thighs so I can get a better angle. His eyes burn into me, dark and probing, hard and hot, as if he sees into my soul. Every time he looks at me, I feel our bond grow stronger and stronger.

The orgasm coils tight within me again, drawing close.

“Apollo,” I cry.

He nods. “Yes, say my name as you fucking milk my cock.”

He slips a hand down to stroke my clit, and I allow him to throw me over the edge as he thrusts his final release into me with a deep growl. I scream as a flood of sensation knocks the wind out of me. Wave after wave of heat courses through my veins as Apollo pumps his seed inside of me.

When the shocking erotic delights dim enough that I’m able to open my eyes fully, I breathe out, “That was amazing.” He lay beneath me with a light sheen of sweat on his skin.

“That was just round one,” he says with a chuckle. “More’s coming, my wife. So much more.”


Chapter
Thirty-Nine

DAPHNE


I enter my sister’s room, not sure how much of what’s just happened I need to tell her. I touch my belly and consider sharing the good news but feel it’s not time yet. The pregnancy is still early, and she just lost her baby. Her wound still has to be extremely raw. The time will be right soon enough, but not now. And as for Apollo and his true identity… she doesn’t need to know that either. She’s still asleep which makes all my decisions easy. I don’t want to lie to her, but she doesn’t need to be pulled into the Godwin web any more than she already is.

Tip toeing out of her room, I make my way to Apollo’s study.

Apollo hangs up the phone and kisses me firmly on the mouth. “Good morning.”

“Good morning,” I answer with my eyes still closed as I slowly pull away from the kiss. A girl could get used to spending her mornings greeted this way.

I always imagined a marriage to be this way but gave up hope of that pretty early on after saying our vows.

“That was our agent. I needed to reschedule since we canceled on her when we went to get your sister. She’s got some houses that she thinks will be perfect for us to see today.”

“Today?”

“Why not? We can’t live here forever, and I’m looking forward to starting our future. Whatever that future is.”

The idea of a future with this man terrifies me but also excites me. “I like that idea,” I say, still not wanting to get off his lap. Never wanting to get off his lap. “I guess I better get ready.”

He tugs my wrist toward him, giving me no choice but to stumble up against his chest.

“Kiss me,” he orders in a gruff whisper.

I follow his direction gladly. I want nothing more than to feel his lips against mine.

Everything is so uncertain in our lives now that we have to start new. We have to build from scratch. But the one thing that my new husband and I have is the intense chemistry that makes it almost impossible to keep our hands off of each other. When in doubt, fuck. I think that may be the new motto we live by. At least for now until we figure out who exactly we are to each other and what that means moving forward. But as the man kisses me, I have no issue at all with this new motto.

“Remove your clothes,” he orders again.

Without hesitation, something I now know he appreciates—immediate compliance—I stand back and with as much grace as I can muster, remove each item as seductively as I can. It’s a dance I am performing for my audience of one.

Apollo sits back on his desk and crosses his arms against his chest, clearly enjoying the display.

“Stand naked before me,” he orders once all my clothes are removed.

I do so without protest.

“Spin and allow me to see that ass of yours.”

I do as he asks, turning my back to him.

“Bend over so I can see you on full display.”

I pause for a moment but follow his request. “Your demands are dark and twisted.”

“You have no idea how true that statement is. Spread your cheeks for me. I want to see the asshole that I plan to claim again and again,” he orders.

My heart skips, but I reach behind me and pull apart the fleshy mounds of my ass. The cool air of the room invading the most intimate of spots sends shivers down my spine. He says nothing for seconds, but it seems like a lifetime. I remain in position, almost feeling his stare. The juices that form between my lips are also on display, and I’m sure he can indeed see that fact. I can smell my scent of need and wonder if he can smell me as well as see exactly what his authoritative words do to me.

I hear the motion of him getting off the desk. I remain in position, determined to stay that way until he gives the command to move. I hear him rummaging through a drawer and fight the temptation to glance over.

I jump slightly when I feel his palm on my ass. “Keep them spread,” he directs. A cold liquid touches my anus, and I tense and nearly let go of my cheeks. “I want to take you here. I want my cock buried in the depth of your ass again.”

My heart beats so hard, I can feel the pulse in my temples. I swallow back the lump in my throat, trying not to jerk up and run out of the office. Panic mixed with a forbidden desire to have him do just as he pleases rumbles within me. I liked it last time. In fact, I loved it. But it still makes me nervous as I await the biting stretch.

He continues to spread the lubrication all around my anus and presses it past the puckered hole with his finger. He coats every inch of my hole, preparing it for entry.

He moves me to the edge of the desk and presses me down to lie on my stomach against the cool surface. “Have you fantasized about me taking your ass again?”

I nod, realizing that subconsciously I must have. The idea of anal sex has always been off limits with us before, and yet, here I am with this man, excited…craving it more than once. I want it as part of our marriage for so many reasons, and even reasons I’m not sure of. My body says yes, even though my insecurities may say no.

“I will be gentle, but it will take some time for you to adjust. Just because it happened before and I’ve played with that hole of yours, doesn’t mean you’ll get used to the bite. I need you to trust me, relax with my touch, and completely give me your submission.”

“Is it going to hurt just as bad as last time?” I ask in my most innocent voice. I’m enjoying this little game. I want his cock buried in my ass again more than anything, and I know he wants the same. But the innocent anal virgin game is fun.

“You know it will. Just the way you like it, princess.”

I nod. I can’t say anything more if I try. My breathing comes in ragged pants, and my body hums with a sensation I’m new to experiencing.

He lowers himself over my back and softly kisses the side of my neck, my shoulder, my earlobe—each kiss sending tingles to my throbbing pussy. His cock presses against the crease of my butt.

“I’m scared,” I lie. The only thing I’m truly scared of is him stopping.

“I’ll take care of you. Just breathe and trust me.”

“I’m scared it’ll hurt too much,” I continue.

“You’ll feel a bite of pain as my cock enters you. But as your little hole relaxes, it will allow me better entrance. You just have to relax the best you can.” He kisses my neck and nibbles my ear. “But the pleasure I give you will be worth the bite of pain.”

He reaches down with his hand and guides his cock to my tight back entrance. Slowly, and with so much control, he presses the tip of his dick past the tight ring. He pauses so I can get used to the initial shock.

“Relax. Open yourself to me,” he purrs in my ear, following the words with soft kisses to my neck.

He pushes further, causing me to gasp. The bite, the stretch, the erotic feeling, all become too much. I shake my head. “You’re too big for me. I think I’ll tear.”

Apollo whispers in my ear, “You’ve thought that before, and you took me just fine. Might have hurt, but hurt so fucking good. Take a deep breath.” I do as he asks. “Take another one and relax your muscles. You need to trust that once I am fully inside you, it will feel good. Submit your fear, your tension, and your body to me.”

He reaches a hand around my front and finds my clit. He circles his finger around, causing me to moan in delight. I focus my attention on the arousal his finger gives me and can ease the muscles of my anus. Doing so allows his cock to press completely into my ass.

“That’s it, princess,” he praises as he slowly pumps his length in and out. “Let me claim that ass of yours. Let me make you mine.”

My hole stretches to impossible levels, but my body heightens with each move of his cock. It’s a different type of pleasure than with my pussy, but it’s still pleasure.

Having Apollo’s cock fill my ass and pump in and out gives me a sense of belonging. At that very moment, I am his. I give myself completely.

“I want to come in your ass,” he moans.

“Yes, yes!”

His gentle thrusts become a little more aggressive. Each push goes slightly deeper than before. Tingles in my ass become sparks of ecstasy. My dark channel pulsates around his cock, and I scream out his name.

My sound of pleasure brings on a few more driving thrusts, and Apollo ends the fucking with a roar. I feel his shooting seed fill my hole.

We rest on the desk for quite some time. I listen to his deep breaths as I gather my own.

“I could do this all day,” he finally says.

“We could…”

He sighs. “The agent is waiting.”

I wiggle my ass as his cock finally pulls out of me. “Yes, I suppose we should get ready.”

“As soon as we get back to Seattle, I’ll need you to go into Medusa really quick to sign some contracts.” Apollo’s words are like cold water being poured on me.

My heart sinks. I’m not sure if it’s because he speaks of going back to our normal reality without even mentioning what that means for us, or that a part of me desperately wants to never leave Heathens Hollow. I’m afraid of what will change between us. I’m afraid of what will change with him. But then I should be excited. He said we’re going to look at houses. To start fresh. To embark on a new future. But hearing the word Medusa sends a shiver and sense of dread through me.

“Okay,” I whisper, trying to not make it obvious how unsettled I am. “What time did you want to leave today?”

“Let me finish responding to these emails. If you don’t mind letting your sister know we’re leaving. Also let her know that I have the housekeeper and cook coming back to help her out while we are gone. I’ll join you as soon as I get done. Then we can head to Seattle.”

I get off his lap, pick up my clothes, and walk toward the door feeling like my entire life is in chaos. I can’t decide if it’s good or bad or a mixture of the two.


Chapter
Forty

APOLLO


Daphne hasn’t said more than a couple of words the entire boat ride back to the city. I had chartered a boat this time so we could take the opportunity to see the orcas swim around us as we make our way to Seattle. I had hoped it would be a romantic gesture, but it seems to have fallen short. She stares out at the scenery and is clearly lost in thought. And to be fair, I’m pretty zoned out myself. I’m trying to really think out what truly being a husband and father means. Troy Godwin isn’t exactly the best role model, and yet, he isn’t the worst either. Family is everything to this man. He’s brought us all up to know that and to live by that belief. We may be ruthless, even evil at times, but the one thing remains true… we will forever be family.

“You all right over there?” I ask.

“Yeah,” she answers, but she doesn’t look away from the passing beauty. She’s looking, but I don’t think she really sees anything.

“Awfully quiet.”

“Yeah.”

I reach across the seat and take her hand in mine. “Are you afraid of real life? Of what’s ahead? I am.”

“Yeah.”

“I think we can pull this off, if you’re worried about that. Apollo and I are identical, and the accident and the head injury gives me a buffer if I forget something, or don’t recognize someone only Apollo knows. Plus, I have you to help guide me. We got this.”

She shrugs, but still hasn’t looked away from the water, and her hand lays limply in mine. Something is clearly wrong.

“Daphne, what’s going on? What’s on your mind?”

“Just thinking, I guess.”

“Okay, care to tell me about what?” I prod.

“Well…” I glance over at her and see her lip quivering. “It’s nothing really. Just sad leaving Heathens Hollow.” She smirks. “I can’t believe those words just left my mouth. I never thought I’d ever be sad to leave the island.”

I squeeze her hand. “We went through a lot there.”

She nods, and I see her lip still quivers. My gut tells me something else is going on.

“Your sister is fine at Olympus. I hired our housekeeper and cook to return full time,” I begin, wondering if she’s worried about her sister’s future. “And when she’s healed and ready to leave the manor, we’ll find her a place in Seattle. We’ll help her start over,” I add with a smile.

For the first time, she looks away from the sound and stares at me. She appears as if she’s going to say something but turns her gaze back to an orca’s tail crashing down on the waves.

“Daphne—”

My phone rings, interrupting me. I pull my hand away from Daphne’s and answer the call.

“I have the walkthrough all lined up,” the real estate agent says. “Text me when you arrive, and I’ll pick you up at the pier.”

“Great. Is it the house I wanted to see?” I ask.

“Yes,” the agent says. “All the details are worked out. I have other houses ready to go to be seen too, if you want.”

“I think we’ll only need to see the one,” I answer, maybe a little too quickly. I should make the agent sweat a bit before giving in just for fun. She needs to earn her commission.

As I end the call, I still see sadness in Daphne’s eyes and her body seems to slump down in the seat.

“The agent will be waiting for us.” I pause, noticing how cold she is in the way she doesn’t ask any questions about the house, the agent, or care about what we are about to do. “Okay, enough. Tell me what’s going on. I can feel it. I can hear it. I don’t want to keep asking.” My tone grows firm, but I feel I have no other choice. We’re getting closer to the city, and I don’t want to start the day on a sour note. Something is off, and there is something Daphne isn’t telling me.

She sighs deeply, her shoulders rising and falling in what appears to be defeat. “I just didn’t want to leave the island. To leave… you.”

“Me? You aren’t having to leave me. Last I checked, I’m on this boat right beside you.” I reach for her hand again, but this time, she pulls it away.

“We’re heading back to Seattle. To Medusa. To that life.”

“What do you mean by that life?”

“Dinners. Parties. Working at all hours. Lonely days, and even lonelier nights.”

“I’m not him,” I say a little harsher than I intend. “Don’t assume I’ll be him.”

Her lips purse and then she finally snaps. “No, you’ll just be out killing people rather than crunching numbers. But everything else will be the same. You’re still a Godwin. Family first.” She rolls her eyes. “Family always comes first.”

“You aren’t being fair…” I feel my jaw tighten, and I take a deep breath of my own to steady my temper. My patience is growing thin, and I don’t want this to turn into a fight and it to allow either of us to push what I feel could be a really good thing between us away.

“What’s that stupid saying? Life isn’t fair.” She looks at me and gives a fake smile. “But don’t worry. I know how to be the perfect Godwin wife.”

“Daphne…” I warn. “I have no idea what is going on, but I’m not liking this tone or how you’re acting.”

Finally she snaps. “Oh, I’m sorry,” she seethes between clenched teeth. “Am I not being a respectful wife? Am I not being a good and dutiful wife? I guess I should be kidnapped and locked in a cage again. I suppose I should be punished into submission.”

“Is this what has you so upset?” I ask. “What I did to you?”

She crosses her arms against her chest and doesn’t say a single word.

“I’m not going to apologize for what I did,” I begin. “It was either that or death, and I much prefer you alive.”

“It’s not about the goddamn cage!”

“Then what? Because I’m having a hard time following you.”

“Everything is changing!” she snaps back as she scoots herself to the edge of the seat like she can’t get far enough away from me.

“Yes,” I say calmly. “Some things will change now that we’re heading back in the city.”

“But I don’t want it to. Don’t you get that? What you and I had at Olympus was… I don’t want it to change. Medusa has the power to turn our lives to stone. I don’t want that!”

“Daphne, you need to calm down.”

“I’m calm. Perfectly.” A lone tear falls down from her cheek, and her pain nearly breaks my heart.

“I don’t know what’s going on, or why you think that you and I⁠—”

“I don’t think anything,” she interrupts again. “I know,” she shouts as the tears fall. “If we go back to that life, we won’t survive.”

Her words are like a punch to the gut. “We will.” I pause to take hold of her hand. “Look at me.” I wait until she does. “We will survive. I already had my brush with death. And losing you would be the same as dying.”

“Promise me,” she breathes.

“You know I do.”

“I don’t know what’s going on with me,” she says as she wipes at her tears. “I feel so out of control. I think these baby hormones are messing with me.”

I chuckle. “And I’m here to ride the wave of them every single day.”

She looks up at me and smiles. “I’m excited for today. I am. And I’m sorry to have snapped. I’m just scared of what comes next in our story.”

“You need to remember something,” I say as I touch her belly. “You and this baby are Godwins. I will die for my family. There is nothing I won’t do for you. I give you my vow of a Godwin.”
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Daphne

I watch the scenery change from a city feeling to a more residential one. Even though my hormones are raging, and I’ve already cried multiple times today, I can’t help but feel excitement as we get closer to the Queen Anne district. The rows of snugly fit houses in the hilly neighborhood are truly to die for. It’s the best part of Seattle.

We pull up to a house, and my breathing stops.

It’s the house. The house. The house I saw when I was a young girl and fantasized about. Apollo had listened to my story, and he acted. We are parked in front of my dream home. It still had the stained glass and even the little potted plants in the window.

Tears well up in my eyes, and my damn lip, I can’t seem to control today, quivers. “This house is for sale?”

“Not exactly,” the agent answers. “But your husband is very convincing.” Glancing at Apollo and then at me, she takes her cue and says, “I’m going to see if they are ready for us.” She exits the car and leaves us alone.

“Is this the house you told me about?” he asks.

“Yes. But how did you⁠—”

“Your sister helped me. I told her I wanted to buy it for you.”

“Are you serious?” I ask, not believing that he’d do something so… so romantic.

“If you like the inside and not just the outside, then yes. I’m serious.”

My heart beats so hard that it seems to be stopping itself. “It’s smaller than any house we’ve ever had. Are you sure it’s good enough for you?”

He smiles. “We’ve never had a house before. And yes, if it’s good enough for you, then it is for me.”

“I can’t believe you did this. I’ve never had anyone...”

Apollo reaches out and runs his fingertips down the side of my head, tucking a piece of hair behind my ear. “Let’s go inside and see this dream house of yours.”

He leans in close enough that he can take hold of the back of my head and pulls me into a kiss. He claims my mouth just as he has so many times before. Before, when we were locked away in Olympus. When our reality could be cloaked by the fog of Heathens Hollow. Before real life stepped in. Before I have to return to a life that I so desperately want to leave behind me, never to return to.

As his tongue dances with mine, I lean closer to him, wanting him to desperately bring us back to Heathens Hollow. Back to the only place that ever felt like home.

“I didn’t want to leave the island,” I mumble against the kiss. “But then you show me this.”

He pulls away just enough that he can look into my eyes again. “We can live anywhere in the world you want to live in.” He gives me a quick peck to end the more passionate kiss and adds, “But before you decide, let’s go see the house.”

“I love you,” I say softly. “You.” I want him to hear me say it. I love him. The perfect and amazing man that he is.

The biggest smile forms on his face, not only with his mouth, but with his eyes. “I like hearing those words from your lips. Lips I want to kiss over and over again. But first…” He gets out of the car, walks around to my side, and opens my door. “Let’s go see if we found our new home.” He stares up at it proudly. “I can see us living here.”

I get out of the car feeling overwhelmed with what’s about to happen for us. A house, a baby, a new beginning. This family tree is so rooted and old, but for us, we are just beginning this family saga. We are about to start our own branch of the Godwin tree.


Chapter 41
ANI



I wake slowly, feeling disorientated with soft sheets luxurious against my skin. There is a feeling of stillness in the air, and the room is lit by a soft night light kept on at all times. I can hear the ticking of a clock somewhere in the distance and feel a faint chill.

I don’t even know what time it is. I’ve been sleeping more than I’ve been awake, but the darkness of the night has deepened, and I feel curiously removed from the world around me. I’ve been in this mansion for days—maybe even a week or two. Each day has blended with the next, and I feel as if I’m living in an odd purgatory between the hell I was once in and a potential future of better times ahead now that he’s gone.

My phone vibrates on the nightstand beside me, and I wonder if that is the sound of what woke me. Seeing it’s my sister calling has me quickly answer, knowing if I don’t, she’ll start to panic.

“Hey,” I say, reaching for the glass of water beside my bed to drink. My voice is scratchy, and I don’t want Daphne to worry even more that I may be getting sick or something.

“Did I wake you?”

“I really need to start sleeping on a regular schedule. I’m losing all sense of time.”

“You’re healing. Your body went through a lot,” Daphne says, softly. This isn’t the first time she’s given me this reassurance. Every time I bring up how I should leave and get out of her hair, I receive this same lecture.

“I know. But I’m feeling better. The bruising is fading. Nothing I can’t hide with a little makeup.” I leave out the fact that I have the kind of makeup that covers the bruises back at my trailer and have done this multiple times.

“You aren’t ready to leave Olympus,” Daphne says, clearly reading my mind. “I don’t want you in that tin can any longer.”

“That tin can is my home.”

“It doesn’t need to be. I can help you⁠—”

“I’m not taking your money,” I interrupt.

“Ani…”

“I’m serious. You and Apollo have already done far more than I’m comfortable with.”

This argument my sister and I have has been going on ever since she married into the Godwin family. Just because she has access to money now doesn’t mean I do. I don’t take charity or handouts and never have. Never will.

“Tell me about the house you saw today,” I say, changing the subject. “I’m assuming you’ve seen it by now.”

“It’s so pretty. Everything inside is what I imagined it would be. It’s perfect. Apollo said we can buy it. It has three bedrooms, so if you want to move⁠—”

“I’m not moving in with you guys,” I interrupt. “No way. Don’t even think that’s a possibility.”

She sighs heavily on the other end of the phone but doesn’t argue any further. Instead, she says, “Thank you for remembering this house and giving the information to Apollo. It was by far the most romantic thing I could have experienced. A true Cinderella story.”

“You deserve it,” I say, and she does. My older sister has always done whatever she could for me, and it’s time for her to put herself first.

“We’re going to stay in Seattle for a couple of days while Apollo does some work for Medusa and also does what it takes to buy the house. Do you think you’ll be okay?”

I suppress the urge to groan from my bruised ribs as I sit up all the way, peering into the darkness. The furniture of the room is opulent–a four-poster bed, a vanity, and a tall armoire all dominate the room. An ornate rug spreads out across the floor, and expensive tapestries hang on the walls. Despite the luxuriousness of the room, there is something vaguely menacing about it. The shadows seem to lurk in the corners, and the objects that decorate the room appear to be watching me.

I always feel watched.

“I’ll be fine,” I reassure.

“Apollo told me that a housekeeper and cook will arrive tomorrow. He wants the house to be staffed again, so you won’t be on your own completely.”

“I really need to get back to my home,” I say. “There’s no reason for Apollo to pay to have people here just for me.”

“Ani…” I hear Daphne take a calming breath. “A few more days, okay. Then we can revisit this conversation. That’s all I ask.”

I can sit here and try to argue, but I know my sister. She’ll win. She always does.

“Fine. A few more days. But then I’m serious. I need to get home and deal with my mess of a life.”

There’s silence on the other end, which tells me that Daphne isn’t going to just agree to let me go, but I’m not going to battle this out yet. I’m going to need a plan of action to even have a chance of convincing her I’m going to be alright, and I don’t have it yet.

“It’s getting late. We’ll talk tomorrow,” she finally says. “There’s food in the kitchen and⁠—”

“I can fend for myself,” I cut in. “But thank you. I appreciate it. Love you,” I say.

“Love you.”

When I hang up the phone, my stomach growls at the mention of food, and I decide I do indeed need to find something to eat in the kitchen downstairs. As I get out of the bed, an ominous creak echoes down the hall, and I shiver. It’s not the first time I’ve heard a creak, or a bump, or shuffle of what I swear are feet when no one is supposed to be in the manor.

Godwin ghosts are everywhere, and I have to keep telling myself that they’re harmless, even though I know living Godwins are anything but.

Throwing on a borrowed robe, and stepping out into the hallway, my heart pounds in my chest, no matter how much I’m telling myself that I’m being ridiculous. But when I hear another bang at the end of the hallway, I know it’s not just my imagination. Daphne said the housekeeper and cook don’t arrive until the morning. The house should be empty… and quiet.

Olympus Manor is old and drafty, and the darkness seems to stalk me as I move down the hallway. Still feeling as if I’m being watched, I peer into each of the empty rooms as I pass them but see nothing. I’m not sure what exactly I’m expecting to see. The Boogie Monster, a ghost, or maybe it’s just bats in the attic fluttering around that I hear.

I reach the end of the hallway where a staircase leads up to the attic. I hesitate, suddenly feeling very foolish in the darkness. This is how people in horror stories die.

I can hear the creak again, coming from the attic. Something inside of me wants to go up, but I can’t help but feel like I’m trespassing if I do.

But then again, maybe I can put my mind at ease by checking it out. It could help me know that all thoughts of monsters are simply in my head.

Taking a deep breath, I start up the stairs, my footsteps echoing in the darkness. As I reach the top, the creaking becomes louder and more insistent. I step into the attic, my heart in my throat…
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Chapter
One

ANI


I don’t know what time it is. I’ve been sleeping more than I’ve been awake, and the darkness of the night has deepened. I am curiously removed from the world around me and wake slowly, disorientated, with soft sheets luxurious against my skin. A feeling of stillness hangs in the air, and the room is lit by a soft night light that is always kept on. Somewhere, in the distance, a clock is ticking, and I feel a faint chill.

I’ve been in this mansion for weeks—maybe even a month. Each day has blended with the next, and I feel as if I’m living in an odd purgatory between the hell I was once in and a potential future of better times ahead now that he’s gone.

Forever gone.

Gone.

My phone vibrates on the nightstand beside me, which makes me wonder if that is the sound that woke me. It’s my sister calling, so I answer quickly. If I don’t, she’ll start to panic.

“Hey.” I reach for the glass of water beside my bed. My voice is scratchy, and I don’t want Daphne to worry even more that I may be getting sick or something.

“Did I wake you?”

“I really need to start sleeping on a regular schedule. I’m losing all sense of time.”

“You’re healing. Your body went through a lot,” Daphne says, softly. “Your mind did, too.” This isn’t the first time she’s given me this reassurance. Every time I bring up how I should leave and get out of her hair, I receive this same lecture.

“I know, but I’m feeling better. The bruising is fading. Nothing I can’t hide with a little makeup.” I leave out the fact that I have the kind of makeup that covers the bruises back at my trailer and have done this multiple times.

“You aren’t ready to leave Olympus,” Daphne says, clearly reading my mind. “I don’t want you in that tin can any longer.”

“That tin can is my home.”

“It’s a piece-of-shit trailer, and it doesn’t need to be your home. I can help you⁠—”

“I’m not taking your money,” I say.

“Ani…”

“I’m serious. You and Apollo have already done far more than I’m comfortable with.”

My sister and I have been having this argument ever since she married into the Godwin family. Just because she has access to money now doesn’t mean I do. I don’t take charity or handouts. Never have. Never will.

“Tell me about the house you visited today,” I say. “I’m assuming you’ve seen it by now.”

“It’s so pretty. Everything inside is what I imagined it would be. It’s perfect. Apollo said we can buy it. It has three bedrooms, so if you want to move⁠—”

“I’m not moving in with you guys,” I say. “No way. Don’t even think that’s a possibility. It’s bad enough I’m staying in the infamous Godwin family estate. I’m sure I’m an uninvited guest.”

“I invited you. Apollo invited you. And both of us want you to remain there until we come up with a plan to get you in a better situation.”

“I need to come up with a plan. Not we. This is my problem. My messed-up life.”

She sighs heavily on the other end of the phone but doesn’t argue any further. Instead, she says, “Thank you for remembering this house and giving the information to Apollo. It was by far the most romantic thing I could have experienced. A true Cinderella story.”

“You deserve it,” I say, and she does. My older sister has always done whatever she could for me, and it’s time for her to put herself first.

“We’re going to stay in Seattle for a couple of days while Apollo does some work for Medusa Enterprises and also does what it takes to buy the house. Do you think you’ll be okay on the island without me?”

I suppress the urge to groan as I sit up all the way, peering into the darkness. I’ve spent way too much time in bed, and my body is shouting for me to get up and stop feeling sorry for myself. He did this to me. He put me in this dark space. But he’s gone now, and it’s up to me to bounce back and rebuild. I can’t be the victim any longer.

He’s gone. He’s gone.

It’s as if I’ve been in prison. Doing my time. And, though my accommodations have been nice—extremely nice—I’m finally free. It’s time I start acting like it. Yes, I’m in a mansion, but I can’t hide in this luxury forever.

My room’s furniture is opulent—a four-poster bed, a vanity, and a tall armoire all dominate the room. An ornate rug spreads out across the floor, and expensive tapestries hang on the walls. Despite the interior’s elegance, there is something vaguely menacing about it. The shadows seem to lurk in the corners, and the objects that decorate the room appear to be watching me.

I always feel watched.

I have to keep telling myself that he’s gone. He’s gone. He’s not watching. Stop thinking he’s watching.

“I’ll be fine,” I reassure my sister, who has worried about me since the day I was born. She takes being a big sister to a completely different level.

“Apollo told me that a housekeeper and cook will arrive tomorrow. He wants the house to be staffed again, so you won’t be on your own completely.”

“I really need to get back to my home,” I say. “There’s no reason for Apollo to pay to have people here just for me.”

“Ani…” Daphne audibly draws a calming breath. “A few more days, okay? Then we can revisit this conversation. That’s all I ask.”

I can sit here and try to argue, but I know my sister. She’ll win. She always does.

“Fine. A few more days, but then I’m serious. I need to get home and deal with my mess of a life.”

A silence stretches out on the other end, which tells me Daphne isn’t going to just agree to let me go, but I’m not going to battle this out yet. I’m going to need a plan of action to even have a chance of convincing her I’m going to be all right, and I don’t have it yet.

“It’s getting late. We’ll talk tomorrow,” she says. “There’s food in the kitchen and⁠—”

“I can fend for myself,” I say, “but thank you. I appreciate it. Love you.”

“Love you.”

When I hang up, my stomach growls at the mention of food. I do indeed need to find something to eat in the kitchen downstairs. As I get out of the bed, an ominous creak echoes down the hall, and I shiver. It’s not the first time I’ve heard a creak, bump, or shuffle of what I swear are feet when no one is supposed to be in the manor.

Godwin ghosts are everywhere, and I have to keep reminding myself that they’re harmless, even though I know living Godwins are anything but.

After I throw on a borrowed robe and step out into the hallway, my heart pounds, no matter how much I’m telling myself I’m being ridiculous. But when I hear another bang at the end of the hallway, I know it’s not just my imagination. Daphne said the housekeeper and cook don’t arrive until the morning. The house should be empty… and quiet.

Olympus Manor is old and drafty, and the darkness seems to stalk me as I move down the hallway. Still feeling as if I’m being watched, I peer into each of the empty rooms as I pass them but see nothing. I’m not sure what exactly I’m expecting—the Boogie Monster, a ghost, or maybe it’s just bats in the attic fluttering around that I hear.

I reach the end of the hallway where a staircase leads up to the attic. I hesitate, suddenly feeling very foolish in the darkness. This is how people in horror movies die.

That creak comes again, this time, from the attic. Something inside of me wants to go up, but I feel like I’m trespassing if I do.

But then again, maybe I can put my mind at ease by checking it out. It could help me believe that all thoughts of monsters are simply in my head.

After taking a deep breath, I start up the stairs, my footsteps echoing in the darkness. As I reach the top, the creaking becomes louder and more insistent. I step into the attic, my heart in my throat, but then I quickly stop and turn back around.

This is the part in the horror movie where you scream at the screen at how stupid the actor is being. They go places they don’t belong. I will not be that dumb girl. Besides, it’s probably just a raccoon or rats or something, and I’m far from an exterminator. I’ll just tell Daphne that the Godwins better get someone out here to take a look.

Another creak behind me has me jump, so I leave the attic’s doorway and quickly make my way to the kitchen. It’s like when I was a kid, scared of the dark at night. I would pull the blanket up over my head and think of rainbows and flowers.

You can’t see the monsters if you don’t open your eyes.


Chapter
Two

PHOENIX


I can’t take my eyes off the screen in front of me. It’s a live feed from the guest room below, showing her lying there, asleep. She looks so peaceful, so innocent, but I know the truth. I’ve seen the bruises on her face, the cuts on her arms. Someone did this to her, and I’m going to make them pay.

Ani is prettier than her sister. The same dark hair, but it shines more as it lies on her pale skin. Her eyes are green, so green and intense they remind me of a panther’s. I see strength in them even though she sleeps broken and beaten in a bed. I watch her as her long eyelashes flutter open and see the way she stares into open space—thinking. She’s planning. She’s plotting. Maybe she wants revenge, but she doesn’t have to. I will do it for her.

I know the way I feel is wrong, obsessive, possessive, but I can’t help it. I need to know who did this to her. I need to make them suffer the way she has. And so I sit here, day and night, watching the video. Watching her heal and recover. She doesn’t know I’m here, doesn’t know I’m watching. But it’s the only way I can protect her.

I have intrusive thoughts.

Dangerous thoughts.

Compulsive thoughts.

And I can’t stop them. Even if I wanted to.

My computer screen lights up with an incoming message. I know who it is even before I hit the connect button.

Athena refuses to call me like a normal sister would, but then again, members in my family are far from normal. She claims she wants to see me. She needs to set eyes on me to make sure I’m actually alive. A voice on the other end of a phone isn’t enough for her, and though I have many weaknesses in life, my sister is the ultimate one. I can’t say no to her, even if I tried.

“Athena,” I say as I connect with the message.

She’s sitting in her office at Medusa Enterprises, where she spends most of her time. “Did you hear?”

“What?”

Athena leans closer to her computer, peering at me through the screen. “You look pale.”

“I always look pale,” I say. “What should I have heard?”

“You need vitamin D. You can’t stay cooped up in that attic and not see the sun.” She jots a note to herself. “I’m sending you vitamins. You need to start taking them.”

Athena is the family caretaker. I’m not sure if it’s truly compassion that makes her fulfill this role or the fact that she is a control freak. Regardless, my sister is a general in the army, and I’ve learned to be her obedient soldier unless I want a fully-fledged war—a war she will win.

“When is the last time you’ve been outside?” she asks.

“Today,” I lie.

Her eyes lock with mine, and she gives a deadpan face. “Seriously, when?”

“I’ve been busy working.”

“We have a security department for that. You don’t have to sit in front of all those damn screens day in and day out looking at footage of Medusa.”

“I do. Look what happened the last time I got lax. Apollo got caught killing someone, and our family nearly imploded. Our security team didn’t catch it. I didn’t catch it,” I say.

“Overseeing the security footage of Medusa is not a one-man job,” Athena lectures. “You have a team. Use them. Come into the office and train their asses. Whatever. I don’t care. It’s your department. But get out of the fucking attic, fly to Seattle, and get some goddamn vitamin D.”

Getting frustrated, I ask, “What were you calling about? You asked me if I heard.”

She looks up from her computer, reaches over for a file, and hands it to her secretary, who has just entered the room. Then she returns her attention to me. “Apollo and Daphne. He’s having a baby with that bitch.”

“What?” I say the word on an exhalation. It feels as if my lungs have been punctured, and shock edged with rage is oozing out.

Athena rolls her eyes. “So yeah. Looks like there’s a new heir to the Godwin fortune and empire coming to play.”

“How the fuck did this happen?”

“Did no one ever have the birds and the bees talk with you, brother?” Athena’s getting distracted again, texting something on her phone. It’s rare anyone gets Athena’s full attention. She is the queen of multitask. “A man puts his penis in the va⁠—”

“Athena…” I’m not finding Athena’s dry humor amusing. I rarely do. “Daphne betrayed this family. Doesn’t Apollo get that? She’s a liar. Nothing is worse than a liar.”

Athena shrugs. “Love.”

I huff. “Apollo is as capable of falling in love as you and I are. Not possible.”

“Then she’s good in bed. I don’t know. But she’s pregnant. That much is for sure.”

“Fuck.”

“Yeah. Fuck,” Athena agrees. “They bought a house or something, too. A new one.”

“Yeah, I knew that.” I refocus on the monitor where Daphne’s sister sleeps.

Ani is the most beautiful woman I’ve ever seen. It’s not just her physical appearance, although that’s certainly part of it. She has a kind of inner glow, a light that shines from within. It’s like she’s made of magic, of pure goodness.

As I watch her on the screen, something stirs inside me, something I haven’t felt in a lifetime of loneliness. I’ve always been a recluse, a hermit. I’ve never cared about anyone, never let anyone get close. But watching her, seeing the way she moves, the way she smiles, it’s like she’s reaching out to me, pulling me in.

I shouldn’t feel this way. I’m a stalker, a predator. Godwins are bad and can’t be good. She should be my prey and nothing more. But as I sit here in the attic, watching her, I can’t control my raging emotions. I’m drawn to her, irresistibly. No matter what happens, no matter what the consequences, I’ll always be here, watching her, because she’s the one thing in this world that makes me feel alive.

I thought I was dead. Just a ghost. Phoenix Godwin, forever haunting Olympus Manor.

But then she came…

“They left Daphne’s sister here. Alone,” I say.

Athena nods, obviously she already knows that, too.

“What does dear ol’ Dad say about this baby?” I ask. “He wanted Daphne dead. Why does that suddenly change?”

“A Godwin is a Godwin,” Athena says. “If the baby turns out to be a boy, then even better. You know him. He wants a mighty bloodline. Ares is dead, and you and I sure aren’t going to give him grandchildren. So this is his only hope.”

Her reminder of how I have failed my father once again doesn’t sting like it would have when I was younger. I’ve become numb to my inadequacies.

“So, does he plan on having her killed after the baby is born?”

Athena’s eyes darken. “Every child deserves a mother.” A long pause breathes between us as her words sink in. “Godwins deserve the best. No way in hell is our father going to allow another Godwin to go through life without a mother. He won’t allow another mother to leave a child, and I can’t say I blame him. So Daphne was smart. She saved her life by getting knocked up.”

The walls are closing in on me. the air in this attic growing thin, heavy with the stench of lies, deceit, cover-ups, and hatred. This conversation needs to end.

“Ares would be in jail right now if he didn’t die in that accident. Because of her. Because of what she did.”

Athena nods. “You don’t have to tell me, but it is what it is. Besides, why do you care? You hide up in that attic all the time. You don’t have to see her around like I do. So you have nothing to complain about. And Apollo is… different lately. He never seemed to love Daphne before, but now he’s a fucking weak-kneed, pussy-whipped ass. It concerns me in regard to where his head is. Apollo and I haven’t always seen eye to eye in how Medusa is run. And Ares was always on my side in the boardroom. Now that he’s dead… I’m afraid I’m going to get outnumbered in votes.”

I don’t want to talk about business anymore. I most certainly don’t want to talk about Daphne Godwin for another second.

A knock sounds on Athena’s office door, and she motions for whoever did it to enter. “I got to go. But vitamins are coming. And it wouldn’t kill you to take a walk or something.”

“Or something,” I say as I end the connection.

I scan all the monitors before me, taking in every detail of every office, every hallway, every elevator of my family empire. But I’m constantly drawn to the woman in the room below me. I could stare at that monitor for days without ever coming up for air.

The hours tick by, and I start to feel like the stalker I am again. A predator. But I can’t stop. I can’t tear my eyes away from the screen. I need to know she’s okay. I need to know she’s safe. And so I sit here, in the darkness of the attic, watching her. Waiting for the moment when I can finally have my revenge on whoever hurt her.

Days turned into weeks since she first arrived, and still I sit here, watching her. She’s getting better, the bruises fading, the cuts healing. But I can’t shake the feeling of anger, of desperation. I need to know who did this to her. I need to make them pay.

Before Ani, I lost track of time, of reality. It was just me and the screens.

But now, the sound of her breathing is the only thing keeping me grounded.

I’m losing my mind more and more with every year of my life. It’s like I’m trapped in some sort of twisted reality. I can’t leave, can’t tear myself away from this attic without extreme work and discomfort. I’m trapped here, watching the outside world.

But she’s not on the outside.

She’s here.

And, as the days go by, I think about her more and more. I watch her every move, memorizing every detail of her face, her body. It’s wrong, but I can’t help it. She’s a drug, an addiction, and the more I watch, the more I need.

I get bolder, taking risks I never would have before. I leave the attic, sneaking down to the guest room to watch her from a closer advantage point. It’s dangerous, and I could get caught at any moment, but I can’t stay away. I need to be near her, to feel the heat of her skin, the sound of her breathing close by.

And then, one day, she wakes. She sits up in bed, rubbing her eyes, and for a moment, our eyes meet on the screen. I freeze, feeling like I’d been caught. But she doesn’t seem to notice me, doesn’t seem to realize I am there. She doesn’t see the hidden camera.

Just like now.

She gets out of bed, stretches, and heads to the bathroom.

I release the breath that I have been holding as I watch her every move. But as she’s getting ready, I see something that makes my blood boil. Her phone lights up on the end table, and I know it’s her sister.

The enemy.

The betrayer.

The woman who should be dead.

I hate when she talks with her. I hate it.

Ani is better than her sister. So, so much better.

And what kind of sister just leaves her here by herself? Apollo and Daphne just left to worry about themselves.

Well… Ani has me. I’m here. I’m always going to be here.


Chapter
Three

ANI


Who could stay locked within four walls day in, and day out and not go crazy? Although this room is bigger than my trailer on the Eastside of Heathens Hollow, I feel as if it’s getting smaller and smaller as the days go by, which tells me one thing.

It’s time to leave. It’s time to start my life.

But how? I have no actual skills to get a good-paying job. Not that there are many of them on Heathens Hollow. I could be a fish monger again, and most likely will have to be to put food on my table, but I haven’t done that job since marrying Mark. He wouldn’t allow me to work. He wanted me to completely depend on him and his next-to-nothing income he brought home every month.

I get out of bed and start pacing the room. My body hurts from immobility. I need to stretch and work my muscles again. Deciding to do some basic yoga moves to get blood flowing into places of my body that feel frozen in place, I sit down on the hardwood floor and take a few deep breaths to center myself. I slowly stretch my body, bending my arms and legs in different directions and working up to more difficult poses. I twist my back, extending one arm over my head, with the other reaching for the floor.

Without warning, something gives beneath me, and the wood plank I am balancing on comes loose from the floorboard. Startled, I jump back on my heels while frantically trying to pull the loose piece of wood back into place. My heart pounds with the realization that I have caused serious damage to the Godwins’ home.

I frantically try to press the loose plank back into place. As I struggle to secure it, something catches my eye. It’s a small gap at the corner of the floorboard that reveals items within the hole. My pulse quickens as I realize what this could mean: someone has been hiding things inside this floorboard.

Whatever it is, is tucked away in this hole beneath the floor for a reason. But curiosity is most certainly killing this cat. I want to see what’s inside. What is in hiding?

I reach inside and withdraw four leather-bound journals. Though old, they appear rich and elegant. They are tied with a piece of leather string, not strong enough to take away my temptation to see what’s inside, however.

But as much as I want to read each one, the person who wrote what’s inside wanted these hidden for a reason, and something deep inside of me wants to honor their wishes. These are someone else’s secrets.

I should resist. I should put them back where I found them and continue with my yoga. But I can’t. Shit…

After climbing back in the bed, I pull the blankets over me like I did when I was a kid and wanted to read by flashlight.

This will be my secret. Mine and whoever wrote these journals.

I open the leather notebook and see the name Freya Godwin written in perfect script. I don’t know all that much about the Godwin family, but from what I do know, Freya was the mother of Apollo, Athena, Ares, and Phoenix, and was married to Troy Godwin. I met everyone briefly at Daphne and Apollo’s wedding, but they weren’t exactly welcoming or chit-chatty with me. Freya didn’t attend the wedding. If I remember correctly, it was because she died. In fact, I think it was suicide. Daphne knew some of the story and had told me that Apollo didn’t like to talk about his mother. No one in the family discussed her or brought up her name. I don’t remember any pictures or anything being present of Freya in the house anytime I looked around either. It’s like they wiped her from the Godwin history.

I consider returning the journal. I’m invading a dead woman’s privacy. But then again… I’m so freaking bored and… Yeah, I’m the cat that curiosity very well may kill.
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Dear Diary,

I can still feel the excitement I had as Troy and I set off for our special date. Our destination was a beautiful cabin in the mountains, and as we drove, I could feel my heart racing with anticipation.

The morning sun was shining through the trees, and we stopped to take a hike through the forest. The dewy mist still lingered in the air and the greenery was vibrant and luscious. It was so peaceful, just him and me, that I felt as if we were the only two people in the world. We found a tranquil pond, where we sat in silence, my heart singing with joy.

We returned to the cabin, and what I saw took my breath away. Troy had prepared a romantic dinner for two – candles lit on the table, with wildflowers in vases. The fireplace was lit, and it provided a warm and inviting atmosphere. We enjoyed a delicious meal as we talked about our future and shared our secrets.

We stepped out onto the deck that overlooked the stars and lay down on the hammock. The blanket of stars seemed to stretch on forever, and all of my worries melted away as I felt Troy’s firm embrace. His heart beat in sync with mine, and it felt like time stood still – nothing else in this world mattered but us.

My heart swells with emotion when I think back to that special day when our love was still new and fresh, when every moment felt like an adventure, every touch like an electric shock going through my veins. This day was a reminder of how strong our love was and how much we had grown together.

[image: ]


Dear Diary,

Today, I found myself reflecting on my relationship with Troy. We used to be so in love, and it was as if the stars had aligned when we first met. He had a strong presence, and I knew from the moment I saw him that we were meant to be together. I felt like nothing in the world mattered when I was with him. I thought back to the way Troy and I had been when we first met, how our love just seemed to fit together like two pieces of a puzzle. When we were together, it felt like nothing else mattered in the world. We could stay out all night or just sit in comfortable silence, and either way, it felt right.

Our bond was so strong that it was almost tangible. I could feel the connection between us everywhere we went. We’d laugh at the same jokes, finish each other’s sentences, and knew exactly what the other one was thinking without having to say a word.

It’s so sad that as the years went on, our relationship slowly changed. We started going through the same motions, and I could sense a distance growing between us. We stopped talking and laughed less until eventually we stopped laughing altogether. We became strangers in the same house, and I guess I always knew inevitably, things would end between us.

Nothing lasts forever.

I know our love is gone, and it is time to move on.

But I do miss those days when it felt like we were two star-crossed lovers who were meant to be together. I miss the way he looked at me, the way he touched me, and the way we talked about our dreams for our future.

But now things feel so different. I wonder if we’ll ever find our way back to those days when our love was new and untainted. Or have we lost each other forever?
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I should stop reading. I really should. But… one more entry and then I will. I will put the journal away to join the others in their hidden coffin. Just one more…
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Okay, now I’m hooked. It’s better than finding and reading an old romance novel. I should stop reading before I get completely hooked, but—just a little more.
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Dear Diary,

Today, I told Troy that I had to leave him. His fury was expected, but his declaration that leaving him would mean choosing death, took me by surprise. How could he think our love was so strong that death was the only way out of it? As I sat there silently, tears streaming down my face, I asked myself what had happened to us.

We had started out as two star-crossed lovers, living in a fantasy world of our own creation. We promised each other nothing but happiness and forever togetherness; but now here we were – bound by an ever-tightening grip of desperation and despair. We were no longer two people connected by a shared passion, but rather two people clinging to survival in a world we created out of fear and uncertainty.

I wonder if things would have been different if we’d taken our time to properly cultivate our relationship instead of rushing into things head on. If we’d taken the time to really understand each other and work through our differences before making any commitments or promises, then perhaps things wouldn’t be so strained between us now.

In the end, maybe it just wasn’t meant to be – some relationships never survive beyond their passionate beginnings and maybe ours is one of them. All I know is that while my heart breaks at the thought of leaving Troy behind, I cannot stay in this place where love is overshadowed by hurt and pain. It’s time for me to bid farewell and start anew on my journey of self-discovery and healing.
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Dear Diary,

I don’t think Troy will kill me. He says he will. He reminds me that Godwins don’t divorce. He tells me I can’t leave.

I see obsession in his eyes mixed with pain all the time. I know he doesn’t want me to see how badly my need to be free of him and free of Olympus Manor hurts him, but I see it.

I thought of running away, but I don’t think that would be wise. It would only make him angrier, and I’m not sure what he is capable of. Still, it may be the only way I have left to protect myself from his wrath.

The days drag by like an eternity. I can feel Troy’s presence in every inch of this cursed place. He’s watching me, waiting for me to make a move so he can respond. I know his response won’t be kind.

And then it happened…

A loud commotion came from downstairs interrupting my constant dark thoughts. The staff were all shouting, and chaos was all around. I slowly crept down the stairs, my heart pounding against my chest. I could feel the fear in the air as I made my way to the front door. As I got closer, the smell of something burning filled my nostrils.

My stomach churned as I looked out the window. Everything outside was engulfed in flames, and in the center stood Troy, his face twisted with rage, as my car was surrounded in a ball of fire.

He did it. He proved that he won’t let me go, and I was too terrified to move. I could feel the heat from the fire emanating from the window and smell the scorched metal from my car. I knew that this was a sign of the things to come unless I found a way to escape.

He looked up, and our eyes met. I could see the burning hatred in his gaze before he turned away and disappeared into the night. I knew I should have listened to my instincts and ran away when I had the chance. Now it was too late.

I ran back upstairs and frantically started packing my belongings. I knew I had to leave and never look back. As I grabbed the last of my things, I heard Troy’s menacing voice coming from the foot of the stairs. He was screaming at me, telling me that if I did not come down and submit to him, he would burn this entire house down with us in it.

I took a deep breath to steady my nerves and prepare myself for one last battle. There was no escape from Troy, not anymore. I had to face him, and I had to win.

The children. Where were the children?
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Jesus Christ. I knew there was a darkness about this family. Everyone who lives on Heathens Hollow knows the Godwins, though rich as fuck, have demons around them. Rumors and stories about this family are downright chilling. But reading this. Seeing this…

It makes it easy for me to get out of bed and put the journal back in its home. I don’t want to read about another fucked-up marriage. I had my own, my own nightmare from which I barely escaped.

I feel for Freya. I can relate to her, but Freya’s secrets died with her, and I need to let them remain that way.

The instant I’ve replaced the journal, I look around the room and rub the chill off my arms while trying to shake off the overwhelming sense that I’m not alone. Another loud thump sounds from upstairs in the attic, but I know no one is here. No one should be here…

A creak that follows sounds as if weight is being placed on the floorboards from above. Or at least I think that is what I hear.

Someone’s got to be in this house. I feel it. I hear it. I open the bedroom door and step into the hallway.

I need to see it.


Chapter
Four

PHOENIX


Jesus Christ. She’s stretching. Doing yoga. What man could resist the urge to watch?

Soft, dark hair falls in waves down her back and shimmers in the light. I imagine wrapping my fist around it and holding her in place as I…

Fuck. No. I stop the thought before my cock can respond. That way lies destruction. For both of us, even if I want to be the one to give her… feelings. Feelings besides the kind that roil in your gut, churn, and burn until there is nothing left. I want her to hunger for me. Need me. Desire my touch to the point where she can’t go a day without my presence. I want to have the power over her just as her seductive vision in the screen has the power over me.

But it’s not meant to be. It never will be. The darkness that lurks beneath my skin, the shadows that call out to me like a siren, will never let me have her. Even if I wanted to, I could never give her what she deserves.

I can’t give her anything beyond four suffocating walls.

I can feel her in my bones, calling me like a distant whisper, beckoning me with promises of something far more powerful than mere feelings. I can feel the darkness consuming me, and it won’t be long before it has taken over completely. I just hope I can keep it under control until she leaves this place.

I reach for my cock but stop myself. I can’t jack off to her lean body while she extends her limbs as if tempting me to do so. But that’s when I see it. A flicker of something in her eyes, too quick for me to make out. But in that one moment it’s like she can read my mind. Like she knows what I’m thinking and approves.

And then it’s gone, like a candle snuffed in the night. But her gaze still lingers on me—or the camera—heavy and full of something I can’t quite identify. Something that feels both dangerously exciting and ominously foreboding. Deep in my heart, I know that if I make contact with her, something will happen. Something irreversible and forever changed.

I free my cock from my pants, lick my palm, and begin stroking while I watch her body beckoning me. Calling me.

This is wrong. It’s as fucked up as can be. I’m going to cum in my hand as I watch her, and she has no idea. I can’t resist the temptation.

Up and down, I tighten my grip. I imagine her pussy wrapped around me as I can only hope that the darkness won’t consume me entirely.

I imagine my fingers finding their way inside her, exploring her depths as I feel her slick wetness. I want to push deeper, feeling her muscles contracting around my digits as I find her pleasure spot. I want to hear her gasps as I caress it, her body quivering with each stroke. I want to send wave after wave of pleasure through her body.

I want her to cry out my name. I want to hear her screams of erotic pleasure with my name woven within.

The heat in the room rises as my breathing gets heavier, and I’m close. My heart thunders as I move faster, pushing myself closer and closer to the edge. Her eyes flicker in the shadows, as if she’s watching me, and I imagine her wanting me without a word spoken.

I slide one hand down to my balls and massage them, letting out a deep groan as I do. With my other hand I continue to pump furiously, my fingers slipping through the slickness of my pre-cum. I close my eyes and imagine what it would be like to be inside her. I take my time with the vision, savoring it.

And with one final stroke, I come undone. White-hot pleasure radiates from my core as I fill my palm with my hot cum.

Lost in my carnal self-pleasure, I didn’t notice when she crawled into bed, pulling the sheets up over her head.

It’s as if she’s hiding in shame.

Shame.

I should be man enough to go into her room and fuck her like a man would a woman. Not this way. Not like a fucking monster hiding in the attic. I should be more than this. I’m a fucking Godwin.

I reach for the tissues to wipe away my signs of disgrace and knock over a bottle of Jack. Glass and booze splatter everywhere as it crashes to the ground.

“Fuck.”

When I check the screen, Ani is out of bed. Has she heard me? How can she not?

“Fuck.”

It’s a goddamn mess.

I’m a goddamn mess.


Chapter
Five

ANI


The attic. There is something in the attic. Before I explore the rest of the mansion, I’m going to rule out whatever sounds I hear upstairs as being animal rather than monster or ghost. I’ve faced far scarier things than this in my life. I’m not a chicken, I’m not weak, and I’m sure as hell not going to play damsel in distress for another second.

I climb the narrow stairway to the attic, my heart pounding. For weeks, I’ve heard bumps and thuds coming from up here, and I’ve been too scared to investigate. But tonight, I gather the courage to see what’s causing the noise.

As I reach the top, I push open the door and step inside. I expect to see dust and cobwebs, but instead, the attic is impeccably clean. Twinkling lights cast a dim glow, and as I approach, I see wall-to-wall video screens and surveillance equipment. It looks like a high-level CIA operative room. Not an attic.

The interior is completely unexpected. Instead of the cluttered, dusty space that I have expected, it’s clean and well organized. Rows of video screens line the walls, each one showing a different view of the mansion. Someone is definitely using this space as a surveillance room.

As I a step closer, I notice the screens show security footage from every room in a massive office building, as well as Olympus Manor. Since these monitors are in the Godwin mansion, I can only assume what I see is Medusa Enterprises. It’s like the employees are being watched by someone, or something.

But that’s not the strangest thing. There’s a bed in the corner, neatly made with crisp white sheets. A leather chair sits in front of the screens, as if someone has been spending a lot of time up here and wants to be comfortable. Little touches make the space feel almost whimsical, like the twinkle lights strung up around the beams, or hanging plants in the furthest corners of the room by the window.

It appears as if someone is living in the attic and has done so for some time. I’m about to turn and leave when there’s a scrape behind me. I spin around to see a figure emerging from the shadows. It’s a man, tall and lean, with dark hair and piercing blue eyes. He’s dressed in all black, and although I can’t see all of him clearly, something about him feels dangerous.

“Who are you?” My voice shakes despite my best efforts to keep it steady.

The man steps forward into the light, a small scowl playing at his lips. “Hello, Ani.”

My heart stutters. I recognize him. He’s Phoenix Godwin. I only met him briefly at my sister’s wedding and couldn’t tell you a thing about him other than rumors I heard growing up on Heathens Hollow. Rumors that were far from good. Our meeting was so brief, I’m surprised he even knows my name.

But why is he here, living in the attic? I have a feeling that I don’t want to stick around to find out. I’ve invaded his space, and something tells me he’s a man who hands out consequences like Santa does gifts.

“I’m going to go now.” I try to keep my voice steady. “I’m sorry if I disturbed you, I heard noise and⁠—”

The man’s scowl intensifies. “You shouldn’t be out of bed yet. You’re still recovering.”

I’m surprised he knows about my recovery, but then I glance at the monitors and see that one of them is of my guest room. Every inch of my room is visible on that screen.

He can see me sleeping.

He can see me dressing every day.

Oh, Jesus Christ— He can see me undressing.

“You’ve been watching me?” I can’t process the feelings swirling in my mind. Are they shock or… rage? My privacy has been— What the fuck?

Why would he watch me? And for how long?

What the hell is happening up here in this attic?

I turn and flee, my heart pounding. I don’t know what’s going on in this house, or why anyone would think it’s all right to watch me without my knowledge. I am a guest, but nothing about this is right.

I race downstairs and out of the attic, wishing I could make my feet move faster. I need to get out of here as fast as I can. My bare feet are pounding against the floor as I pelt down the hallway. Phoenix’s footsteps slap down behind me, getting closer and closer. I don’t know if he’s trying to catch me or just following me, but either way, I’m not looking over my shoulder or slowing down to find out.

Once I reach the bottom of the stairway, I burst through the front door, running out into the night. The cold air is a slap to the face, and the cold muscles in my legs threaten to seize as I run across the lawn. I don’t know where I’m going, but I don’t care. I just need to get as far away from that mansion as possible.

I run until my lungs are burning and my knees feel like they’re about to buckle. Finally, I collapse on the ground, panting and shaking. I’ve spent too much time in bed, and my body is reminding me of this. I’m also barefoot, and I’m grateful I’ve been running on grass, so I haven’t chewed up the bottoms of my feet with gravel.

I don’t know what’s happening, but I can’t just leave the property without shoes. The sane part of my brain is now kicking in, telling me that my phone, and what few belongings I do have, are in the house. I can’t even catch a ride back to the trailer, as I have zero money on me. Scared or not, I can’t be reckless and think a solution will be out here waiting for me.

Taking a few deep and calming breaths, I stand and head back to the house. Yes, Godwins are known for being dangerous. Phoenix might be crazy, but I seriously doubt he will hurt me.

Correction, he is crazy if he’s living in an attic watching televisions all day and night.

But if he wanted to hurt me, he would have already. He’s had the opportunity since we’ve been alone in the mansion together. I’m being ridiculous thinking he’ll kill me or something. I completely overreacted and now feel really stupid as I have to reenter the house with my tail between my legs, because I truly have no way of leaving right now.

Luckily, he’s not waiting in the foyer as I enter. I hope he’s returned to the attic and will stay there until I figure out a way to leave. I make my way back to the room I was staying in, my heart still racing. I can’t believe what just happened. I am being watched.

I close the bedroom door behind me and lean against it, trying to catch my breath. I scan the room for the hidden camera, but I don’t see any place it could be.

Is he watching me right now?

Of course he’s watching me right now.

I cower in the room’s corner to stay out of sight as I try to come up with a plan. I have no money, no car, and no way to reach the Eastside of Heathens Hollow. I consider calling my sister, but it’s late, and I don’t want to bother her with this right now. It could put her in an awkward situation. Phoenix is her brother-in-law. Maybe she knows he is staying here. But no way does she know he’s recording me. She wouldn’t allow that to happen without me knowing. But for the present, I don’t feel like pulling her into my shit—again. Especially not in the middle of the night.

But as I think about it, a nagging thought takes hold. Something about this situation doesn’t add up. Why would Phoenix be living in the attic, spying on everyone in the house? At Medusa Enterprises? This is his house, too. Why not sleep in one of the large bedrooms? Why not walk around the house freely? Why has there been zero mention of Phoenix living in Olympus unless no one knows? Is he hiding in the attic?

Sitting on the bed, trying to think, I search the room, looking for any signs of surveillance equipment. And sure enough, I find it. A hidden camera is tucked away in the corner of the room behind some crown molding. It’s too high for me to reach and somehow disable.

Disgust washes over me. I’ve been watched this entire time, and I had no idea. But now that I know, I have to find a way to never spend another night in this room. I can’t stay here any longer, not with Phoenix watching my every move.

I gather my things, packing as quickly as I can. I don’t know where I’m going or how, but I must leave. Maybe I can hitchhike? Or maybe the walk into town isn’t as long as I remember.

But as I make my way out the door and down the stairs, I feel a presence behind me. I turn to see Phoenix standing at the top of the stairs, looking down at me.

“Don’t go.” His voice is low and urgent. “Stay, at least for the night. It’s not safe out there.”

The rain is coming down, which is only going to make this walk even more miserable. “It’s not safe in here. With you,” I snap.

I need to keep my emotions in check. No way can he have any idea how much I’m quaking inside at this moment, how my legs are jelly, and I’m forcing them to stand.

But he’s terrifying, looming over me from the top of the stairs. Broad shoulders, barrel chest, a chiseled jaw, and piercing eyes. I remember him being tall and big, massive next to my smaller size, but in the positions we’re both in, he’s a giant.

“You can’t leave.” Phoenix shakes his head, his stormy eyes boring into me. “One night. We have breakfast together tomorrow and talk. That’s all I ask, and then I will help you leave, if that’s what you want.”

I solidify my stance. “Have you been watching me the entire time I’ve been here?”

“Yes.”

Well, at least the fucker’s being honest.

“But I will turn off the camera tonight,” he adds.

I hesitate, torn between my fear and my desire to escape, and reason. I don’t know if I can trust this man, but I also don’t know if I can make it on my own in the rain.

“Please.” His eyes are intense. “I know you’re scared, but I promise you’ll be safe here. At least for tonight.”

I take a deep breath and nod. I don’t know if I’m making the right decision, but I don’t have any other choice.

“Okay.” I ignore the warning bells going off in my ears. “I’ll stay for the night.”

Phoenix nods, a hint of a smile on his lips. “I’ll see you in the dining room at eight for breakfast. Goodnight.”


Chapter
Six

ANI


I head down to the dining room in a house that has never felt welcoming. It might as well have a No Trespassing sign hanging on the front door for people like me. I am beneath a house like this. I am too poor to enter, and it knows it. But it’s not like my life and my current situation gave me much of a choice.

As I descend the staircase and adjust my slim skirt, I suddenly wish I’d gone with one that was longer and dowdier. Maybe I should have just stuck with my go-to jeans and sun-faded tee. I don’t think it’s smart to appear at all sexy around Phoenix Godwin. And who knows how much of my body he’s seen without me knowing.

I stand in front of the dining room door, looking down at my shoes for the briefest of seconds. They’re worn, but not dirty. So at least I won’t track Eastside filth into the pristine manor. Although my outfit may be too sexy, it is as impeccable as I can get—a black blouse and gray skirt from a secondhand store that costs less than the loose change that can be found hanging around the inside of Olympus. My favorite hair clip—my only hair clip—that was a gift from Daphne sits jauntily atop my onyx hair. The ivory clip is the only thing I have on that is of any real monetary value. I never asked Daphne how much it cost when I accepted it as a birthday gift. She knew to not make a fuss over money, or expensive items, or I wouldn’t accept it. But the clip shows real thought and care had gone into the gift, and I couldn’t turn it away. I saw how much Daphne wanted me to keep it.

Overall, I don’t mind being poor that much. I never have much money, so I don’t miss it. I am different from my sister. She wants the money. She dreams of the wealth. She’ll do whatever it takes—and has—to get close to money. Me? I feel no need. I’ve known who I am from the moment I attended my first day of school and was called white trash. Yes, I know my position in society, and I don’t fight it.

I am a realist, while Daphne is a dreamer.

I knock on the door and wait with a pasted-on smile. I’m not sure if I should just open the door and enter. I’m sure I look like a redneck hillbilly for doing it, but I also don’t want to simply assume I’m welcomed in all parts of the house.

The door opens, and someone from the staff greets me with a polite smile. “Welcome, Ms. Parker,” she says, as she leads me into Olympus Manor’s grand dining room. The marble floors gleam in the light, and the chandelier overhead sparkles like a constellation of stars.

I don’t belong here.

As the woman leads me toward my seat, I can’t shake the feeling I’m being observed. Phoenix’s eyes seem to be everywhere, always watching, always judging. He’s the king of this kingdom, and I’m nothing but a peasant in his presence.

I take a seat at the table and try to steady my breathing. Phoenix’s footsteps echo as he descends the stairs, and my heart is pounding. I’m not sure what to expect, and I feel that this is a test. Like he wants to see if I’m worthy of his time and of his help.

I’m second guessing my stubborn pride about calling my sister last night.

He enters the room, and my breath catches. He’s even more imposing closer up, with his height and thick body. It’s as if a six-foot-six brick wall entered the room. He’s dressed in a tailored suit that accentuates his power and wealth. He’s the epitome of perfection, and I am small and insignificant in his presence.

“Welcome,” he says, as he takes a seat across from me. “I’m glad you took me up on my offer.”

I nod, unable to form words. He’s so overwhelming, so intense.

I try to gather my thoughts and speak, but my voice comes out not much louder than a whisper. “Thank you for inviting me,” I manage to say.

Why am I being nice to this man? Isn’t he the one who just got caught spying on me? And yet, I’m nervous that I’m not saying or doing the right things around him.

Rich people make me sweat.

It results from growing up on an island where the Godwins were treated as actual Gods, and we were mere mortals praying they wouldn’t strike us down with one of their mighty lightning bolts. They owned all the land we lived on, which meant they essentially owned us. Or at least that is how it often felt.

Phoenix’s eyes seem to bore into mine, as if he’s trying to read my thoughts. I fidget with my hands with a sense of unease. It’s like he’s trying to uncover my secrets.

Secrets no one should ever know.

I need to be careful; I must not show any weakness in front of him. I have to keep telling myself that I know him… or I know him through marriage. He’s not a God. He’s still a man who can bleed just like me. There must be good in him, even if it’s blanketed in all the darkness that almost seems to swallow him up.

“Are you hungry?” He motions for the staff who has been standing by the door to bring the food into the dining room.

I nod, not daring to move my eyes away from his. I’m too mesmerized by him, too entranced. His mere presence is intoxicating. Plus, I’ve been trained to never turn my back on a wild animal if it’s getting ready to attack.

Will Phoenix attack?

How wild and feral is he?

The food arrives, and the smell of delicious herbs and spices fills the room. The tension between us is palpable, and I wonder if he’s feeling the same. Am I making him as uncomfortable as he’s making me?

“I didn’t mean to scare you last night,” he says after entirely too much awkward silence passes.

“I didn’t realize you were in the attic. Is that where you”—I swallow the food in my mouth—“stay?”

“I like it up there.”

I wait. And I wait. Is he going to offer some sort of explanation or apology for having a secret video camera on me?

Apparently not.

“Why were you filming me?”

“There are cameras everywhere in this house other than a few rooms.”

“Is there a camera in the room my sister was staying in?”

“No. That’s Apollo’s room. It’s private.”

“But my room isn’t private?”

“It’s not your room. It’s a guest room. It houses strangers. Not Godwins.” He tilts his head and studies my face. “If you want me to try to defend my actions, it’s not going to happen. I oversee security for Medusa Enterprises and for my family. My job is to watch. I’m not going to apologize for it.” He pauses, inhales deeply. “But I do apologize if it frightened you. That was not my intent. My goal has always been to keep everything safe. To remove the fear. Not add to it.”

I don’t know what to say to that. I am a guest. I didn’t ask his permission to stay. Though Apollo said I was fine being here, this is still the Godwin family estate. Who am I to judge what Phoenix does in his house? And his actions seem far from sinister.

“Who did that to you?” Phoenix points to the fading bruise on my cheekbone. He’s not the first person to recognize bruising on my body, but the first one to be so bold as to ask.

“My ex.” There’s no point in lying about it. Phoenix saw me recover in the bed for weeks. He knows I didn’t simply fall or have a minor accident.

“Where is he now?”

I look down at my food and shake my head. “It doesn’t matter.”

“It matters to me.” Phoenix puts down his fork and leans forward. “Where is he?”

I glance up at him, surprised to find him caring. “He’s gone. For good.”

Phoenix sits back and steeples his fingers together at his chin. I can’t tell if he’s questioning what I’m saying, or if he’s just allowing it all to soak in.

I feel the need to add, “He was my husband in name only. We never actually wed legally, so there’s nothing I need to do with a lawyer or anything. He… left. So, I don’t have to worry about dealing with him ever again. It’s over.”

It’s odd that I’m being so free with my information to a basic stranger, but then again, I’ve been living under the man’s roof for weeks.

The rest of the meal passes in a blur. I can’t focus on the food or the lack of conversation. I’m too aware of Phoenix’s gaze on me, of the way he’s studying me, trying to read my every move. He doesn’t smile, but he’s not exactly mean. It’s as if Medusa has turned his face to stone.

“What’s your plan now?” He finally breaks the silence in the room, and I’m grateful.

“My sister doesn’t want me going home, but it’s time. I’m going to call her today⁠—”

“You don’t need to call your sister,” he snaps. “I can help you.”

“I don’t want to put you out.” But his offer is tempting.

I don’t want to call Daphne and have her rushing back to Heathens Hollow from Seattle. She’s excited about the big changes in her life, and I’m also not sure if she will resist me on going back to the Eastside. But after hours of thinking about it last night, I’m going to need some help. I have zero money, and even if I got a job right away, I wouldn’t get paid for at least a week. There is no food in the trailer, and I have no way of getting there. Whether I like it or not, I’m going to have to call Daphne and ask for help.

“Your sister just left you here.” Phoenix says the words with disgust, and I can see he’s not happy with her, judging by his expression. It appears as if he’s smelled something bad.

“She and Apollo are busy⁠—”

“She doesn’t deserve your defense.” The harshness in Phoenix’s words has me flinching.

“I get the feeling you don’t like my sister. Why?”

“Correct. She doesn’t deserve to be a Godwin.”

The familiar rage from last night builds inside of me. “Because we grew up poor on the Eastside? What? She’s not good enough to marry into your family?”

He sips from his coffee calmly, staring at me with hooded eyes beneath long lashes. “I couldn’t care less where she lived. This has nothing to do with what side of Heathens Hollow she lived on.”

Still feeling as if I need to defend her, I say, “My sister is a fighter. She’s had to be her entire life. She was never one to settle and had big dreams. You may not like her, or feel she fucked her way into your family, but Daphne would throw herself on a sword for those she loves. Can you say the same?”

“I can,” he replies simply. “Any Godwin would.”

I’m thrown off by how easily he counters my words. “You shouldn’t judge what you don’t know.”

“I know enough.”

I wipe my mouth with the cloth napkin on my lap and stand. “I really need to get going. I’ve overstayed my welcome.”

Phoenix mimics my actions. “Allow me to drive you home.” His voice is low but demanding.

I open my mouth to argue, but him driving would save me the hassle of trying to get money from Daphne for the cab ride and waiting for it to arrive somehow. Feeling trapped and with no options, I nod. “Thank you.”

Phoenix remains in place, forcing me to have to walk by him to go upstairs to get my stuff. I can feel the heat radiating from his body, and I’m overcome with an intense feeling of⁠—

He reaches out to push away a strand of hair from my face. I only come up to his chest, and our height difference is obvious when I have to completely tilt my head back to look up at his towering face. Our eyes lock for a moment too long for my comfort. Feeling as if I’m breaking a powerful spell, I quickly make my way to the guest room for the last time.


Chapter
Seven
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I’ve never been in the back of an expensive Town Car before, but I suppose I should have expected that when Phoenix Godwin offers to drive you home, what he really means is he’ll have someone chauffeur us there as we sit awkwardly on the smooth leather seats in the back of the car, not saying a single word to each other.

I’m not even sure why Phoenix offered to come. It’s clear by the way he toys with his cuff links, breathes shallowly, and darts his eyes out at the passing scenery that the man is extremely uncomfortable in my presence. He appears more restless than me, which is really saying something.

“You didn’t have to come,” I say, although it’s a little late now. We are almost there.

“I said I would. I’m a man of my word. When I offer to help, I mean it.” He doesn’t look at me as he speaks, but instead unbuttons the first two buttons of his shirt to give more room between the fabric and his neck.

“I’m clearly making you uncomfortable.” I don’t know if I should be apologetic or offended.

“It’s not you that is making me uncomfortable.” He quickly glances at me. “It’s not you at all.”

We finally turn the corner, and I’ve never been so grateful to arrive at my home as I am now. This car ride has almost been painful.

The trailer looks like it’s been through hell and back. One side is covered in moss and mildew, the other in decayed holes. The outside is the color of dirt, its trim yellowed, and the wood is splintered, the glass looking about ready to shatter. The trailer’s walls are made of poorly and irregularly shaped aluminum siding, some of it rusted, as if the whole structure has been left out in one constant storm for years. The aluminum has been dented and pushed back on itself, and the roof is sagging and leaking. The whole trailer reminds me of a melted popsicle discarded on a dirty street.

I’m embarrassed.

But I don’t want Phoenix to know just how much I’m ashamed that he’s seeing this place I call home.

He’s silent as he gets out of the car, taking in every square inch of my home sweet home. He walks around to my side of the car and opens the door for me, offering his hand to assist me out. Gentlemanly manners are forever ingrained in this man.

The door isn’t locked, but then it never has been. I have nothing anyone would want to steal. When we go inside, Phoenix is clearly not prepared for what he sees. He doesn’t even try to hold back the gasp of shock he makes.

“You can’t stay here,” Phoenix declares as he looks around inside my dilapidated, white trash trailer in revulsion.

Everything inside is coated in a film of dirt and grime, the floors are stained in dried memories of darkness. Mold—visible from the living room—is growing around the sink, the toilet is cracked and jagged, the TV is crooked on the wall, and thick cobwebs are hanging from the ceiling.

The living room floor is splintered and worn, the carpet stained with food and mold and vomit from all Mark’s partying the night before I left. The walls are chipped, the color long since peeled off. The floor is stacked with boxes, mechanic books, men’s magazines, and newspapers. The kitchen table is cluttered with dirty dishes and fast-food trash. Cookie crumbs and soda cans litter the countertops, the sink is filled with soured milk, rotting fruit, and scraps of dry food. The couch cushions are stained and ripped open with missing springs, stuffing and filth spread across the floor.

“Absolutely not.” He motions to the front door, where it barely hangs on its hinges. “You don’t even have a lock to the door.”

“I’ll be fine,” I say.

“Ani...”

“I just have to clean up. Now that he’s gone... I can.”

Mark never allowed me to touch his stuff. He didn’t like when I tried to clean, even in the slightest. He didn’t like anything I did.

“This goes beyond anything that can be cleaned up.”

“I know it’s not like what you’re used to, but it’s all I have.” I give a weak smile. “And I’ll be fine.”

He stares at me for a long moment, his face conflicting emotions. “It’s not safe.” His voice is gentle, but undeniable worry is lodged in his eyes. “You don’t have to stay here,” he continues, softer now. “I know it’s not easy, but I could help you get somewhere else. Somewhere you can actually be safe and secure.”

I hesitate, conflicted. Part of me longs to accept his offer, to just let him take care of everything and give me a new, better living situation. But that would mean taking charity, and that’s something I’ve never been willing to accept from anyone.

I draw a deep breath and force a smile, trying to make my voice sound more confident than I feel. “I’m all right here.” My words come out more firmly than I intended. “I’m really okay. I know how to rebuild.”

Phoenix continues to assess the room as if looking for danger to pop out.

“It’s just me now,” I add. “I can fix this place up and make it my own. He doesn’t have a say. His drunken rages can’t destroy what I fix or clean.”

Phoenix shakes his head. “I’m not letting you stay here. No fucking way.”

I stand my ground, my heart pounding. I don’t want to rely on someone else to take care of me. I want to be able to stand on my own two feet and provide for myself. But at the same time, I’m scared of being here all alone—not that I’d admit that.

Fear and determination battle inside of me, the two seeming to pull me in opposite directions. It’s like I’m standing on the edge of a cliff, teetering back and forth between safety and danger. Fear of the unknown and of taking a risk makes me want to accept Phoenix’s offer. But stubborn pride makes me cling to the idea of self-sufficiency.

I look around the room, studying the worn walls and broken furniture. I’ve been in worse places and managed to make them livable. A few repairs, and it’ll be good as new. I can do this.

“I’ll find a way,” I say.

“I said no, and that’s final,” Phoenix pushes. “You’re coming home with me where you belong. I should have never even considered allowing you to return here.”

“I can’t just stay at your house. I’ve overstayed my welcome as it is.”

“You can. You will,” he insists.

The walls start to close in on me. Phoenix is only trying to look out for me, but the idea of being under his roof again makes me feel like a burden.

He’s right, however. I look around a trailer that doesn’t even have running water or electricity. I couldn’t wash the dishes in the sink or even flush the toilet. I can’t stay here, and even my stubbornness is starting to realize that fact.

“Besides, Olympus Manor isn’t just my house. It’s the family estate, and your sister is part of that family.” A slight grimace at the mention of her, washes over his face. “So think of it as your sister still helping you, rather than me, if it helps.” He scowls at the trailer’s condition again. “Whatever it takes to get you out of this fucking hell hole.” He looks to the open door. “And how do you know he isn’t coming back?”

“I know.”

His blue eyes narrow on me as he shakes his head. “I’m not going to take that chance. Any man who did to you what he did and forced you to live in conditions like this deserves to be dead. And if he were to walk through that door right now, I’d kill him with my bare hands.”

The mention of death and killing turn my stomach, and I feel faint, but I quickly shake it off. I have to. I can’t reveal my secret ever. To anyone.

“You are coming home with me where I can keep you safe from him.” He takes in the garbage in the kitchen again. “From all of this.”

I draw a deep breath to steady myself, then nod. I’m grateful for Phoenix’s offer, but it won’t be easy adjusting to being dependent on him. Still, I can’t stay here. After one last look around the living room, I gather my courage.

“Okay,” I say, “but just until I find another place. Until I get on my feet.”

I make my way to head to the bedroom, but Phoenix reaches out to grab my arm. “Where are you going?”

“To pack some clothes.”

“We’ll buy you new clothes in town. Everything in this place smells of mold and puke.”

I try not to be offended by him saying my clothes stink, but the reality is he’s most likely right. But I also can’t have the man buying me clothes on top of offering me a place to stay.

“Daphne still has some things at the house,” I say.

“We’re stopping on our way back to get you some items. Final.”

“You don’t have to do this,” I say, offering him one last chance to back down.

“I do.”

With that, he places his hand on my lower back and leads me out of the trailer to the waiting car. I don’t even look back to say my goodbyes. This part of my life has to be over. Never go back. Never return.


Chapter
Eight
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“Go on inside the store.” Phoenix leans his head back against the leather seat as if too exhausted to come with me. He’s sweaty at the temples. Why is he so clammy and pale? “I texted Linda a list of everything you’ll need. She knows to just charge it to my account.”

I look at the boutique store in surprise. “You just want me to go in there and get clothes?”

Lulu’s is a boutique that sits on Main Street, and before this day, I wouldn’t even consider walking through the doors. It smells rich. It looks rich. It is rich.

I am not.

“I’d go with you but...” He takes a deep breath and closes his eyes. “Linda knows what you need.”

Phoenix has clearly hit his limit of helping me. His mind and body seem to be shutting down, and rather than argue with him on not accepting this charity, I enter the store with the intention to make this as quick as possible.

The bell hanging off the top of the door announces my entrance, and my face heats up. I don’t belong here. One glance tells me that much. It’s raining outside, and I’m afraid I’m going to track in puddles of water, so I stand entirely too long on the mat, swiping the wetness off my feet.

“Hello, hello,” a cheery woman calls out from behind the counter on the right of the store. She holds a phone, reading what I can only assume is the text from Phoenix. “Ani, right? Go ahead and look around. Let me know if I can help you with anything. My name is Linda.”

I don’t want to be in this store any more than Phoenix does, but I can’t walk out empty handed. It will make Phoenix feel as if he’s wasting his time. So, I’ll be quick. In and out.

I don’t even know where to start, but if I’m staying at Olympus Manor, I’m going to need something classier than just jeans and a T-shirt. I pick out a black, long-sleeved, off-the-shoulder dress. It looks like one I saw on the cover of a magazine once, and when I hold it up in front of me, I stare at it with joy, unable to believe someone is buying this for me. I’ve never had a dress like this before. I can’t remember the last time I’ve had anything this nice, and it makes me feel weird. I look around the store, considering what else I need, so I pick up a pair of black skinny jeans and a pair of black boots.

I approach the checkout register and hand Linda the items.

She looks up at me and smiles. “Oh, that’s not enough. Phoenix sent me a detailed list of what he wants.” She places the dress, jeans, and boots into a bag. “But this is a good start.” She takes me by the hand to the changing room. “I just need you to try on a couple things. Once I know how they fit, I can get the rest of the items without having you try on everything. I have a really good eye for sizes.

Linda starts by handing me a blouse, a dress, and a pair of pants. I quickly try on each item and walk out of the changing room for her to assess how they fit. Once done with that, she ushers me to a tufted white chair.

“Here, sit here so we can try on some shoes.”

I sit down and pull off my old shoes. Linda has me try on every kind of shoe—ankle boots, peep-toe flats, heels, wedged sandals, wedges, and even go-go boots that make me feel like a teenager again.

A glance at the price tag of the dress I’m wearing tells me it’s a little over three hundred dollars. I’m sure the shoes will be triple that, if not more. I can’t stop staring at the price tag. This is too much. It’s too much for someone to spend on me. I should refuse to take it, but I don’t have any other options right now, either. Unless I want to wear moldy clothes or be naked. Plus, Phoenix will hate me for rejecting his offer. I don’t have many options right now.

Linda checks her phone. “Okay, so I found a lot on his list, but not everything. I’ll have to get the rest of the items elsewhere and have them delivered to Olympus. We don’t carry toiletry items here, but I’ll still get the best on Heathens Hollow and have them delivered as well.”

I run my fingers through my hair and take a deep breath.

“Are you okay?” Linda asks. “You’re very quiet.”

“I’m fine.” I force a smile. “It’s just a little overwhelming.”

“Overwhelming?” Linda’s eyes widen.

My face is getting warm. “I’m not used to this kind of treatment.”

“Oh well,” Linda says. “This is how Phoenix shops. He texts me a list of what he wants, and I have it sent to Olympus. It’s fast and furious, but it works for him.”

I nod and smile. I guess it does work for him. For someone who’s used to having everything handed to him, I’m sure it does. Yet, it feels weird to me because I’ve never had anything like this before. I’m not used to someone buying me things, especially something as expensive as these clothes. I don’t know what to say. “Thank you” doesn’t seem like enough.

Linda turns to me. “Okay, that’s it for now. It was nice meeting you, Ani. I will have all of these items delivered to the manor immediately.”

I appreciate that there is no judgment in her eyes. No assumptions made. Linda is simply doing her job and assisting Phoenix with his needs. I must admit this has been the easiest shopping experience ever. I also have no idea what I actually got to wear.

I give my thanks and exit to join Phoenix in the car. Everything has happened in such a blur that I don’t even know how long I was inside. The rain is letting up a little, but I still run to the car to try to avoid getting completely soaked.

“Did you get everything you needed?” Phoenix asks as I climb inside.

“I think so. Linda said she’ll have it all delivered.”

Phoenix nods as he signals for the driver to leave. He seems calmer now. Less sweaty. It seems some time alone is just what he needed.

“Thank you,” I say, though I feel I owe him more than just a simple word.

On Heathens Hollow, the Godwins are known for sponsoring charities, donating to causes, and paying their fair share of money to help the community. Although, I’ve never actually seen a physical Godwin at any of the events or handing the money over in person. It’s always felt like something they just do because they are rich. Not because they want to or care deeply about the cause or the charity they are funding. I’ve never really seen kindness from a Godwin before other than on a surface level.

Until now.

“Can I ask you something?” Phoenix eventually asks. “Why would you allow yourself to settle for that? To settle on a man who gives you that kind of life? You seem like such a strong-willed woman. You don’t seem… broken.”

“I’m not broken,” I respond a little too quickly and defensively, but I inhale deeply and try to give an answer. It’s the least I can do for someone who is going out of their way to help me. “I’m not a victim, but I am really fucking stubborn. And I guess I didn’t want to give up. I didn’t want to admit defeat.”

“Why would you want to be with a man like…”

“Mark.”

“Why would you be with a man who has you living like that? With a man who beats you?”

Looking out the window at the gray skies, the rain letting up, I say, “Daphne and I grew up with a very neglectful father. Poor would be an understatement to describe our upbringing. I guess you could say I struggled to break the cycle. Daphne was able to do it her way, but that was not the path I chose. When I first met Mark, he offered me something I found very attractive in a man. He was dominant, possessive, and swore he would love me forever and never let me go. I found it sexy and thought that it was everything I wanted and needed. It’s still what I want and need. But… I didn’t care about money if the man could make me feel protected and nurtured. But I misjudged all the qualities I thought I wanted in him. He didn’t have any of them. He was just an ass.”

I’ve never been so open with anyone about this before, not even my sister. Now feeling uncomfortable with how free I’m being with my words, I point to a rainbow that has formed in the horizon as a distraction.

“Look. A rainbow.”

Phoenix angles his head so he can see what I’m pointing at. He leans in closer to me so that he can get a better look, and his greater mass seems to take up all my air space. I can only smell him, the faint scent of his aftershave and the spicy fragrance of lotion on his arms.

He’s so close I can feel the warmth emanating from his body. I’m drawn to him, uncertain of what that means and why.

He looks down at me with intensity in his blue-gray eyes, and I get lost in them for a moment, as if I’m in a trance.

My heart races in anticipation as he leans in even closer. But then he quickly pulls back and sits back against the seat, his gaze once again focused on the passing scenery of his window.

I’m left to my thoughts, wondering what that was all about, and why the closeness between us felt so… right.

Finally, with enough awkward silence to strangle me, Phoenix seems to snap out of it, looking back at me. I swear I can feel his gaze burning a hole through my skin, but when I look up at him, I see his glare softening.

My heart is still racing, probably too fast. Feeling even more uncomfortable because I don’t know what to say, I look out my window, hoping he can’t hear the intensity of my heart.

“So why’d you stay?” he asks. “Once you realized he couldn’t give you what you needed. What you deserved.”

I keep my eyes on the rainbow peeking out from the dark clouds. “Stuck.”

“Never again, Ani,” Phoenix says with such intensity I’m forced to look back at him. “I don’t want you to ever feel that way again.”


Chapter
Nine

ANI


When we enter Olympus Manor, Phoenix lets out a deep breath, his eyes close for a moment too long, and then he says, “Before you head to your room, I want you to come upstairs to the attic with me. I want to show you something.”

I inhale deeply and follow him into his attic, all too aware of how awful the exchange between us was only one night ago. It feels like a lifetime has already passed us by since I snuck up on him.

I was afraid of him. Afraid of the unknown. But now…

I’m not.

The darkness swallows us whole the second we step in the stairway. It’s like I’m standing on the edge of a precipice, not knowing what’s next. He’s taking me to his special place. He’s showing me a part of him that he keeps hidden from others. I’m not taking this trip up the stairs flippantly.

My heart is pounding, my palms sweaty. Phoenix’s power and influence within these walls is palpable. Deep down, I know that once I take this step, there’s no turning back. It’s a scary thought, but also strangely liberating.

He’s letting me inside his lair.

I take in the shadows of the attic, feeling a strange hunger for something I can’t quite explain. I stand still, allowing my eyes to adjust to the room’s deep gloom. As they do, I’m surprised by the vastness of the space before me. Now that I’m truly taking the time to absorb everything rather than fleeing so quickly, I see more. This is no ordinary attic; it’s an entire world kept hidden away from prying eyes.

The walls are lined with ancient artifacts of the Godwin family, mysterious boxes, and stacks of books that reach all the way to the ceiling. The air is thick with age, knowledge, and Phoenix Godwin.

I turn to find Phoenix standing silently in the corner—watching me as if his presence is some sort of guardian angel protecting this place from intruders. His eyes burn into mine as if he can sense every thought running through my head, and he knows exactly what I’m thinking.

But I don’t even know what I’m thinking. Chaos is swirling inside my mind.

He remains still and silent until eventually taking a seat at the station of monitors and control board and motions for me to do the same. He studies me intently as I shift in my chair, unsure of what he expects. I take in all the security footage of Medusa Enterprises and feel like a fly on the wall. I see everything within the building. Every room. Every crack. People are moving about and have no idea that I can see what they are doing.

“This is what I do,” he says in a low voice. “I watch.”

I nod slowly, still trying to comprehend the gravity of his words. “Every day? Up here by yourself?”

“Yes.”

I turn my attention back to the monitors, and as I watch, I quickly develop a newfound respect for Phoenix and his work. He has Post-it notes about someone being suspicious, and there are notebooks full of paragraphs on people he’s keeping a close eye on. He’s an excellent observer and a master of detail, and I begin to understand why he values secrecy and security so highly. This is his family’s company, and he takes it seriously.

“But why not do this in Seattle? At Medusa?” I ask.

“I like it here. I do have a penthouse in Seattle, and sometimes go when I’m truly needed in the office by my sister. But my choice is to remain here, if possible.”

“Does anyone know you are up here?”

“Those that matter do.”

His hand brushes mine. His large, broad shoulders crowd my space as he leans to flip a switch. Every time he touches me, electricity courses through me.

At first, I’m not sure if Phoenix notices my reaction. But after a few times, it’s obvious he does. He always pulls away quickly and apologetically, but the spark between us continues to grow.

“I wanted to bring you up here to show you I’m turning off the camera in your room. I want you to see me do it so you know for a fact that I won’t invade your privacy any longer.” He turns a switch, and I see the guest room come up on the screen.

“How do I know you won’t just turn it back on?” I challenge.

“My word is everything. I detest liars more than anything in this world. If I say something to you, I honor that. I’d never lie.” With that, he flips off the camera, and the screen goes black.

Phoenix rises and makes his way to the open window allowing the sea air inside. I follow him so I can take in the view of the waves crashing against the cliff below.

“It’s the best view in the entire house,” he says.

The Salish Sea is beautiful, twinkling underneath the sunlight peeking out from the storm clouds. Olympus Manor sits on a cliff, but from this angle, it almost feels as if we are floating over the sea. I’m getting a glimpse of what being a God feels like. We are in Olympus staring down at the mortals below.

“It’s beautiful outside, and the rain has stopped. We should go for a walk,” I suggest.

“I don’t like going outside. I rarely leave the attic.” His eyes focus on the large willow tree balancing on the edge of the cliff.

I widen my eyes and turn my body to fully face him. Having to tilt my head back far so I can look into his eyes, I say, “But you went outside today.”

“For you. I did it for you,” is all he says.

Remembering how sweaty and agitated he got, it all makes sense now.

“You never leave?” I’m still not truly processing what he’s telling me.

“Not unless I have to.”

“Why?”

He shrugs. “Stuck.”

He looks down at me, possibly waiting for me to judge him, which I don’t. We all have our demons, and if this is his, I’ve seen worse.

“Thank you,” I whisper. Our bodies are so close, but neither of us is taking a step back to make space.

“For what?”

“For pushing past your boundaries for me. I don’t take that act lightly.”

Phoenix reaches out and takes my hand in his. His touch feels electric, like a wave of heat that washes over me. His gaze is intense, and he doesn’t say a word. Instead, he leans closer, lowers his head, and lightly brushes his lips against mine.

He tastes sweet, like honey, and his kiss sends a jolt of pleasure through my body. The kiss lingers for a few moments before he pulls away, leaving me wanting more.

I’m desperate for more of his touch, so I stand on my tiptoes and wrap my arms around his neck and pull him close. Our kiss deepens, and the heat radiates from his body.

His hands wander over my curves, exploring every inch of my skin. He moves his lips down to my neck and lightly nibbles my earlobe. I press myself against him and let out a soft moan of pleasure. He brings his hands further down my body, causing my skin to tingle with anticipation.

My breath is coming in shallow gasps as he stares into my eyes, and he begins to caress my body with slow, gentle strokes. He moves down my neck and over my chest, exploring every inch of me and driving me wild with desire. With each touch, my heart races faster, and I long for more.

His hands wander lower, tracing circles around my navel with his fingers before he reaches my waist. His touch is gentle but firm, stroking my skin and setting my nerve endings aflame. I’m lost in sensation as he slides his hands up and down my body, exploring every curve and driving me to the brink of pleasure.

Finally, we pull away, leaving me breathless and aching for more. He looks into my eyes and strokes my cheek gently. My heart is pounding, and a warmth spreads through my body. The connection between us is undeniable, but I’m not sure we should continue.

What does it mean if we do?

What does it mean if we don’t?

“I should probably settle into my room,” I murmur, trying to regain my composure.

My words hang in the air between us, but he doesn’t move away. He leans in closer, his breath tickling my face. He brushes his lips against mine in a soft kiss, my skin burning at the contact.

He nods slowly, but his eyes never leave mine. He leans in and brushes another gentle kiss against my lips, sending a thrill through me. It’s only fleeting, but it’s enough to make my knees weak.

“Let me know if you need anything,” he whispers, barely an inch away from my mouth.

Reluctantly, I break away and head to the stairway as I try my best to ignore how this man behind me makes me feel.


Chapter
Ten

ANI


I’m back in the room. Alone. And I hate it.

Funny how different I am from Phoenix. He enjoys four walls and being alone. I, on the other hand, am regretting leaving the attic to return to my room. If it weren’t for me, I think Phoenix would have had me stay. But then what? What would happen?

Butterflies swarm in my belly, and I feel like a giddy school girl who has just had her first kiss. It’s as if I’m expecting angels to sing and the skies to part. I just kissed Phoenix Godwin.

If you would have told the starving, cold, poor girl on the Eastside of Heathens Hollow that I would someday be kissing a Godwin, I would have laughed. I don’t get fairytales. I’m not Cinderella.

After taking a deep breath, I try to shake off what happened. It was momentary. Impulsive. He and I had simply confessed some details about each other and were vulnerable and nothing more.

Nothing more.

I need to distract myself and remove the buzzing from my body, so I glance back toward the floorboards and decide a little reading from the journals can’t hurt. Anything to get my mind off the man only one floor above me.

I check the camera and for a second wonder if it’s a good idea. What if Phoenix is watching me? But then he said he would never lie, and I actually believe him. Ignoring the warning voice of caution, I open the hole back up. I’ve been thinking about Freya, and I need to keep reading.
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Dear Diary,

It all began with a kiss. I see that now. I see how the darkness began…

I can still remember the taste of his lips on mine the first time we kissed. I can still see the way he looked at me when he first saw me across the room, looking like he was about to die for me.

I close my eyes and tilt my head up as he leans down. I can feel his lips on mine and the sweet sensation of his breath on my face. When I open my eyes, he’s staring at me, eyes searching for signs that I liked it.

The feeling that had just passed between us was foreign yet familiar. I knew that I had found something special in him, something that I never wanted to let go of.

But as the days went by, my feelings for him started to change. Our conversations became more tense, and his kisses felt forced. I tried to push away any thoughts of doubt, but it was becoming harder and harder to ignore.

Suddenly, one night I found myself walking along the edge of the cliff, my heart pounding and my feet heavy. I looked around, trying to remember how I had ended up here. And then I saw him in the shadows, his eyes glowing in the moonlight.

He reached out and grabbed my arm, pulling me closer. His grip was strong and unyielding, as if he had been waiting for this moment for a long time.

I tried to scream, but he clamped his hand over my mouth. He leaned in close and claimed me as his.

I now can look back and see how Troy Godwin made me his. I see now how I never had a choice. He made it for me.

So why did I think I had a choice now to leave the marriage?

I don’t. I know this. I don’t.

He had taken my freedom away, taken my decisions away, and I felt like a puppet on a string. He was always lurking in the shadows, watching and waiting for me to make a mistake.

My days and nights were filled with fear and anxiety, and I knew that if I ever did try to escape his clutches, he would be there waiting. I was trapped in an endless cycle of darkness and despair, never knowing when or if I would ever find freedom.
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Dear Diary

I’m worried about my son. Phoenix is so different from his siblings, Apollo, Ares, and Athena. While they are brimming with life and enthusiasm, Phoenix is a pale shadow of who he should be. His eyes are sad; an abyss of unraveled secrets and hidden fears that I can only guess at. He does not laugh or joke like the other children. He doesn’t seem to have any friends. He is alone in his own world, a solitary figure of sadness. I have tried to talk to him to pierce the veil of sadness that surrounds him, but he turns away from me, like he is carrying a weight too heavy for me to understand.

As a mother, it breaks my heart to see him like this. I fear that I am failing him, and that I am not doing enough to help him. I want to be able to help and understand his struggles, but I am afraid I don’t have the ability to do so. I know for a fact his father doesn’t.

I try to show him love and acceptance, but it’s hard when he is so different from the other children. When I look into his eyes, I feel like there is something more to his sadness, something that is too heavy for him to carry alone. I feel helpless, and sometimes I worry that he may be hiding a family secret from me.

I want Phoenix to know that no matter what he is going through, I am here for him, and I will do whatever it takes to help him. He needs love and guidance, not judgement or criticism. All I want is for my son to be happy and find the strength to confront whatever it is that has been holding him back.

I talk to Apollo, Ares and Athena about their brother, but all they can offer me are shoulder shrugs and lip biting; they don’t really understand what Phoenix is going through either. It’s like we’re all in the dark about this mystery of his, just wandering around blindly hoping that one day it will reveal itself and give us an answer.

My worries for Phoenix are only compounded by my concerns over my other children. Athena, my daughter, is a fiery and passionate soul. She has a strength in her that can be both empowering and dangerous. Her confidence and independence can be inspiring to watch, but it can also lead to recklessness and anger. I try to talk to her about her feelings, but she often shuts me out or gets defensive.

Athena’s temper sometimes gets the better of her, leading to raging arguments or fights with the other children. I am scared for her safety. I don’t want her getting into physical altercations with anyone, let alone her siblings or friends. I understand that she needs an outlet for her emotions, but I worry that if she doesn’t learn how to control them soon, it could have serious consequences.

I have tried many different methods of helping Athena with her anger—teaching her breathing exercises, talking to her calmly when she’s upset, encouraging positive self-talk—but nothing seems to help in the moment when she is overcome by emotion. I just want my daughter to know that no matter what happens, I love and accept her unconditionally.

As a mother of four children, it is hard not being able to protect them all at once from everything that might harm them: whether it be physical danger or emotional trauma; external threats or internal struggles like those Phoenix and Athena are facing.

I look at my son Apollo with a heavy heart. He’s the son that can do no wrong in his father’s eyes. He is handsome, charming and always eager to please everyone—not just his father, but anyone he comes in contact with.

The problem is that I am worried he is too eager to please, and that he’s not being true to himself. I have tried talking to him about this, but he either doesn’t understand what I’m saying or ignores my warnings altogether. All I want for my son is for him to be happy and fulfilled in life. If that means following his father’s expectations then so be it, but if it means striking out on his own path, then I’ll be there cheering him on.

I worry that Apollo is so focused on earning his father’s approval that he’ll lose sight of his own passions and desires. It breaks my heart to think that he might be sacrificing something important for the sake of appearing successful in the eyes of others.

Ares is my hardest child, and perhaps the most difficult to understand. On the one hand he is brave and fearless—always ready to take on a challenge or stand up for what he believes in. He takes pride in being the protector of our family, and his siblings often turn to him in moments of distress. However, I worry that Ares’s desire to protect can lead him to act without considering all the consequences of his actions.

I have tried talking to him about this, but he struggles with understanding abstract concepts like consequence and responsibility. He wants so desperately to please us, especially his father, that he sometimes forgets to think for himself. I worry that if I don’t help guide him soon, it could have disastrous results.

At times like these I wish ever-so-slightly that Ares was more like his brother Apollo—calm and collected—so that I could trust him a little more at times of crisis or uncertainty. Nevertheless, my love for Ares remains as strong as ever.

It is almost impossible to be a parent. I didn’t want to be distant from them but also didn’t want to smother them with my concerns. I just wanted to give them space and love and support. All I could do was take them by the hand and escort them through life and hope that they would find their way in the world. But then there is another part of me. A part of me that wants to run and never look back. Hide from it all. Remove myself completely.
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I close the journal with a tsunami of guilt. Phoenix would be livid if he knew I was reading these journals. I found the vault of Godwin secrets, and though I can’t resist reading them… I know deep down I shouldn’t. It’s wrong. It’s invasive. And yet…

Poor Freya. Reading the words of a tortured wife, and a troubled mother…

My connection with Phoenix feels different after reading these words. He has secrets. And I most certainly do. Maybe that’s what’s pulling us together. Maybe we don’t have chemistry or lust causing that kiss. Maybe our darkness is acting like magnets. It’s bringing us together.

But my secret, my darkness, is so much worse than his could ever be. A man died because of me.

Mark, my ex-husband, is dead because of me.

I may not have pulled the trigger, but the minute I brought Daphne and Apollo to the trailer to rescue me… I signed his death warrant.

Trying to gather some self-control, I toss the journal back into the hole, close it, and vow that I won’t read anymore. These are not my tales to read. I just need to go to bed and get some sleep. Who knows what tomorrow is going to bring. I have a life to rebuild, and something tells me this is going to be much harder than I think.


Chapter
Eleven

ANI


The fear I am feeling is like a punch to the gut.

Hands around my neck squeezing.

Chains around my body with no escape possible.

A gag between my dry lips so I can’t scream.

This is it. I knew this day would come. Deep down in my moral soul, I knew punishment would be the ultimate ending to this story.

I stare out the window at the cars pulling up. Men in suits and men in uniforms are storming the manor. The full moon hanging over the crashing sea illuminates the army of justice. I fucked up.

I allowed this to happen. I didn’t stop it when I could have.

It doesn’t take long for them to barge their way into my room.

“Ani Parker. We have a warrant to search Olympus Manor.”

I nod with wide eyes. I try to offer a smile, although the effort could very likely crack my face. But if I am nice and cooperative, maybe they will let me go free. Or maybe Apollo hid my misdeeds sufficiently. Maybe he’s smarter than them. A chance exists that whatever desk jockey they assign this case to won’t be able to overpower the mighty Godwins. Maybe I’ll be safe due to association, simply because my sister is married to one of them.

“We would like you to come with us,” a man in a suit says. They all blur together, and I wouldn’t be able to describe any of them tomorrow in a lineup if I have to.

“Am I under arrest?” My voice doesn’t sound like mine. It quivers and is too high-pitched. A stranger is doing the asking.

“That will be up to you, Ms. Parker. We hope you’re willing to be cooperative.”

I nod again, although I know what they want from me.

Rat.

Narc.

Backstabber.

Betrayer.

They want me to go against the Godwins.

Silly people. Don’t they know that no one goes against a Godwin?

I wake up with a jolt, sweat beading on my brow.

A dream. It is just another dream. The same one over and over again. Will I ever sleep without this nightmare haunting me?

I look up at the camera in the corner of the room. He’s not watching me. Thank god, or I’d have to try to explain.

But a part of me wishes he is watching me, too. If he knew I was having a nightmare, would he come and take me in his arms and comfort me, to protect me from the boogie monster beneath my bed?

Footsteps pad outside my door…

The fear of my nightmare returning or realizing I haven’t fully woken from it yet grips me once more as the door creaks open.

It’s Phoenix.

He approaches me with a concerned look in his eyes. The weight of his gaze on me is a physical force, pushing me down into submission. He stands over me, towering above my bed, a god among men. I am nothing but a mere mortal in his presence.

“I heard you screaming.”

“I had a nightmare.”

“You seem to have nightmares a lot.”

I give a weak smile as tears burn the back of my eyes. “As long as my days awake are no longer a nightmare, I’ll consider myself lucky.”

I must stop obsessing over what happened. Over what I can’t change. My guess is Phoenix thinks I’m simply dreaming of Mark hurting me. He has no idea what the guilt of what actually happened is doing to me, a guilt I have to take with me to the grave.

Out of respect for Apollo, I won’t tell a soul. Apollo helped me, and he deserves my secrecy forever. But the only way that is going to happen is for me to accept and release this guilt. I must.

“I’m not going to let anyone hurt you again.” Phoenix’s voice softens. “I can protect you. Even if I can’t make your nightmares go away.”

He reaches out his hand, and I take it, grasping it tightly. I know what I’m getting myself into, but I don’t care. I’ll do anything to be free from this fear, this constant sense of impending doom.

“Come upstairs with me. It could help you sleep by not being alone,” he says.

“I don’t want to be a bu⁠—”

“It’s not a request.” His eyes narrow in on me. “I’m not going to stay up all night and listen to you have one nightmare after another.”

My breath catches, and for a moment I’m frozen. I want to run away, but his dominance silences the flight.

I draw a deep breath, savoring the feeling of warmth and security. I don’t know why I feel so safe with him, but I do. I let out a long sigh of relief.

Just then, a chill runs up my spine, and I know he can sense it. He takes a step forward and looks at me with a concerned expression. “What’s wrong?”

The words freeze in my throat as I try to think of what to say. I don’t want to tell him about my fears, about how I’m scared of being hurt again. It’s too personal, too raw.

But he’s already seen through my defense. His voice is gentle and understanding as he presses further. “I’m not the one you need to be afraid of.”

The sincerity in his voice is comforting, and I begin to relax again.

As he leads me out of the room, I am aware I could be making a deal with the devil. He’s a Godwin. I know what that means. Everyone on the island knows what that means.

Gods or Devils—basically the same thing.

But in this moment, it’s a deal I am willing to make. Because with Phoenix by my side, I am safe. And that’s all that matters. No one can enter the attic without Phoenix knowing. Something tells me even nightmares aren’t allowed.

Phoenix leads me up the narrow staircase toward the manor’s attic. My sense of unease increases as we climb higher and higher. But I trust him. Everything in my gut tells me I do. As we reach the top of the stairs, he pushes open a door, and I’m greeted with a dimly lit room. What catches my attention is the bed is now in the center of the attic. The large four-poster bed with crisp white sheets and fluffy pillows looks like a sanctuary. He’s fixed up the space since the last time I came up here.

“No more nightmares, dove,” Phoenix says, as he guides me toward the bed. “It’s safe here. No one can hurt you.”

A sense of relief washes over me as I sit down on the bed. The sheets are soft and cool against my skin, and I release a sigh of contentment.

“Lie down,” Phoenix says, as he tucks me into the bed. “Close your eyes and rest. I’ll stay awake until you fall asleep.”

I do as he says, my body easing into the mattress. I should be worried about what’s to come, about what he expects from me in return for this help. No one can be this nice out of the kindness of their heart. My life has taught me that much. But in this moment, I don’t care. I feel safe, and that’s all that matters.

But as my mind starts to wander, I remember all the times I’ve been hurt in the past. All the times I’ve been taken advantage of or manipulated. A pang of fear pierces my chest, and I worry that Phoenix is no different, that he, too, is trying to take advantage of me in some way.

My breathing starts to pick up pace, and my heart races as I try to process these thoughts. I want to trust him, to feel safe, but I can’t ignore the doubts that are creeping in. Fear slowly overtakes me as I grapple with this inner conflict.

I lie there in silence, my mind spinning as I struggle to make sense of my conflicting emotions. I want to believe that Phoenix means well, that he truly wants to protect me, but I’m so scared of trusting the wrong person again. Of being hurt over and over.

I draw a deep breath and try to steady myself. I can’t live my life in fear, and if I’m ever going to move on from my past, I need to find a way to open up again. I need to force myself to take a leap of faith and trust Phoenix, believing that he won’t hurt me.

My heart feels like it’s being torn in two. I want to stay and enjoy this brief moment of peace, but at the same time, my mind is screaming at me to get away while I still can. I’m so confused, so scared.

As I drift off to sleep, I can feel Phoenix’s presence in the room. He’s here, watching over me, keeping me safe from the nightmares that haunt me. And for now, that’s enough.

I wake a few times throughout the night and notice Phoenix asleep in the nearby leather chair. He’s facing the bed, still watching over me. Staying near, but not assuming he may come lie in the bed with me.

He’s a gentleman. Not a monster.

And he’s watching.

And I like it.


Chapter
Twelve

PHOENIX


“We need to get out of the house. It’s been a beautiful day, and we’ve spent it cooped up,” Ani says, holding back the sheer curtains of the attic window.

“It’s still beautiful inside,” I argue. And it is because of her. She’s stunning, the sun behind her framing her in a golden-yellow glow. She’s a masterpiece in the flesh.

“The sun is going to set soon. We missed the day.”

“The sun sets every day. Nothing special when it does.”

“Phoenix… Sometimes you need to take in the small and simple pleasures. Mother Nature gives us that. You can’t stay locked up in this house forever. I worry about you, just as I know you worry about me,” Ani says softly, turning to regard me. Her eyes are so kind and understanding, and I feel my resolve crumbling, but I’m still hesitant to venture outside. “Vitamin D. We need to actually feel the light once in a while.”

“I’ll get you some chewables,” I say. “Orange juice and stuff.”

She glances over her shoulder at me and sighs. “Phoenix…”

“I can’t keep you safe if we’re not here. You say Mark is gone for good, but there is no way of really knowing that. I haven’t had time to speak with Apollo and put some additional security in place. I want to know exactly where Mark ended up so we can keep a close eye on him.”

The smile and softness on her face disappear immediately. Shadows and sadness take over. “He’s gone. Trust me. He’s gone.”

“But until I know that for sure, we stay here.”

Ani takes a step closer to me, closing the gap between us. She places her delicate hands on my shoulders and looks me in the eye. “Phoenix, you were my protector last night, my knight in shining armor. You made me feel safer and more cared for yesterday than I have in my entire life. So, let me repay the favor. Let’s get you outside and knock down these prison walls you’ve made for yourself.”

She pauses to see if I’ll respond, but I simply watch her, tempted to go against everything inside of me that screams stay.

“Besides,” she adds. “If you say no, then I’ll just have to go for a walk on the beach by myself, and maybe someone will steal me away forever. Maybe the Kraken will rise from the sea and take me to the depths of the ocean.”

Though she’s teasing, I feel a pull of possessiveness at the thought of how easily she could be taken away from me, just like that.

She crosses her arms and gives me an exasperated look. “I know you don’t like going outside, and I understand. I’m not judging you in the slightest, but if we just stay here in the attic, we’ll miss out on so much life has to offer.”

I say nothing, but I’m watching the persistence in her eyes and finding it endearing.

“What if we go to Seattle? You said you have a penthouse there, right?” she suggests. “We’d still be alone. We still would be inside... safe. But we’d have a change of scenery from the attic. Maybe I could start looking for a job there and⁠—”

“No,” I answer gruffly, feeling constriction on my insides. I’m not ready to see her moving on with her life. Not yet. It’s too soon.

Ani is undeterred, her voice gentle and patient. “What about the beach? We could take a leisurely walk, and we wouldn’t have to worry about crowds. There’s no one around. It’s your land. It’s private.”

I take a deep breath, and my heart beats faster as I consider the possibility. I’m content being in the attic day and night, but she clearly is clawing at the walls and needs fresh air.

“Okay,” I answer. “We can go to the beach. On Godwin private land only.”

Her face brightens with surprise as she grins and rushes to give me a hug, her body so tiny compared to mine. “You won’t regret it.” Her voice is full of warmth and reassurance.

I nod, already regretting my decision but also knowing there is no backing down now.

She takes my hand and leads me out of the attic, down the stairs and out the front door. We walk together, our steps in sync, until we reach the beach.

The salty air greets us, and I inhale deeply. Ani stands beside me, looking out at the vast ocean expanse.

“This is amazing,” she says in awe. “It’s like a painting.”

We walk along the beach, feeling the sand beneath our feet. It is strange but invigorating to be out in the world again after so many years of staying inside the attic. One second, I like it, the next I don’t.

Ani looks up at me from time to time with a sparkle in her eye; she’s clearly enjoying herself. It’s nice to see that something so simple can bring her such joy. I stay close, watching her as she takes in the sights and sounds all around us. For the first time in months, a sense of peace washes over me, and I’m glad we ventured out. The rush of the waves lulls me into calmness, and I relax as Ani and I walk side by side along the shore.

We find a spot to sit and watch the sun set.

Ani wraps her arm around me, and I let myself feel the warmth of her embrace.

“Thank you,” she says, as the sun sets beneath the horizon.

“I can’t always expect you to want to stay inside,” I answer.

“Not just about the walk,” she says. “For everything. For giving me a place to stay. For making me feel safe for the first time in my life. For not judging me for my past and who I was. Allowing me the time to figure out who I am now.”

I nod, and Ani squeezes me tighter.

For a long time, we sit on a large piece of driftwood in silence, watching the stars come out in the night sky. The full moon is going to light our path back or I’d be nervous about her getting hurt climbing the hill back to the manor. Although I do see some storm clouds coming in, so I consider telling her we need to cut this short, but I also don’t want to spoil the mood—her mood.

Ani leans her head against my shoulder. I turn to meet her gaze, and it is full of understanding and contentment. It’s almost as if she likes me. Likes the real me. We remain as we are for what feels like an eternity, just being in each other’s presence and savoring the moments.

Ani speaks up softly. “I’m so glad we took this walk. It was exactly what I needed. And I think that even though you may sit here and act grumpy, you enjoyed yourself, too. But I like your grumpy.” She looks up at me with a small smile on her face that tells me she means every word.

Warmth spreads through my chest as I squeeze her hand in response. “I like your light. It helps with my dark.”

Ani squeezes my hand lightly before standing up and stretching her arms above her head. “I think I’m ready to go home now.” Her voice is quiet but determined.

I nod, and we make our way down the beach to where we started. I’m happy to be heading back to a place it’ll be safe.

Ani looks at me, as if she’s reading my mind. “You know... it’s possible to be safe outside, too.”

I grunt in response.

Ani just smiles back, her expression full of understanding. I take her hand, and together we make our way back to the attic. But she stops midway and points in the distance. “Look, a lighthouse. I don’t remember seeing that before.”

I glance over. “It’s on Godwin land. You wouldn’t have seen it or visited it before.”

Her eyes widen. “Then let’s go see it now.” She tugs my hand. “Come on.”

“I thought the plan was to head back.”

“Plans can change. Especially when adventure awaits.”


Chapter
Thirteen

PHOENIX


Rain erupts from the sky with zero warning, but Ani refuses to head home. Going against every fiber in my body that wants to return to the attic where it is secure and dry, I keep going. For her. I’m doing this for her.

I take her hand in mine and lead her up the lighthouse stairs, our footsteps echoing in the silence. The storm outside rages on, but inside, it’s as if we’re in our own little world. As we reach the top, we step out onto the platform and look out at the sea below. The waves are crashing against the rocks, the wind is howling, but we’re safe in our little cocoon.

I pull her close, wrapping my arms around her and holding her tightly. I don’t want her to slip and fall. Nothing can happen to her.

She leans into me, and we stand there, watching the storm rage on. It’s as if the storm outside reflects the storm inside me. I like Ani… more than I should.

We take a moment to appreciate the amazing vista. Miles and miles of rolling waves sparkle silver beneath the full moon below us. The sky glows with the stars and brightness of the moon, with storm clouds drifting by like otherworldly entities. The air is cool, yet salty, as if an alchemist had crafted it himself.

Somewhere in the distance, a lone seagull cries out, its piercing call breaking the spell and reminding me who I’m standing next to.

I pull away enough to look into her eyes, and I know that whatever happens next, I want to be with her. Leaning down, I press my lips to hers, and in that moment, the storm outside fades away and it’s just the two of us, lost in our own little world.

I wrap my arms around her tighter and lift her off the ground, pressing her body to mine as our lips lock together. It isn’t a tender kiss; it’s an assertion of my claim on her.

She’s mine.

I use one hand to bring her face even closer. “You’ve unlocked something wild inside me, and I can’t get enough of you. You’ve only given me a taste, and now I want more.”

The tension between us is electric, and I’m filled with a desperate urge I can’t explain. The passage of time fades away as we stare deeply into each other’s eyes. I’m swept away by the power of this moment, wishing it will never end. Finally, our lips part, and the spell is broken.

We pause, acknowledging the gravity of our interaction.

My words sound foreign to me when I whisper, “What is this?”

She looks away and inhales deeply. “I don’t know, but I don’t want it to end just yet.”

The realization that she also feels it, hits me like a bolt of lightning. I have been aware of our powerful chemistry, but until this moment, I haven’t comprehended how much we have connected.

I must kiss her again. It deepens as I press her closer. Her body is warm where it presses against mine, and the heat of desire that courses through my veins. In this moment, I realize that I’ve been fighting an urge to take what I want from her all along. For the first time in my life, I’m keeping a possession that matters to me. Ani is mine, and I’ll no longer try to deny it.

Without asking for permission, I part her lips with my tongue and explore her mouth with an urgency that feels almost primal. Our tongues move together like two lovers in perfect harmony, and it feels as if nothing else exists but us in this moment of passion. Nothing else matters. We are completely lost in each other’s embrace until eventually our lips part, and we slump exhaustedly against one another.

For a long time afterward we just stand there, caught up in the afterglow of our passionate embrace until finally Ani pulls away and looks into my eyes.

“I want to keep you, Phoenix Godwin,” she says softly, laying her head on my chest as she wraps her arms around me tightly once more.

I nod solemnly in agreement, understanding all too well the repercussions of these words. Yes, Ani is mine now, and she actually wants to keep me as hers.

“Why are you shaking?” Ani asks me.

My hands tremble as I caress her face. “I’m trying to hold back.” I feel as if I’m swimming against a tidal wave of darkness.

“Hold back? From what?”

“I’m trying to be gentle. You deserve soft and light, but I don’t know how to be anything but rough and hard.”

“Don’t hold back,” she whispers. “Be you. Unleash the monster you claim to be. I’m wanting him. I’m wanting you.”

My body aches to do as she asks, and I let go, giving myself up to the darkness with a feral growl. Lifting Ani up in my arms, I take her inside the lighthouse.

She looks up at me, eyes wide and trusting, “I don’t break, Phoenix. I can’t be broken. Many have tried.”

My body quivers in anticipation, and I press my lips against hers. The heat of her body envelops me, awakening something primal inside me. I let go, allowing my untamed nature to take over. Our movements become more passionate and relentless.

I take a deep breath as the darkness within me takes over. My muscles tense. As I look deeply into Ani’s eyes, a transformative energy shifts within me. It’s like electricity running through my veins. It’s like I’m standing on the edge of a precipice, ready to jump into the unknown.

“You can always be broken.” I’m not sure if I mean the words to sound like the warning they are.

Ani’s eyes blaze with a hunger that I recognize. “Yes.” Her voice is a whisper in the night. “Break me. Give me everything you have.”

Giving in to the urge, I tighten my grip of Ani with the need ravage her body. I kiss her hungrily as I explore every inch of her curves. She shivers underneath me, her body arching to meet my every touch. Her passion grows as the heat radiates off her. Our movements become faster and more intense, our desire rising ever higher.

Fighting the urge to go any further, I place her on her feet and cross the room, creating distance between us. The splash of cold-water action leaves me breathless.

“I’m too big. You’re too small. I’ll truly break you,” I say as I run my fingers through my hair, looking out the window at the sea below.

Ani steps close to me. I feel her warmth against my back as she wraps her arms around my torso. “You won’t hurt me. I can take it. I want to take it. To take you.”

I turn to face her, my heart pounding. Ani’s eyes are burning with an intensity I’ve never seen before. I can feel the fire of her soul, and all the passion that she holds within her. I know my answer before I even say it.

“We need to stop. We can’t do this right now.” I glance outside at the growing storm. “We need to head back to the house. It’s really raging outside.”

Ani sighs, her body deflating in disappointment. But she nods in understanding, and I’m grateful for her respect. She steps back, giving me space to breathe.

We stand there for a long time, just looking at each other. The energy between us is obvious, no matter how much I try to fight it.

But right now, I need to keep her safe. Back in my attic. Safe.


Chapter
Fourteen

ANI


Another long day and night passes, and I can clearly see that Phoenix is doing his best to avoid me. He claims work is keeping him busy, but I know better. We got too close, too fast, and I’ve scared him the fuck away. I can’t say I blame the man. It’s scared me, too.

Before I can wallow any more in my thoughts, my phone rings, and I know it’s Daphne before I even answer. She’s the only one who has this number. Frankly, she’s the only person I know. The realization of just how alone I am is truly sinking in.

“Hi, sis.” I try to keep the sadness out of my voice.

“It’s official,” she announces. “We are moving into the house! It’s ours. My dream house is ours.”

“I’m so happy for you. You deserve this.”

She pauses. Since I’ve not been able to hide the underlying sadness in my tone, she has picked up on it. “What’s wrong? How are you feeling?”

“Nothing. I’m good.” I swallow to try to mask my voice some more. “And I’m extremely happy for you.”

“How are you feeling?”

“I’m fully recovered. In fact, I’ve spent the day looking for some work.”

“On Heathens Hollow?”

“I considered Seattle, but I have no real experience, and I think I have a better chance getting something on the island,” I say.

“Let me help you,” she offers. “I’m sure Apollo can get you something at Medusa. Even if it’s not the best job, it will get your foot in the door, and you can work your way up.”

“Daphne… I’m not going to accept⁠—”

“Just think about it,” she says. “You can talk to Apollo tonight. He’s heading to Olympus to check on things. I’d come, but I’m meeting with the interior designer for the house first thing in the morning, and I want to get some concepts together. I hope you don’t mind.”

“Of course not. I don’t want you worrying about me.” Will she ever listen to my request? “I’m fine. Truly.”

“I feel like such a bad sister,” she says. “I’ve been so preoccupied with my life—s”

“Stop. I kept telling you that you were smothering me. And you were. I have to learn to stand on my own two feet. I know you mean well, but you need to give me space.”

There’s a pause on her end. I know my sister well enough that she’s wanting to tell me something but summoning the courage to do so.

“Spill it,” I say. “What did you really call to tell me?”

“I wasn’t sure the right time to tell you, considering everything you’re going through, but…” There’s another pause. “I’m pregnant.”

“Oh my god,” I squeal as elation erupts inside me. “Oh my god!”

I wish she was standing right in front of me so I can hug her.

“It’s still early, but Apollo and I decided to tell our family only. Get further along before we really tell people.”

“I’m so happy for you. I really am.” I know why she has been hesitant about telling me. The fact that Mark made me lose that baby nearly destroyed me. But I truly have healed in both body and mind. “I’m not sad, Daph. I don’t want you walking on eggshells around me. Everything happens for a reason. I wasn’t meant to have that baby, and I’ve come to terms with that. My time will come. But for now, it’s your time. And I can’t wait to be an auntie.”

“I can’t wait. Truly. And Apollo is over the moon. He’s such a doting father already. He talks to my belly. I’m really happy. Really happy.”

“A shopping trip is in our future,” I offer. “But first get that house set up. Save the nursery for me, though. I want to help.”

“Deal. And please consider my offer about the job, and we can talk more about it in a couple of days. You aren’t in any rush to make any big decisions right now. Take this time to figure out what you want. You get a chance at starting over. What do you want your new future to look like?”

We say our goodbyes, and I’m left pondering my sister’s question. What do I want my future to look like?

Growing up, I never had any big dreams or ambitions. I simply wanted to be a wife, maybe a mother, and live a comfortable life. I didn’t shoot big, and I’m still not sure I want to. I simply want to feel safe, secure, and know I have the ability to support myself. But even that right now feels as if I’m shooting for the stars.

Needing a distraction and to focus my mind on anything but me and my fucked-up situation, I return to my trusty hole in the floor and pull out a journal so I can read some more of Freya’s story. I pick up a different journal in the hope that maybe something good is in another diary entry since the other one was dark as fuck.

After settling on my bed, I dive in.
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Dear Diary,

I watched my son whip himself beneath the tree of forgiveness today. The willow tree on the edge of the cliff has become a staple in our family. I hate it.

It’s not the first time I’ve peered down from my bedroom window at one of my children punishing themselves for one of their crimes. Troy didn’t believe in punishing the children. He believed it was on them to conduct their own penance. So like a highly devout Catholic priest, Phoenix rained the leather down upon his bare back. The sound of the leather striking his skin echoed through the night air, and I could feel the pain in my own chest. Watching him take on this burden as his penance was heartbreaking. He shed tears with each lash and no matter how much I wanted to, I couldn’t stop him.

I wanted desperately to run down, to stop him from this self-inflicted torture. But something kept me from doing so, some force stopped me from interfering. I heard a voice whisper into my ear that this was how it was meant to be.

It was the way of the Godwin family.

But even as I watched, I could feel a darkness gathering around the tree. Its tendrils snaking towards my son and wrapping around him as if to embrace him in a cold embrace. I felt an eerie chill run down my spine as I watched Phoenix take his last lash of the whip, standing tall before the tree as if nothing was amiss.

The sensation of dread only grew as I watched the night sky darken, casting a menacing shadow across the entire yard. It was as if the gods were watching, waiting for something to unfold. Something that I could only guess would be far more sinister than any punishment Phoenix could ever dream up for himself.

I watched in horror as Phoenix spread rice from the nearby bucket along the ground. His back was still red from the earlier beating, but he didn’t seem to be deterred by that. Instead, he calmly pulled up his pants to his lower thigh and kneeled down on the ground.

His movements were deliberate and smooth, almost as if this was a ritual he had done many times before.

My son was so brave in the face of pain and remorse. He acknowledged his mistakes and sought atonement for them through self-sacrifice. I found myself inexplicably proud of him for this even though I wanted nothing more than to run out there and stop him from hurting himself further.

Maybe I’m just as demented as his father.

He began to mutter words I could not understand. He lifted his arms towards the heavens above, his eyes closed in concentration, his body shaking and wracked with sobs. I could feel the emotions emanating from him, feel his sorrow and remorse as if they were my own. His anguished plea cut through the night air, a plea for forgiveness that would not be granted.

And then, with a heavy heart, I turned away from the window and went to bed, hoping that whatever future awaited my son, it would be one he could bear.
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Jesus. Fucking. Christ.

What kind of mother would allow this? What kind of father would expect this? What could a boy do that would make him feel he needed to seek penance? Although I grew up in an abusive household, something about this seems so much worse. I feel for Phoenix, but it also helps me understand him more. Maybe that’s why our connection is so strong. The pain of our past is pulling us together.

Not wanting to read any more about Phoenix and the abuse he went through, I skip a few pages of the journal, with the intention of reading something else. Anything other than the awful tree of forgiveness that remains on the property even now.

Why hasn’t anyone chopped it down?
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Dear Diary,

I watched my husband attack his brother today. I wasn’t surprised as I’ve always seen the hatred Troy has for Leander. But today... if it wasn’t for Ares stepping in between the two of them, I fear they would have fought to the death.

The tension in the room was palpable and everyone in the family was on edge, expecting a fight to break out at any moment. We all breathed a collective sigh of relief when Ares stepped in and stopped the violence.

But I feel as if this is just the beginning of something terrible. I feel a darkness looming over us, like a storm cloud waiting to unleash its full power. I’m afraid what will come next.

“Medusa Enterprises is mine,” Troy said. “Mine.”

“And Poseidon is mine,” Leander boomed back. “You stay in Seattle, and I’ll stay in Heathens Hollow.”

“Poseidon is only a division of Medusa Enterprises,” Troy said as he took a menacing step toward Leander.

“I don’t give a fuck. You manage your part of the business, and I’ll manage mine,” Leander countered.

I could feel the hatred between them, and it was so thick that I almost couldn’t breathe. The thought of these two coming to blows was terrifying. Troy had always been hot-tempered, but Leander was no slouch either. I knew that if they did actually fight, one of them could easily get seriously hurt.

And then Apollo stepped in. He said something calming, something that made both brothers pause and take a deep breath. He spoke in a gentle yet firm tone, reminding them that they were Godwins and that they needed to be more reasonable. There was plenty of the family legacy to go around. Apollo reminded them that their father, Cronus, wouldn’t want them to divide the family empire. That they should fight their enemies united.

I was thankful that Apollo and Ares were there, but I was still filled with so much dread. I have a feeling that this won’t be the last time I’ll see Troy and Leander face off.
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Damn. This family is fucked up.

Growing up on Heathens Hollow, where Poseidon is the main industry for the workers here, we have always known that Leander Godwin is the king. He isn’t a man to mess with, and everyone knows that Poseidon isn’t exactly on the up and up, though no one, not even the sheriff will question him.

I glance up at the clock. I’ve been reading for longer than I intended, but it’s so captivating. It’s truly a book I can’t put down. I don’t know if it’s just that I’m entertained or if I’m actually trying to find out more about Phoenix. Maybe deep down, I’m trying to find something that can help me connect to the man more, rather than having him push me away.
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Dear Diary,

My son hasn’t left his room in days. I know it’s normal for pre-teen boys to be moody, sullen, even distant. But Phoenix is different. He hasn’t left the house in I don’t know how long, and he seems content to simply be locked away within the walls of Olympus Manor.

I don’t know what it is about this house, but it feels as if I’m suffocating. I want nothing more than to leave... even though I can’t. And Phoenix wants nothing more than to stay. He seems to get comfort from the darkness of our home.

I don’t understand what’s happening. I try to talk to Phoenix, to get him to open up and tell me what’s wrong. But he just closes himself off. I can see the sadness in his eyes, but I can’t seem to reach him. He’s too far away.

My heart aches for him, yet I know I can’t fix it. I have to stand by helplessly as my son struggles through this pain that he won’t or can’t put into words. No matter how hard I try, my words always fall on deaf ears. It’s as if he’s surrounded by invisible walls that I can never seem to break down.

Sometimes I hate this place. The walls seem to be closing in on me more and more each day. I can feel the darkness of its secrets seeping out from the shadows. I want nothing more than to leave, to escape this feeling of being caged. But at the same time, I’m not ready to leave my children.

My son’s always watching. Studying. Maybe Phoenix knows something that I don’t. Maybe he knows why we can’t seem to escape this place. All I know is that his sadness seems to be rooted in this house, and I don’t know how to help him.

I’ve tried to be strong for him, but it’s hard. I feel like I’m failing as a parent, like I’m not able to provide him with the comfort he needs. I just wish I knew what was going on inside his head. I’m just trying to do my best, and yet it’s not enough.

I fear for the future. I fear for what will happen to my son when we finally leave this place. Will he be able to find the happiness he deserves? Or will the darkness of this house follow us wherever we go?
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As soon as I’ve closed the journal, I place it back in the hole. Wiping a tear that falls from my eye, I fight the urge to run upstairs to the attic to give the man a hug and tell him I’ll be the sunshine to his midnight, but I’m not sure that’s even possible.


Chapter
Fifteen

PHOENIX


“Come on, brother. I thought you left this place,” Apollo says as he enters the attic, inspecting every inch with his judging eyes. “I thought you were hiding out in that apartment of yours in Seattle.”

“I still have the Seattle home,” I say, “but I like it here better.”

Apollo heads over to the window and stares down at the land below. He doesn’t need to tell me he’s staring at the tree of forgiveness for me to know where his eyes are locked.

“I don’t see how you could. I don’t know why anyone in this family would want to keep coming back to this house.” He turns and looks at me. “How long have you been here?”

What he’s really asking is if I have been here in the attic the entire time he was with Daphne while they created their demon child.

“There weren’t any cameras in your room, or the study, if that’s what you are wondering,” I say. “The last thing I wanted to see was you with her.”

“Careful,” he warns, subtly telling me that attacking his wife is not a good idea.

I have no desire to fight with my brother. “I’m glad you’re here. You are saving me a phone call.” I lean against the edge of the console with my arms crossed. “I need you to help me hunt down Ani’s ex. I want him killed. Actually, I want to do it myself.”

Apollo turns his head slowly, his eyes narrowing. “You’ve never been the killer in the family, brother.”

“Ares is dead, so it’s not like I can ask him to do it.”

He nods slowly. “Still. Killing someone isn’t in your nature.”

“It is if it means keeping Ani safe. Guaranteeing it. My job in this family is security. So I need to do whatever it takes to make that happen.”

“Ani isn’t family.”

“Close enough,” I counter.

Apollo remains quiet for several moments, studying my face. No doubt he is reading just how serious I am. “The ex is dead. No need to worry about that any longer.”

“What do you mean dead?” I ask.

“Dead. Let’s leave it there.”

“No. We aren’t going to leave it there. How do you know he’s dead?” Ani made no mention of him no longer being alive, and surely she would know if that were true.

“It’s a long story,” Apollo begins with a sigh, “but Daphne asked a favor of me. For her sister. She wanted the ex to be killed, and after what I saw he did to Ani, I made it happen.”

“You killed him?” Apollo’s not normally the killer in the family either, but then again, his twin brother who was the killer died, so I suppose he felt the role fell to him.

“Yes. And the less you know, or anyone knows, the better.”

This was the way Ares used to work. He told no one of the details when he made a hit. Clearly, Apollo has taken notes from our brother.

“Does Ani know you killed him?”

Apollo nods. “Yes, but not all the details.”

My disbelief is quickly morphing to rage. Why wouldn’t she tell me? Why would she lie? She told me he was gone. Not dead. Just gone.

“And Daphne knows you killed him?”

Apollo nods. “And before you start bashing my wife and telling me she’ll turn me in to the police⁠—”

“Again,” I snap. “Turn you in to the police again, brother.” My hands shake, so I put them in my pocket to try to control my emotions. I don’t want my brother to see me lose my shit. “That woman nearly destroyed our family. And you just handed her the tools to do it again. Her sister, too. Those two women now have the ability to hurt the Godwin family again.”

“It’s not going to happen.”

“They are both a security risk!” The heat in my face, the shaking of my hands, and the way my breathing feels it’s seizing is betraying just how furious I am. “I oversee security. Don’t you think I should have been made aware of this? Where the fuck is the body?”

“Taken care of,” Apollo says calmly. “There’s nothing for you to worry about.”

“Except the two women in this situation who are not Godwins.”

“Daphne is my wife. She is a Godwin. And I was doing her sister a favor. Ani will never turn against me. Plus, it would mean putting her and her sister in jail, too, if she did.” He takes a step toward me and places a hand on my shoulder. “There’s nothing to worry about. I know how to clean up my messes.”

“And what does Father say about this? Athena?” I ask.

“They don’t know, and we’ll keep it that way.” Apollo’s eyes darken in warning.

“Because you know they’d want both those women killed to keep this from spreading like a goddamn disease.”

“I told you it’s taken care of. It’s over. Done.”

I don’t like being blindsided. Of being kept in the dark, completely unaware. And that is exactly what has happened.

And Ani… I trusted her.

I thought she was genuine. Honest. Someone I could open up to.

Lava erupts in my gut, and I have never been more relieved when Apollo says, “I need to get back to Seattle tonight.”

That would explain why the helicopter is still on the pad rather than flying back to Seattle.

“But I wanted to tell you in person that I’m going to be a father,” he adds.

“Congratulations,” I say between clenched teeth. “Athena told me.”

“I figured she did. But still. It’s news I wanted to tell you face to face.” He pauses. “I’m happy, Phoenix. It’s a rare emotion in our family, I know. But I am genuinely happy.”

He remains in place. I don’t know if he’s waiting for me to bust out the cigars or something, but I have nothing to offer him. I’m not happy. I’m fucking furious.

Daphne trapped him. She trapped us all.

The minute Apollo leaves, and the blades of the chopper are swirling, I march to Ani’s room. I can’t see straight. The ringing in my ears is deafening. There is a traitor in my sanctuary, and I must get rid of the cancer now.

She jumps as I open the door. “Phoenix? Is everything okay?” She doesn’t move, which is a good thing. It’s smart to remain very still when face to face with a beast.

“I’m going to ask you something, and I want the truth.” I’m giving her an option to try to fix this situation, if that’s even possible.

“Okay…”

“Where is your ex?”

She licks her lips, swallows. “I told you. Gone. Why are you bringing him up again? I don’t want to think about him for another second.”

“Where is gone?” I press.

She shrugs and avoids eye contact with me. “I don’t know. Baja maybe. He has a brother there. My guess is he’s riding dirt bikes and drinking cheap Mexican beer.”

And there it is. Ani Parker is a liar.

Controlling emotions has never been one of my strong suits. However, up until this very second, rage and fury were not emotions I had often experienced. Usually, there was something darker inside of me that sort of numbed those feelings, allowing me to take a step back and observe the world around me with a disaffected calm. But not now.

The sight of her sitting on the bed, her small frame filling the space with a betraying energy, is enough to ignite a fire in my heart I have never known before. Ani and her sister could now be the source of all my family’s pain if they open their mouths, the ones responsible for shattering the Godwin name into a million pieces.

Daphne and Ani have all the power.

My hands tremble as I clench them into fists. I want so desperately to lash out, to give in to my anger, but I’ve never been violent toward a woman. I don’t want to start now.

Slowly, I step forward and speak. “You are a liar,” I seethe, my voice deceptively steady despite the emotions raging inside of me. “I just spoke with Apollo.” I lean towards her, my face towering over hers. “You are a liar. I detest liars.”

Ani doesn’t say anything right away, but she scrutinizes me with a calculating calm. After a few tense moments, she speaks. “This wasn’t just my secret to tell. It involved your brother, my sister.”

“I trusted you.” Saying the words feels as if I am vomiting.

“I’m sorry, Phoenix. Truly. I didn’t mean to lie to you.”

“But you did.”

Ani looks away, her expression a mix of guilt and sorrow. Her silence speaks louder than any words she could say. She’s clearly struggling to come up with a valid excuse for lying to me multiple times. And even if she’s truly sorry, it’s too late. The damage is done.

“Get out of the house now,” I boom, my voice vibrating in my chest. “Now. You have ten minutes to gather your stuff.” I spin and storm out of the room.

She calls out behind me, “Phoenix, wait. Please. I’m sorry.”

I pause in the hallway, feeling a pang of guilt by simply throwing her out of the house in the night with the rain coming down in sheets.

“Phoenix,” she says again as she runs to the doorway. “Let me make this right. I’m sorry. I truly am. You’re right. I did lie.”

I snap my head around and glare at her. “It’s more than just that. My family can’t allow danger to enter our bubble, and you delivered it on a motherfucking silver platter. You put my brother at risk. Because of you, he risked everything.”

“I didn’t ask Apollo to kill him!”

“But your sister did. And for that, you must pay the consequence. You both will.”

“What do you mean by that?”

“Your sister has caused issues for this family for the last time. If no one else will do something about it, I sure as hell will.”

“Please, stop and listen to me. Everything happened so fast that day. Mark had—” Her voice cracks and she looks up at me with big wide eyes. “I’m sorry.”

“Words aren’t enough,” I counter. “Consequences and actions are how the Godwins respond. Your sister has already been alive longer than she should have.”

She takes a step toward me. “Fine! This was my mess. Allow me to face the consequences. Not my sister! I’ll do whatever you want.” She pauses, looks toward the bedroom window through the doorway, then takes a deep breath. “I’ll pay my penance if it means you trust me again. If it means you don’t go after my sister. After me. Let me prove to you that my sister and I will never do harm to your family. Let me prove to you that I never meant for you to feel this way. Never.”

Ani has the ability to hold a noose around my neck. She’s strangling me with her pleas. She’s fucking pulling the air right out of me.

“Out of this house. Now,” I demand.

I march downstairs and pop my head in the kitchen where the staff are working, acting as if they haven’t heard a single word of the commotion. They are used to keeping Godwin secrets. Years of being in this den of sin is enough to school them that they keep their heads down and their ears closed.

Behind me, I can hear Ani scurrying down the stairs to leave. I issue some orders for them, and they act on my commands immediately. I then turn to head to the foyer where Ani is, putting on her shoes that she had left by the door. She has a backpack slung over her shoulder, and I know—without even checking—that she didn’t dare pack a single thing I bought her. She’s leaving the house with nothing.

She’s kneeling on the ground, which makes my height over her even more ominous.

Ani scurries to her feet. “I really am sorry I lied to you. I would never want to hurt you. Not after how kind you were to me. Especially after what we just… had.”

Her fucking words are stabbing my heart. But even through the pain, my rage is still there. I had tried to contain the monster inside of me for her. I had tried to behave. To be the man who could take romantic walks on the beach. And look what that got me. Lies. Nothing but lies.

Chaos of thoughts swirl in my head. So many thoughts. So many fucking thoughts.

Is there a way to fix all this? Can we turn back time to where she and I are alone on the top of the lighthouse?

I want it back. I want it back so fucking much.

But I let down my guard with Ani. I became soft with her. Weak. Never. Fucking. Again.

She’s a liar. A liar.

And her sister, and that fucking Godwin baby…

But I want it back. Ani back. I want my sunlight back. I do.

Is there a way to fix the wrong?

No. She’s a liar! Or…

Maybe…

She reaches for the door and something inside me makes me shout, “Stop!”

She freezes, turns to face me.

“If you are serious about suffering the consequences for your crimes,” I take a step toward her. “Then get back on your knees now.”

Without hesitation… she does.


Chapter
Sixteen
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I adjust my weight to relieve the pressure on my knees. The small movement is not a good idea, however. Phoenix, who now has a handful of my hair in his grasp, jerks me up to a standing position. The sting on my scalp has me crying out, but I don’t resist in any way.

“First rule,” he says between clenched teeth. “You do nothing without my permission. Nothing at all. I don’t care if you’re uncomfortable, in pain, or just in the mood to do something of your own free will. You won’t do anything without my direct order, or you will suffer the consequences. Liars, deceivers, and Parker girls get punished, and you will soon see just how severely.”

He pauses and waits for some type of response from me. I can’t talk. I’m so terrified I can only stare and nod. What type of consequences?

“Let me explain in more detail why you’re still here,” he begins. “I have graciously decided to grant you mercy. Of sorts. I believe in paying for your crimes, and that a girl like you can repent rather than just being shot between the eyes as any other Godwin would want me to do.”

“I didn’t mean to lie to you,” I begin as Phoenix still grips my hair by the roots. “It was a secret. One I didn’t feel you needed to know. It’s my darkness. I don’t have to share that.”

“Well you are about to see my darkness. And what happens when I’m betrayed.”

“Why are you being so mean?” I somehow get the courage to ask.

“Mean? Mean?” He pulls harder on my hair. “I was nice. I was so fucking nice. And look what that got me. A liar. It got me a fucking liar.”

“Are you going to kill me? Is that it? I told you I wouldn’t tell a soul. Not one.”

“A death sentence is not off the table, but you have a chance to remove it by being a good girl rather than a bad girl,” Phoenix says. “I’m not a man to say no to. Regardless of what your heart is screaming right now, your intelligent mind has already accepted the fact that you will have to pay a price. But life doesn’t have to be difficult here. It can be quite comfortable if you earn the comfort.”

“How do I earn the comfort?” I feel the first spark of hope since Phoenix learned of the murder.

Still holding my hair, Phoenix leads me to the stairs. “You have two choices every single day. To be a good girl or to be a bad girl. So, the choice really is up to you. Just as the choice of whether you would lie and deceive me was up to you. You clearly chose wrong, but hopefully when I’m done with you, you’ll never make that mistake again. And you are going to have to make the ultimate sacrifice.”

“What’s that?”

“Your body,” he states. “Your sister trapped my brother by becoming pregnant with his child. She’s bringing another Godwin into the world. He can’t act against her now. None of us truly can. So, as payback”—he locks gazes with me—“you are now going to be trapped with my baby.”

“What?” There is no way I heard that correctly.

“Tit for tat,” he says. “Your sister trapped my brother, and I’m going to counter the move by doing the same to her flesh and blood.”

“I don’t want to have your baby. Please. There has to be another way.” I try to turn my head to look at Phoenix in desperation but am rewarded with a sharp yank on my hair as he leads me up the stairs. “I’ll do anything else you want. I’ll go to the police and take the fall. I’ll claim that I did it and leave Apollo’s name out of the story completely. Anything. You don’t really want me to have your baby, do you? Or I’ll leave and disappear if you want. I swear that I’ll never betray your family. Please just tell me what I can do. Let me pay for what happened in some other way.” I stumble up the stairs to try to keep up with his stride.

Out of the corner of my eye, I can see Phoenix smirk. “Oh, you will pay. You will definitely pay.”

When we reach the landing, I try not to focus on the way my ears ring and my vision fades in and out as we go down the long, expansive hallway. My head spins as I try to process what he’s telling me. He was wanting to have sex with me for a different reason than just lust and attraction, and I’m to have his baby. This all seems so normal to him.

Simple.

A sentence issued for my crime.

“You will soon be the mother of my child. But before that day comes, you’ll need guidance, structure, and a firm hand to teach you right from wrong. I don’t want you to be the untrustworthy liar that you are.” Phoenix opens the guest bedroom door and shoves me across the threshold as he follows close behind. “Every single day, I will ask you the same question. Have you been a good girl or a bad girl? I hope you answer correctly.”

Looking around the room, it surprises me to see that it’s completely empty. There is no longer a single piece of furniture, a painting, curtains, or even a rug on the aged hardwood floor. The large, canopied bed mastering the room with lush bedding and pillows is gone. The floor-to-ceiling window draped with heavy velvet curtains is bare. Antique furniture that adorned the room and even the large oriental rug that covered most of the marred wooden floor now missing. The room was lovely, elegant, and welcoming, but no more. What I had is quite the opposite of what the reality currently is.

Bare. Completely bare.

I turn and look at the man who stands by the door watching me examine the room. “Where is the furniture?”

“I had the staff remove it all,” he says.

“Am I to stay in this room?” I’m almost too scared to ask this in fear of what I will hear.

He nods.

“But there is no furniture,” I say softly. Am I to be expected to sleep on the floor? What about my clothing and personal items?

“By doing every single thing I say without protest, you can start earning some items of comfort,” Phoenix explains. “If you argue or put up a fight, I’ll still do what I intended to do, but you will earn a consequence instead. Good girl versus bad girl.”

“What do you intend to do to me?” My voice cracks, and I think I might have to run to the bathroom and throw up.

“Have my baby. Behave,” Phoenix answers.

“And do I just stay in this room until the baby comes?”

Phoenix takes a step toward me. “Until you earn the comfort of exiting the room.” He reaches into a leather holder on his belt and pulls out a knife I haven’t seen before.

Did he bring it from the attic with the intent to use it on me?

The blade’s silver glimmers beneath the light cast by a small chandelier. “But it’s time we begin.” He takes another menacing step toward me as my heart stops. “Remove all your clothing.”

His command is accented by the heavy step of Phoenix circling to my left, as if I need a reminder of what will come if I say no.

I reach for the top button of my blouse and slowly unbutton it. “Am I to be a whore to you whenever you want?” I stare him directly in the eyes. “So, I have to fuck you at your beck and call? Is that what I’m understanding?”

Phoenix closes the distance between us and places the knife at the side of my neck, right below my earlobe. “Fucking you would give you pleasure. And the last thing I plan on doing to you right now is giving you pleasure.” He runs the knife along my collarbone and down until it reaches my fingertips holding the button of my blouse. He then forces the blade between the button and the fabric and starts plucking the buttons right off, disrobing me his way.

I remain perfectly still. The knife’s so close to my flesh that I worry the slightest move will have it slicing my skin instead of the blouse.

“I’ll put my seed in you many times. Over and over until the swell on your belly is evident,” Phoenix says as he uses the knife to cut through the thin band connecting my bra between my breasts.

He pauses and looks me directly in the eyes as the cool air kisses my now exposed nipples. Phoenix takes hold of the fabric and rips the bra off me.

Phoenix steps back. “Now, remove the rest of your clothes and stand naked before me. I will give you the first opportunity to earn an item of comfort.” When I don’t move right away, he raises one eyebrow. “You’ll be naked standing before me one way or the other. I’m giving you the opportunity to at least earn some comfort for the act. Your choice. Good girl or bad girl?” Phoenix crosses his arms against his chest, awaiting my answer.

Glancing at the knife in his hand, and then at the way his jaw clenches while he waits, I decide it best to do exactly as he wishes. At least for now. I have to regroup. Think everything through. I need time to process, but I need to be alive to do so. If all I have to do is stand naked before him, then so be it. Trying to not overthink or allow my pride to get in the way of my survival, I disrobe as fast as I can.

“Leave your panties on,” Phoenix instructs. “For now. I like the way they look on you. Delicate and sexy.”

I pause as his deep voice breaks my spell of compliance.

“Please don’t make me do this.” My voice quivers as much as my body does. Fresh tears erupt and run down my cheeks as I watch Phoenix, who maintains the cold expression he has had since the beginning.

He once again closes the distance between us and puts the knife under my chin so I have to look up into his blue eyes. He inhales deeply. “I love the way your tears smell against your cheeks.” He presses the tip of the knife into my skin, forcing a gasp to break free from my closed lips. He then darts his tongue past his lips and licks a trail up my cheek, collecting my tears for his tasting. “These will not be the last of your tears,” he nearly growls as he then lowers the knife to the edge of my panties.

“Please,” I say softly. Another sob breaks free. “I’ll do as you ask. I’m scared. Please don’t hurt me.”

The knife dips below the waistband of my panties and rests against my mound. The coolness of the steel against my intimate skin makes me gasp again as Phoenix brings his lips to my ear. “Stay still, Ani. It would be a shame to scar this pussy of yours.”

“Please…”

“You saw the nice part of me, and the one thing I’ve learned in my life, is that nice gets you nowhere. It fucking blindsides you. Godwins aren’t nice, and I have to remember that. You will remember that.”

He taps the metal of the knife against my clit, causing a surprising surge of sinful arousal. Horror at my captive situation, combined with my desire, weakens my knees. Beads of sweat form on my upper lip as I focus on not collapsing to the floor, thereby jamming the blade right through me.

“By the time I’m done with you, you’ll be the perfect partner and the perfect mother to our child. You belong to me now. I will be your master, your sir…” He pauses for a moment to examine my body from head to toe. He gives me a wicked look, clearly pleased with his thoughts of what that will mean. “I will be the man who controls every single breath you take and move you make. You were a bad, bad girl, Ani. But I can learn to be a forgiving man, and I know you will give me a beautiful baby. Another Godwin to take over the Medusa empire.”

He’s serious. This man is fucking serious.

“Do you understand what I’m saying, Ani?” Phoenix asks. “What my expectations are?”

I nod, trying to stay as still as I can while the knife resting on my pussy reminds me how precarious my situation is.

“Answer me the proper way,” Phoenix says firmly.

Not sure what he means exactly, I try to guess and reply, “Yes, sir.”

“Good girl.”

I swallow hard and with wide eyes try one last time to beg for mercy. “Please don’t do this. I swear I won’t say a single word to the police. I’ll go to jail. I’ll do whatever you want me to do. I won’t try to run away from you again. I promise you that I have learned my lesson. We don’t need to do this.”

“But we do,” Phoenix says.

“Please,” I plead as fresh tears fall. “I beg you.”

“You aren’t begging yet. Trust me. But you will. When I’m done with you, you’ll be begging for more. You’ll beg for my cock to be inside of you. You will plead with those tears in your eyes for my tongue to go lower and deeper. You will beg like a dirty girl. You will beg.” He presses the knife a little harder against my mound. “Now say it. Say yes, sir.”

“Yes, sir,” I whisper.

Who is this man? This isn’t the Phoenix Godwin I kissed not that long ago. I see my very own Jekyll and Hyde.

“Say it louder.” The knife goes even lower, rubbing my clit with the burn of seduction on its descent.

“Yes, sir!” I say louder as I tense. The sensation sets my body ablaze in arousal, but it’s so fucking wrong.

“Say it again and look me in the eyes like a good girl.”

I open my blurry, tear-filled eyes wide and stare at him. “Yes, sir.”

“Very good,” Phoenix says. “You just earned yourself a comfort item.”

Phoenix removes the knife and replaces it with the palm of his hand. Without warning, he inserts a finger into my pussy and begins pumping it in and out of me. “Look me in the eyes while I finger-fuck you,” he orders. “Get used to seeing my face when I make you come.”

I gasp as I struggle to not close my legs in an attempt to protect my virtue. Tears of indignity run down my face as I also fight the urge to grind against his hand to drive him deeper inside me.

Another finger is added to my degradation. Two fingers, but only my one tiny hole now being raided.

He spreads me wide as he claims what is now his. I want to scream, to demand for him to stop, but the only sound that escapes my lips is a deep, guttural moan.

Just as the most embarrassing orgasm nears, he pulls out his fingers as quickly as he started and chuckles.

“Too soon for pleasure,” Phoenix says.

He replaces his hand with the blade and begins rubbing the knife up and down in a slow and sensual manner. He inhales again, brings his lips to my ear, and whispers, “I smell you, dove. I can smell those naughty juices of yours. I have a feeling we are going to have great fun paying your dues.”

I begin to cry harder— this time more out of shame and humiliation than fear. My body hungers for more, and I hate myself for it.

I am his. His.

No. Wrong.

He is making me his.

There is nothing I can do. Nothing I can say. My cries grow louder and echo off the walls of the empty room. It’s a symphony of misery. A chorus of terror. And as I look at Phoenix, I realize he’ll be the man orchestrating it all.

Phoenix then leaves briefly and returns with a thin gray wool blanket. He tosses it to the floor and smiles. “Your first item of comfort.” He goes without another word.
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I stand alone with Phoenix. He has a thin scar that runs down his left cheek. It’s subtle but just visible enough to make me wonder what caused it. I’d never seen it before, but then again, I was lost in the daze of butterflies and first kisses.

“I’ve upped security surveillance of the house. So, if you even think there is a chance of escape, I will get that thought out of your head right now. You can run, but I’ll hunt you down, and you won’t like the consequences for that act. I’ll allow every single man who is involved in the hunt to have his chance to punish you. So, the choice is yours.” Phoenix smiles, but it is not warm and inviting. No. A smile of evil. Phoenix removes the knife from my panties.

He raises the blade to my eye level. Glancing at it, I can see it’s coated with my signs of fucked-up lust and twisted sexual need.

It glistens with sin.

Phoenix is right. I am a dirty girl. Yes, filthy. So fucking wrong. I should be screaming. Demanding freedom. I should be fighting to escape, but instead I’m nearly coming on a weapon used to kill.

There is a sparkle in Phoenix’s eye and a smirk on his face as he returns the blade to its holder on his belt. “I advise you to be a good little girl. Do you understand?”

I nod and say softly, “Yes, sir. I’m not going to try to leave. I want to prove to you that I can be trusted.” I don’t want me or my sister to be on the outs with the Godwins—whatever that means. I don’t want to suffer either and be miserable the entire time I’m here. I don’t. I can do this. I can earn my comforts. I already have one. I have a long way to go to furnish this room, but I know the only way to survive this ordeal is by focusing on one comfort at a time. I can do this. I have no choice but to do this. I also want my Phoenix back. I want the man I first met in the attic, and I know he’s there beneath the anger and the fury. “What are you going to do to me now?”

It suddenly dawns on me that I am still standing with my arms at my sides. Like I’m a private in the army standing before a general.

Yes, sir.

No, sir.

Whatever you say, sir.

Only this time, the private is wearing nothing but a pair of white lace panties. I don’t have to look down to know my nipples are hard, nor do I have to press my legs together to feel the leftover wetness from the kiss of the knife.

Phoenix takes hold of my hair again and circles it around his hand. He then guides me out of the room as if my hair is a leash, and I’m his mangy mutt. We head down the hallway, where cameras are placed strategically. Is Phoenix recording so he can watch later? How many cameras are there? I can practically feel eyes burning holes into my exposed flesh.

When we reach the bathroom door, Phoenix turns to me with seriousness washed over his face. “A new camera has been placed in here. This is going to be filmed the minute we walk into the bathroom. I’m going to be rewatching. I don’t want to miss a thing. I want a close-up recording so I can truly examine how grateful you are for your life and my mercy. Are you going to be able to behave and act as I would expect someone who wants to earn items of comfort would behave? I’m serious when I tell you that what you do from this point on is crucial. So, will you be able to do exactly as I say?”

Do I have a choice?

I swallow hard and take a deep breath. In a very tiny voice, I answer, “I think so… sir.” The word still feels foreign but doesn’t necessarily feel more fucked up or wrong than my current situation.

My body trembles with the overwhelming nerves exploding within, but I don’t want Phoenix to see that anyone has the ability to break me. Inner strength is all I have left. This is my new reality, but I need to stay strong. I’ve tried begging, and begging didn’t work. So I have to regroup. Approach this situation differently. I need strength and determination to survive this.

I can survive this.

It’s temporary.

It’s just until Phoenix feels safe enough to know that my sister and I mean no harm.

And there will be a time when he lets down his guard again and allows me in. Then I can somehow wake from this nightmare. But for now, I have no choice but do as commanded. I need time… time to figure out how to fix this situation. I will remain strong no matter what occurs on the other side of the door.

Phoenix’s face lights up, and he strokes the back of my head. The act doesn’t feel loving, but rather condescending. Humiliation is clearly a tactic of his. What’s worse is I’m not sure I totally hate it. I should hate it, but tingles in my core disagree.

“That’s my good girl. You just do as I say, and don’t fight me in the slightest. Swallow that pride raging inside of you. Your pride is only the first of what you’ll lose while here.” He opens the door and guides me inside.

I enter a pristine bathroom, fiddling with my fingers as I try not to view my reflection in the mirror. I don’t want to see my new reality staring back at me. I’m standing in nothing but my panties with a man who is nothing but a monster. I have already been more vulnerable and intimate with Phoenix than most men in my past, but now… I don’t even know what to call this. I look up to see a camera in the corner of the room with a red light on and know there is no turning back. Phoenix will be watching the replay of this later.

“All right. Let’s get you out of those panties.” Phoenix’s command is firm.

Only pausing to appreciate my breasts for a moment, Phoenix takes hold of my panties, squatting as he pulls them down all the way to my ankles and lifts my feet one at a time to step out of them.

Glancing up and staring at my exposed, completely naked body, he scowls and stands up. “Bad, bad girl.”

I flinch at his words and his stern expression. I have no idea what I have done wrong. I’ve done exactly as he’s asked.

“Only very bad girls have hair on their pussies,” he lectures.

I glance down at my little brown curls and then back at him in disbelief.

“This is not acceptable.”

He takes a step forward, lifts my arm, and runs his fingertips along my armpit, nods, and then runs his hand down the front of my leg and nods again.

“Lucky for you and your ass, you at least take care of the rest of your body hair. But,” he says as he goes and sits on the edge of the tub, “you’ll still be punished for a hairy pussy.” He pats his lap, which I assume means he wants me to lie over it since he used the word punished.

“I… I’m sorry.” The man sitting before me is not the same man I thought I knew before. It’s like I’m presented with a dominant man on steroids. Once a man, now a monster.

I have no idea what to say or do. The humiliation of this entire conversation is almost too much to endure. And the fact that it’s all caught on camera makes it even worse.

“Mistakes happen, but that does not mean that there won’t be consequences.” He pats his lap once more. “Now come here. I haven’t got all day.”

Oh, Jesus.

This is it. I am about to be spanked for the first time in my entire life. Spanked over a man’s knee. Is this really happening? Am I really standing naked in front of a man and a camera? All because of me keeping a secret of murder from a powerful and now clearly ruthless member of a fucked-up family. My choices are either death or… shame and humiliation?

My legs tremble, and when I take my first step, I wonder if my knees will buckle from beneath me. As if I am moving in slow motion, I somehow reach Phoenix and place my body over his lap, feeling the firmness of his thighs beneath my belly.

“Now, before we start,” he says as he runs his palm along my naked behind. “Some punishments will also earn you extra comforts if you submit properly.”

I nod as I stare at the tiled floor beneath me.

“Each comfort will depend on severity and how well you take the discipline.”

I nod again.

“To begin with, we will only do a single comfort punishment,” he says. “So, expect this show of discipline to be far easier than any of the future ones. Now, I’m giving you this spanking today to remind you that good girls keep their cunts nice and smooth.” His hand comes crashing against my flesh, and I flinch more out of surprise than pain. He swats me again and again, before saying, “After every swat, I want you to say ‘good girls keep their cunts smooth.’”

The next swat stings far more than I expect.

“Good girls keep their cunts smooth.” The words sound as if they are spoken by someone else other than me.

The second swat hurts even more than the first.

I gasp when the sting begins to set in. “Good girls keep their cunts smooth.”

The third swat brings on panic. How will I be able to endure this?

I squint. “Good girls keep their cunts smooth.”

The fourth swat makes me squeal.

“Ow!” Fuck, it’s starting to hurt. Far more than I thought it would.

Phoenix spanks me several more times. “What are you supposed to say?” he warns.

“Good girls keep their cunts smooth!” I cry out as my ass heats up with every second that passes. Each swat hurts more and more, and I’m not sure how many of the searing blows I can take.

He brings his large palm squarely down on my punished cheek, and I gasp at how the pain radiates through my core.

“Good girls,” I squeak, “keep their cunts smooth!”

He spanks me again, but this time hitting the tender flesh that meets the tops of my thighs.

“Please!” I beg. “It hurts!”

I’m begging again, even though I’m trying to be strong. I don’t exactly have a choice. My self-preservation overtakes any sense of pride or conviction I had.

My plea is rewarded with a volley of spanks that are far worse than the ones given seconds before. He continues with a ferocious spanking as I kick, wiggle, cling to his calf, and cry out in pain. The sound of his palm connecting with my punished flesh echoes off the walls of the tiled room, the only sound louder is my cries for mercy. Over and over, Phoenix holds my helpless body to his lap and spanks my butt, even taking some time to once again spank my upper thighs and the area where my bottom meets my legs. It’s excruciating, and that he can do all this with just his hand and little effort on his part terrifies me as to what else he is capable of.

Finally, as I lie gasping for air, Phoenix pauses, rubs my skin, which feels as if it has been stung by a million hornets, and asks, “Shall we try this again, dove?”

Swat!

I don’t hesitate in the slightest. “Good girls keep their cunts smooth.”

“Now that is truly my good girl,” he praises, which actually does fill me with a sense of warmth and pride.

Swat!

“Good girls keep their cunts smooth.”

“We will do ten more, and then your spanking will be over. You have earned a comfort item, dove.”


Chapter
Eighteen

ANI


I forgot the video had been recording. Not once during my first spanking of my life did I even stop to consider that the camera pointed at my upturned ass the entire time. Funny how the only thing going through my mind was how I will never let even a hint of hair grow on my ‘cunt’ ever again.

Phoenix keeps me in position over his lap while I slowly regain my breath and sniffle back the tears. I didn’t sob, but the pain brought tears to my eyes, and I’m not sure if I should try to hide them. Do I try to be brave and endure my spanking with little emotion? Or does Phoenix want to see the pain? The fear? I must ask when the time seems right. Will tears earn me extra comforts? Or will showing strength earn respect, hence more comfort items? However, right now, I can’t speak, even if I want to.

Phoenix rubs his fingertips in small circles over my heated flesh. “Good, dove. This is the first of many punishments to learn your lesson.” Without warning, he moves his fingertips down the crack of my ass until they reached my pussy. Dipping them past my folds, he moves them around and collects my juices. “Someone likes having her ass spanked, I see.”

I shamelessly wiggle against his hand, desperate for him to move his fingertips beyond my folds and to enter inside of me, or at the very least to play with my clit. Something, anything… He is right.

I did enjoy it.

Maybe not the actual pain of it. I don’t think I like the feeling of being spanked, but my body is on fire, just as my ass is. How can a spanking that I am literally begging for him to stop do this to me? The only explanation is that the feeling of desire is far better than the feeling of fear.

“Do you want me to make you feel all better? To kiss away all the pain?” His fingers only run along my folds, teasing me with how close they are to giving me what I want so badly.

“Yes, sir.” My voice cracks as I all but plead my answer.

He pulls his hand away quickly and gives me one final swat before helping me to a standing position. “Bad girls with hairy cunts do not get to feel all better.”

He turns on the faucet and adjusts the temperature, placing his hand under the water until he’s satisfied. He then takes the removable showerhead off the base and pulls the lever to make the water burst from the showerhead. He keeps it face down and motions for me to get into the bathtub.

Mortified, I step into the tub. How I wish I had been better prepared and shaved down there. Although I have never done so before. All the men I have ever been with before just got what they got. I don’t care or have even given it a thought. But with Phoenix, who will be rewatching my humiliation, it fills me with so much shame that I’m not presented better. Phoenix has made me feel like a dirty girl. Yes, a filthy dirty bad girl as he so often likes to call me. I am his dirty captive, and yet, the thought of that makes my tummy flip in anticipation of what that will mean, and how he will try to cleanse me of my soiled ways.

“I’m sorry, sir,” I whisper as Phoenix directs the stream of water between my legs.

“Sit down and spread your legs wide. Lean back and stay very, very still.”

I do as he asks while he reaches for a razor and a bottle of body cleanser. And though maybe I should be embarrassed that my sex is on full display for the camera, the main humiliation I feel is that I have disappointed Phoenix, and for some odd reason, I hate that. I am hairy, and I want to be rid of it as quickly as possible.

Is this submission? Or is this just plain insanity?

But I’ve never been one to judge people for their sexual kinks, so why am I judging my body’s response now?

I’ve always found dominance sexy, and I longed to be truly submissive to the right man. Being faced with the chance now is not only exciting, but highly confusing. Is this all a sexual kink game, or is my future truly on the line? Do I hate this? Or do I like this? Do I want to run away, or do I want to stay forever?

Phoenix squirts a generous amount of liquid soap between my legs and then with the utmost care, he swipes the razor in one long motion, leaving a trail of bare skin behind. I watch him as he expertly angles the razor, and as he uses his fingers to open and hold back my folds so he can get every last hidden hair. In fascination, I watch as my pussy becomes free of the hair, and I can see what the most intimate, secret part of my body truly looks like. It’s odd to see a body part of mine that I haven’t really examined before. Or at least seen as an adult. I really don’t know what my pussy looks like completely bare until Phoenix grabs the showerhead and once again directs it at my spread legs.

I gasp and release a tiny moan when the pressure from the water makes contact on my highly sensitive clit that is so needy for attention. It takes everything I have not to put my hand down there and pleasure myself, but I figure such an act would land me back over Phoenix’s lap for a repeat session on how good girls are supposed to act.

My gasp and moan, however, makes Phoenix smile. “My dirty dove likes her shower time.” He keeps the water where it is, watching as the flowing streams build my pleasure.

“Yes, sir,” I moan as my orgasm nears.

“But,” he says as he shuts the shower off, “bath time is not fully over yet. Although I will give you another comfort item for remaining so still.”

He reaches for my hand and helps me out of the bathtub. I groan in disappointment, and my head feels a little light from getting up so quickly. My bare pussy screams in protest with the need for completion, but there is nothing I can do.

I’m at my monster’s mercy.

“Let’s get you dried off,” he says. “I want to see every bit of the enema clearly.”

“Enema?” I ask as Phoenix wraps a pink fluffy towel around my body.

“Yes, Ani. Bath time is for getting all parts of your body clean. My guess is that you have never had one.” Phoenix ducks under the sink and pulls out what looks like a large, deflated rubber whoopee cushion with some plastic tubing. And what kind of house just happens to have one under their bathroom sink?

Oh… Olympus Manor, of course.

“No, I haven’t.” Of course I haven’t. Who does this? Why would I do this?

Phoenix looks over his shoulder with a stern expression. “No, what?” A warning laces his words.

“No… no, sir. I have never had an enema before.” I don’t want one. Unlike the idea of a spanking, this does not give me butterflies in my tummy. This doesn’t look like it will be worth any comfort item at all.

Hell, I’ll give them all back to avoid this.

“Which is exactly why you’re going to receive one,” he says. “You need to be nice and clean for any anal discipline later on.”

Anal discipline?

“But I…” I look up at Phoenix, my panic growing as I stand there trying to process what’s going to happen. I really have no idea what an enema feels like, what it will do, or if I will truly even hate it.

“Now, now, dove.” Phoenix places the enema tools on the floor.

He stands up and smiles, offering a look of kindness, which does help… a little. Very lightly, he places his palm on my tightly closed fist that clasps my towel securely around me.

“Let go of the towel,” he commands softly, which I don’t hesitate in doing.

He spreads the towel on the tiled floor and looks at my freshly shaven pussy for long and hungry moments.

He then squats and pats the fluffy pink fabric. “Kneel down on the towel and get on all fours.”

I glance at the camera and remind myself that this will forever be on tape. For a split second, I think about running. All I have to do is grab my clothes and be out the door and into freedom. I can leave. I can flee this house and never look back. Phoenix will allow me to go. Maybe not my sister. But something inside me tells me that Phoenix won’t harm me. But his anger toward my sister is something I have to fix. I have to stay to fix it all.

Make wise choices, the words of wisdom ring in my ears.

Yes, running isn’t wise.

Phoenix doesn’t want me resisting, and if I do, the punishment… will be severe.

Not wanting Phoenix to have to repeat himself, I get on all fours, my ass facing the camera. Phoenix pats my behind, reminding me of the spanking I just received. I wonder if it’s red or bruised. I’m sure Phoenix, who will be watching this video later, will enjoy the signs that I had just been spanked. He probably wishes I was bleeding while lash after lash scarred my creamy flesh. Maybe he plans to be far stricter next time.

“You are such a good girl,” Phoenix praises. “I’m going to take all the bad away from your body. Every single toxin left inside. You just have to endure for a short time, and I will give you a comfort item for good behavior.”

He pulls the enema bag and nozzle his way as he positions himself behind me. I hear the snap of a bottle, some shuffling around, and the feel of a wet nozzle touching my anus.

“Okay, I’m going to put this tube in this tiny little hole of yours. It will sting as it stretches you, but I want you to be a good girl and not give me any tears. Take it up the ass without a fight, and just know it won’t be the last thing spreading your hole wide while you reside at the manor.”

As the tube enters me, I gasp at the foreign sensation. It doesn’t hurt, but it feels odd having something inserted in a place so… private. As it slides all the way inside, Phoenix spreads my legs wider and then presses down on my back, forcing the front half of me to lie flat on the floor. My breasts press firmly against the terrycloth, while my butt, high on display, causes my face to burn in humiliation. The room’s air is cool on my stretched anus and along my bare pussy. There isn’t a part of my privates not on full display for the camera.

“I’m going to start filling your ass with the water. I’m feeling merciful so I’ll go nice and slow, but you’re going to have to take deep breaths and just allow the pressure to build.”

I feel it the instant the water starts entering me. There is a moment of panic as I worry I will have to go to the bathroom right then. It almost feels as if I have to go, but not quite. But then the pressure he speaks of sets in. My belly begins to expand, and cramping attacks my lower region.

“I need to go to the bathroom now!” I’ll be mortified if I have a bowel movement by accident—especially on camera—but that’s what my body is threatening to do if I don’t run to the toilet that sits off in the corner in this small compartment of a room.

“No. You have to take it all before you’re allowed up.” Phoenix holds the nozzle firmly in my hole and places his palm over the small of my back to remind me to stay in position.

“I can’t,” I moan. “Please. You don’t understand.” I don’t want to tell them that I have to go bad, but I can’t hold it any longer.

“Ani,” Phoenix warns. “Listen to me.”

The cramping intensifies, and I feel as if I will explode at any second. Sweat begins to coat my skin. “Please! I…” I clench my anus as tightly as I can to hold it back. The action only reminds me that something foreign is inside of me. “I can’t,” I whine.

“Do you want me to distract you?” he asks.

I nod and whimper in response.

Phoenix reaches around and gently massages my extended belly, which does seem to relieve some of the pressure. When my whimpers stop, he sits back and runs his fingers down the seam of my ass, circling the nozzle, massaging the stretched flesh of my invaded anus. His fingers then leave the taboo spot and dip down to my sex. When he touches me, I realize I am dripping wet.

“Ahhh, my dirty dove is all nice and wet. Dirty, dirty girl.”

He runs his fingertip around my clit and then dips down to the folds of my pussy, collecting my juices, and then back to my clit for more delicious ministrations.

The one thing I have to admit as I moan in both agony and pleasure is Phoenix has successfully managed to help me relax enough to take all the water. I’m not comfortable, but at least I’m not in a panic that I will have an accident while the camera captures every embarrassing moment.

“Now that’s a good girl,” Phoenix praises as he stops playing with my clit and pats my butt cheek. “You took all the water. Do you have to go to the bathroom?”

“Yes…” I moan. A sharp slap to my ass has me quickly saying, “Yes, sir.”

Will he make me use the toilet on camera as well? I don’t want to, but at this stage, I don’t care what it will take to relieve the immense pressure. The control required to hold it all in makes my legs quiver.

“All right, dove. I’m going to pull out this tube. When I do, you are going to have to work extra hard to hold it all in. It’s going to feel like you have no choice but to release. But if you do, a severe consequence will follow. So, you need to be a good girl, and get up and run to the toilet.”

I nod and moan loudly as waves of cramps attack, one after another.

“You can close the door for privacy since you have been such a good girl. I will be waiting in your bedroom. Meet me in there when you are finished. You have a long way to go, but you just earned yourself some more comfort items.”

He pats my behind softly before he slowly eases the nozzle from my puckered hole. He was correct when he said it felt like I will go right here and now. I cry out in fear of having an accident in front of his watchful eyes. Clenching tightly, which only makes the pulling of the tube out more uncomfortable, I somehow manage to run to the small room that only holds a toilet and close the door behind me.

Is this all worth the number of comforts actually earned?

How much more of this can I endure?

How long will this take? Is this my new life? If I have his baby, will the discipline cease? Is this temporary or forever?

Penance is owed, and I clearly will be paying in the most wicked ways imaginable. My sinful sentence has begun. I am now a possession of the Phoenix Godwin. Does this mean I’m now part of the Godwin family? And what does that truly mean if the answer is yes?


Chapter
Nineteen

ANI


When I enter my room, Phoenix is standing by the window with his back toward me. He seems lost in thought, and I wonder if he has even heard me enter. I take a few more steps inside, unsure what I should do next.

“You did good in there,” he says, still not turning around. “You showed you can be submissive. That pleases me.”

I had no idea Phoenix wants a submissive woman. We didn’t get that far into the ‘getting to know you’ stage before we had each other’s tongues down our throats.

I hold my hands in front of my bare mound and have never felt so exposed before in my life. The camera in my room is still there, and no doubt is turned back on. But it’s not nearly as invasive as having one in the bathroom.

Phoenix turns around and stares at me, examining my nudity as if he’s making sure I am ‘dressed’ properly for this twisted party of which I am a forced guest. The room’s cool air combined with Phoenix’s cold stare has my nipples hardening and shivers running up my spine.

“So, answer me this.” His eyes finally make their way to mine. “Why did you submit so easily? Most women in your position would put up much more of a fight. They’d scream. They’d demand. They’d beg and plead for mercy far more than you have. Some would even rather die than endure what you just did.”

“Would you have preferred that?” I shift my weight from one foot to the other. I feel faint from the ordeal and want to sit down, but I remember the words that I was to do nothing without his command to do it. “To break me?”

“No. I find your already-shattered pieces all the more interesting.”

Phoenix approaches me, takes hold of my hair. Is that the only way I will ever walk again—guided by a fist holding my hair at the scalp?

He lowers me to the only item in the room—the gray wool blanket—and releases my hair. He takes a few steps back and crosses his arms against his chest. “Do you truly understand why I am so angry?”

“Secrets were kept from you,” I begin. “You pride yourself on knowing everything so you can protect your family. The secrets I held from you could destroy.”

I look up at him and see an eyebrow rise. He’s reading me, or at least trying to.

I lick my dry lips. “It’s not as simple as you not trusting me. You don’t trust the fact that you didn’t see through me. You couldn’t see this secret from the minute you first met me. You don’t trust yourself with me now.” I draw a deep breath. “And now I’m here. You’re angry at my sister. You’re angry at your brother for keeping the secret, too. You’re just angry.”

Phoenix nods. “Yes, now you’re here and will be for a while. So, let’s get a couple of rules out of the way. You’ll remain in this room unless you are escorted out by me. There’s a bathroom across the hall you will have to ask permission to use, and all food will be delivered here unless I choose to bring you to the dining room. You will remain naked from this point on. Get used to having your body belong to me. I will come here when I feel like it. It could be several times a day, or not at all.

I say nothing but only look into his eyes.

“You will not question what I ask. You will not resist me in any way.” He looks toward the window. “You can try to escape but won’t get far. Cameras are everywhere, and I will catch you. You have the opportunity to earn a comfortable and well-kept life if you understand and follow these rules. Do you understand?”

I nod.

“Do you have any questions?”

For the first time since angering Phoenix, he seems to soften somewhat. His eyes are less severe, and his jaw is no longer firm. I believe he truly is giving me the opportunity to ask whatever I want without penalty.

Drumming up some courage, I ask, “When do you plan on impregnating me?”

“Depends,” he answers.

I pause. How far can I go with the questions? I don’t want to push too far in fear of the possible consequences.

My hesitation must be obvious because Phoenix adds, “Ask your questions now if you have them.”

“What else will you do to me? To earn these comfort items.”

“Whatever I want.”

“After I’m pregnant, will you continue to fuck me?”

Phoenix closes the distance between us and kneels down on the floor next to me. He takes hold of my nipple and pinches. It hurts but not unbearably so. I gasp at the uninvited touch but don’t try to pull away.

“Would you like that, dove? For me to fuck you over and over forever?”

“No,” I say in not much more than a whisper.

“You lie, Ani. I can smell your desire. I can hear the way you breathe. You seemed to enjoy what happened in the bathroom. It was far from a punishment. It was as if everything was so natural for you. It fit you. It fit you like a fucking glove.”

He pinches my nipple harder as I shake my head to try to deny the fact that, yes, my body had responded in a shocking way.

No. He is wrong.

Fuck. Is he wrong?

His smile grows as his shadowed eyes narrow. “Which I’m going to enjoy. I’m going to have a good time finding an actual punishment for you. I may have to get creative.”

I press my thighs together to try to hide that his words and his biting hold on my nipple make me wet.

“Why do you want this?” My words come out on a gasp, so I wonder if they are even clear enough to be heard.

“Want what?”

“Why would you want to have a baby with me? Or to have a baby with someone you don’t even love?”

“You serve a purpose. I need an heir and nothing more,” he says in a deep, solemn voice. “I’m not going to allow my brother to be the only one to have one with… her. We aren’t going to open ourselves up to more lies and betrayal. Our entire life is one deception after another, but I’m going to make sure I don’t just stand by and allow it to happen. I can’t play the twisted chess game if I don’t have any pieces.”

“A baby is a chess piece.”

He shrugs.

His answer surprises me, and my eyes widen. “So why would you want me? I’m one of those people who have lied to you.”

“Because I know you already have. It won’t come as a surprise if you try again.” His face is expressionless. I can’t tell what he is feeling in the way he quickly responds.

His hand leaves my nipple, which oddly my body seems to miss. But my longing for his touch doesn’t linger because he lowers his hand between my legs and presses past the silky folds.

I can’t hold back the whimper and close my eyes in shame.

“Why are you wet, dove? Is it my words, the thought of what’s still to come, or simply the pain from my hand?”

He runs his fingertip along the wetness, and no matter how hard I try, I can’t control my breathing or the little noises of forbidden desire that escape my dry lips. Just as quickly as Phoenix has touched my pussy, he removes his hand and takes hold of my hair at the scalp again.

He yanks hard.

“You’re hurting me.”

“Not yet, dirty girl. Not yet.” He tugs harder, forcing my head back, exposing my neck as a vampire would do before feasting on his prey’s blood.

I whimper, not really out of pain but anticipation. My body sizzles with need, and my very core screams for more. Every word, every touch, every single thing about Phoenix sets my body aflame. He’s right. I should be screaming. I should be fighting. I should be resisting this nightmare the best I can. Instead, I welcome it. No… I fucking crave it. Phoenix is right. I am broken. I am shattered. I am scattered into a million pieces and need this man to fix me. I need the fix. I need this sickness.

“Stand up,” he commands. “Stand right in front of me between my legs.”

I do as he asks, though how I stand on such weakened legs, I have no idea. My head feels light and my breathing even tighter.

“Part your pussy for me. I want to see my dirty dove.”

Never imagining myself engaged in such an act as this, I do as he asks. As if I am hypnotized by the silkiness of his directions—because that is the only thing that can explain the complete madness that is raging through me—I bring my shaky fingers to my smooth pussy lips and spread them wide for his viewing.

Phoenix reaches up and pushes his thumb into my mouth. “Suck my thumb, dove. Suck on it good so I can rub it around that tiny clit of yours until you scream for me to fuck you.”

I run my tongue against the rough, callused skin and never move my fingers from my pussy. I am still spreading myself wide as I suck on his thumb just as he wants me to do. My eyes connect with his for a moment, and I wonder if it is hunger I see hidden in their depths.

“Beg for my cock. I told you that you would eventually beg for it. So, beg.” He pulls his thumb out of my mouth and presses it against my clit.

I cry out in pleasure but hold my position. I don’t want to let go of my spread lips in fear he will stop the most wicked of his touches so far.

“Beg,” he commands again.

“Please, sir. My little hole wants to be spread open by your cock.” The words are so natural they flow from my lips without the slightest hesitation or thought.

His ministrations freeze, and he chuckles. “Oh, my dirty, dirty girl. Having you call me sir was a spontaneous request, but I like it. I think we’ll keep it that way. And I think I finally have found your first real punishment. That building orgasm inside of you will remain right where it is.” He spanks my pussy hard, forcing me to release the spread of my skin. “For now.”

Phoenix stands up and pushes me down on all fours. “Stay bent over.”

I try to regain my breath and steady my raging emotions. Tears well up in my eyes, and I can’t think straight. I can’t process. All I can do is stare at my spread fingers against the wooden floor as I hear the sound of a belt being removed from the loops of Phoenix’s pants.

“Every single night and every single morning you will receive a lashing from my belt. The severity will all depend on how good of a girl you have been leading up to it.”

Before I can process his words, the stinging crash of leather against skin has me howling out. The pain radiates all the way to my needy pussy, only intensifying my out-of-control hunger.

“Please,” I plead as he whips me once again.

“Yes, dove. Keep begging.”

“Please…”

“Are you begging for me to stop belting you, or to fuck you?”

He brings the belt down against my sensitive ass again, but rather than crying, I moan.

The belt falls upon me again, and I moan some more.

“Little pain slut. You like when I spank your ass as you pray I’ll eventually fuck you.”

Tears of shame and humiliation fall as my orgasm builds inside of me. My body becomes more alive with every searing swat. Yes. I want to be fucked. I want to be fucked hard. But not before he finishes the discipline—the most twisted and sexual punishment one could imagine. My mind screams no. My ass screams for mercy. But my core, my inner being, my soul begs for more.

Just as the most intense explosion is about to release, Phoenix ceases the spanking.

I cry out even louder than I ever did during the spanking.

“Yes, my dove. I’m going to enjoy this very much.”

His footsteps head to the door, and I turn my head to see him holding the door handle. My heart falls to my stomach as I still remain in position for more.

“No,” I whisper so low I am sure Phoenix can’t hear me. I don’t want him to leave. No.

“I’ll be back. I’ll come in later with the comforts you have earned today.”


Chapter
Twenty

PHOENIX


I can’t watch the video of Ani any longer or my cock will explode.

“Holy fucking Christ,” I say to myself.

She’s a hot piece of ass. I can’t look away from this woman I shouldn’t like. I shouldn’t.

Liking her has made me weak. Liking her has made me act like a Godwin never does. Liking her has made me soft.

A sense of primal possession surges through me. Part of me wants to be outside her door. Keeping her safe. Making sure no one can enter the room. Ever.

Yes, she’s a captive, but she is my captive. Any man who dares to go near her will be a dead man. Don’t even talk to her. No contact at all.

There’s no one here… but if there was.

Insanity is taking hold again. She brings out the madness. I feel it. I hear the beating of the crazy drum.

No one will ever even lay eyes on this woman again. Only me. Only me!

My attention is pulled back to the screen where Ani’s shaved pussy is visible. Holly Hell.

Smirking, I shake my head. I am a kinky son of a bitch.

Trying to refocus, I glance down at the list of comfort items, making sure I don’t forget anything. Ani will be earning her items one at a time. For now, I furnished the room next door to hers so I have all the pieces on hand. I’ll hold back no expenses. It will be better than the guest room furniture she recovered with. Only the best linens, a four-poster bed more elegant than the last, rugs, drapes, art. Have it all. Hopefully, my dove earns it all.

When I glance back at the monitor, my cock grows hard. She’s so bare. Her sexy pink pussy is smooth and mouthwateringly delicious.

Focus, asshole. Focus.

I’ll want security beefed up during her stay here. Her location is on a need-to-know basis. Only my most trusted inner circle and no one else. No one.

There’s Daphne and Apollo to consider, but I’ll address that as it comes.

I will execute every detail with the utmost attention. I run a tight ship, and everyone who works for me knows just how detail-oriented and what a perfectionist I am. My demands are high, but my rewards are plenty.

I peek at the screen again only to see Ani’s naked body is on full display. She’s not even trying to cover herself.

My hardening cock is dying for attention. Dying a slow death.

How long will I have to wait to fuck her?

How long can I wait? That is the actual question.

Pulling my eyes away, I focus on the plan. Welcoming a new Godwin to the family. I need to make my family impenetrable. To those who want to invade my bubble…

I’m going to have a baby. I’ve never had any desire to have one before. I didn’t want a family. Frankly, I wanted to stop the poison root of the Godwin family tree from an early age. But then there is right and wrong. It’s wrong that the next heir is going to be from Daphne. That can’t be. I can’t let that happen. And Athena mentioned before that she has no plans to have children, which means it’s up to me to not give Daphne and Apollo all the power of the future. Daphne could be the puppeteer, and it’s my job to cut the strings.

Am I doing this for my father? Fuck no. But am I doing this for me? I suppose I am.

Not being able to watch Ani from afar any longer, I leave the security console to begin phase one of my plan.

Teach this lady a lesson.

Time to pay, Ani Parker. Time to pay.


Chapter
Twenty-One

ANI


Sweat coats my body as I wake in a panic. I have no idea what time it is, how many hours have passed, what day, and for a few terrifying moments, I have no idea where I am. Hell? I might as well be in eternal damnation. Same difference.

I sit up and notice that I am still naked and curled up on the single wool blanket that scratches my punished skin. Not that any of it matters. I slept, and I consider that a good thing. The door to my room remains closed, and I wonder if Phoenix has come in to check on me. Will he, soon? The ceiling light is on, so at least I am not in complete darkness, and I scan the room for the extra comfort items that Phoenix had told me would come.

To my right is a single glass and a pitcher of water. A mirror has been hung on the otherwise empty wall. A few hardback books are stacked nicely by the water, and I see a hairbrush. Comfort items…

So he has been here. Now what? Will he come back soon, or will I have to call out for him? The idea of calling him to assist me to the bathroom makes me cringe, but my protesting bladder doesn’t give me much of a choice. After a glance around the room, I quickly realize there isn’t even a bucket to use if I wanted to. I could certainly urinate in the corner somewhere if I absolutely must, but I have to remain in the close confines of the room for however long it takes to get pregnant and then the nine months of carrying the child, and I would much prefer not to have to smell my own waste if I don’t have to. I need Phoenix, whether I like it or not.

I rise from the blanket and stretch the kinks out of my body before I go to the door. Knocking firmly, I call out, “Excuse me? I would like to use the bathroom, please.” I turn and look up at one of the cameras in the hope that I am being monitored. “May I please use the restroom?”

As much as I don’t want to, I decide there really is no reason to be rude. I am at his mercy. Giving attitude or demanding he come immediately will not work in my favor, and right now, my bladder screams for me to behave.

There is silence and not a single sound or approaching footstep in the hallway.

Knocking again, I say, “Hello? I could use some assistance.”

Silence.

Feeling the tightness in my bladder increase, I cross my legs in an attempt to not wet myself while waiting.

Just as I am about to knock again and throw some curse words his way, the door to my room opens. Taking a few steps back to allow Phoenix enough room to enter, I quickly realize he’s not exactly happy to be here. I’ve woken him from his slumber. He’s the big, hibernating bear who has emerged early from his cave.

God, the man truly is huge. And I’m smaller in size, most likely thanks to childhood malnutrition stunting my growth. Before his anger, I found our size difference comforting. His mass made me feel safe. But now, he’s intimidating.

Phoenix takes two large steps into the room and stands before me. Dark hair, stormy eyes, and dominance. Phoenix doesn’t have to say a single word to make me understand that he is not a man to be messed with right now. Power, mystery, and alpha power pulsates from his body at the same rhythm as my heartbeat. His firm jaw that clenches while he examines me from head to toe draws my attention away from his hypnotizing glare.

“It’s late. Why aren’t you sleeping?” he asks.

“I… uh… may I please use the restroom?”

He remains silent, stony, and cold.

Swallowing back the large lump in the back of my throat, I say, “I need to use the bathroom badly.”

He nods and leaves the room. Once past the threshold, he looks over his shoulder to where I still stand frozen. “Follow me.” His deep voice is firm, direct, and so silky smooth.

I will my body to follow the man, even though warning bells are going off that he is not to be trusted, no matter what. His energy is off. I’m not getting the calm Phoenix. I’m getting the cold, distant Phoenix. He’s a flame that seems to be growing, and I sense it. There could always be something up his sleeve, and I remember what he did to me the last time I entered the bathroom. But again, my bladder doesn’t give me much of a choice.

Phoenix leads me to the restroom, opens the door, and steps inside. I follow him in then turn, expecting him to exit and wait outside the door.

When he remains in place, I ask, “Can you leave?”

“No.”

The idea of relieving myself in front of this man infuriates me. “I don’t need you to watch over me.” I glance at the small room that has the toilet and think about just going inside and shutting the door, but something also tells me to not attempt doing anything without his direction.

“Please. I’ll be quick.”

“Go,” he snaps, which only makes me angry. I am a fucking human being who deserves an ounce of decency and privacy to relieve myself. Grant me fucking bathroom privileges, for Christ’s sake!

“Are you enjoying this? It’s sick,” I declare. “I’m not going to go piss in front of you.”

His expression hasn’t changed since the moment he came for me, but his eyes darken at my refusal.

“Go now.” This time his voice stabs into my soul. I am not going to win this battle, but I still am not going to go pee in front of him.

“All I ask is that you leave the room. I would like a little privacy. Take away a comfort item if you have to in exchange for allowing me this brief time alone. Please.”

“Either go now, or I’ll take you back to your room. You can sit in your own filth for all I care. I don’t care where you go.”

He is lucky I don’t have a knife in my hand. I’d kill him right here and now.

“Fine,” I say. “If you don’t care where I go,” I add as I squat right in front of him. “I’ll piss right here, thank you very much.” I empty my bladder in the middle of the room, staring directly into his eyes as I allow every ounce of liquid to release from my body. It isn’t like I have much of my dignity left to lose anyway.

Phoenix remains emotionless. He doesn’t say a single word or do a thing. His lack of anger is far worse than any wrath he could inflict. My knees wobble as I remain in my squat, and I just hope I won’t fall. He scares me. There is no doubt about that, and yet here I am. The fool pissing on the floor mere inches from my captor’s shoes.

He doesn’t move. He doesn’t speak. If I don’t know better, I would say he isn’t even breathing. My actions have no effect on him, and I instantly regret it. My childish act empowers him. I am now the woman squatting in front of a man with piss dripping out of me. Humiliation for me, honor for him. Without doing a single thing, Phoenix wins this battle. Damn him.

As I rise and try to control my anger, Phoenix raises one eyebrow and asks nonchalantly, “Are you done?”

“I am a fucking human being. Not a fucking slave. Remember that.” Clenching my teeth, I straighten my shoulders and try to muster as much pride as I can. I glide past him, leading myself back to my room. His footsteps follow behind me and can almost feel his smugness burning against the back of my head.

When I approach the door, Phoenix takes hold of my upper arm. It doesn’t hurt, but his grasp is tight. He leads me into the room and forces me to sit on the wool blanket by pushing me down. He kneels down and reaches into his pants pocket, pulling out a pair of handcuffs.

“I don’t want you to put those on me,” I say as panic begins to set in. I’m not sure what his plan is, but I can see how pissed off I made him now. Seeing the handcuffs throws me back into my twisted reality.

I am a captive. Not a guest. No rights, no options, nothing.

He doesn’t reply but instead grabs my wrists in front of my body, clasps the metal rings securely around them, and locks them with a small key. The cuffs are tight enough that when I move even slightly, they pinch. I can feel my flesh connect with the cool restraint, but considering how tight they are, how long will it be until I lose all feeling?

It doesn’t take me long to recognize a metal butt plug when he pulls it from his pocket. Placing it at my lips, Phoenix says, “You’ll discover soon enough that I have little patience for bratty tactics. I don’t find bratting sexy at all, and I will put an end to it quickly. Open your mouth.”

A butt plug? Is this my punishment for pissing in front of him? He has warned me to behave… repeatedly.

Not giving me the chance to comply, Phoenix pushes the metal past my lips and moves it in and out of my mouth, rubbing it along my tongue with each pass. “I’d advise you to get it nice and wet, because that’s the only lube you’re getting.”

He doesn’t allow it to be in my mouth long enough for me to do as he orders, instead he pushes me onto my stomach. The movement is awkward thanks to the handcuffs, so lying there is far from comfortable as my body is contorted. He only makes it worse when he spreads my legs wide and pushes the butt plug inside me without any warning. The biting pop has me crying out in surprise more than pain.

I try to wiggle and push the invading implant out of me, to no avail. “Please. It stings. It’s too big. It’s stretching me.”

“Yes, that’s the point.” He stands up, not caring in the slightest that I am growing more distressed by the second.

“Please, I’m sorry. I’m sorrier than you can know.” I take a deep breath as I turn around and kneel before him. “The cuffs are too tight.” I extend my wrists to him so he can see for himself and hopefully have mercy.

“Enough with the pleading,” he says. Without another word, he opens the door and exits, leaving me alone in my prison.

Hysteria sets in. There is no way I will be able to endure what this man has in store for me. I am a strong woman, but no one is this strong. I look up at the camera in the corner hoping he’s watching.

“I’m scared! Terrified. Please. There has to be a way that you’ll let me go. Please.”

I can’t do this. I can’t do this!

Every time I move, the handcuffs seem to tighten. The rough edges are rubbing my skin raw as I push and pull in the hope that I can somehow move them up or down my arm like a loose bracelet.

Kneeling as I am, the butt plug seems to be stretching me so wide, I worry I will tear. The weight of the metal sits heavy inside of me. How long will I have to wear it? Will Phoenix ever take it out? I can’t with my wrists in the handcuffs. There is nothing I can do.

I get up and walk to the full-length mirror to find out if I can see the plug in my ass. When I see my reflection in the mirror, the pink skin of my ass from the earlier discipline makes my horrid plight even more of a reality. Staring back at me is nothing but a woman who is at the mercy of a Godwin—the most ruthless and feared men in the world.

I run over to the door and pound my cuffed fists against the wood while screaming into it. “Don’t leave me in here like this! Everything is too tight, too big. Too painful. I’m panicking. I thought I could do this. That I could be the compliant captive and pay my penance. But I can’t. I can’t. Do you hear me? Come back in here!” I bang my hands on the door as hard as I can over and over.

Complete silence.

I twist my head to look back at the camera. He has to be watching. “Please! Phoenix! Phoenix! I swear to you that I’ll be good. I’ll be good and never give you an issue again. Just please allow me out of this room. Take the cuffs off and the plug out. Let me earn it! Let me earn it as a comfort item. Please.”

Complete silence.

“Spank me! Punish me any other way. Please.”

My sobbing only amplifies the silence.

My mind teeters on a dangerous cliff of sanity. I will fucking have a nervous breakdown right in this damn room if he doesn’t come and help me. I can’t be alone.

“Don’t leave me alone!”

Collapsing to the floor, I sit on my outer thigh so the butt plug won’t have any pressure on it and allow the tears to fall. I glance back at the camera and plead with my eyes.

Why do I bother?

He doesn’t care. In his eyes, I deserve this.

And maybe I do. I wasn’t some naive girl who didn’t know what I was getting myself into when Daphne had me wait in the car while Apollo handled Mark. I knew. I knew a murder was being committed. I might as well have killed the man myself.

And now I am paying the price for it.


Chapter
Twenty-Two

ANI


I’m so lost in my misery I don’t hear the door to my room open. It’s Phoenix’s dark clothing that catches the corner of my eye that notifies me that he has heard my repeated pleas into the camera and can’t take it anymore—granting me mercy even if it’s to shut me up.

Thank God. He is here. I won’t be alone any longer with my dark thoughts. The mental game this man is playing is just as bad as the plug rooted in my ass.

Looking up at him with tears streaming down my face, I beg, “Please, Phoenix. I know I messed up. I know I did. But I can’t be tortured like this.”

“Torture?” He smirks. “You have no idea what torture really is.”

“Call it what you want,” I choke out. “I beg you to take out the plug. It’s too big. And the handcuffs. I don’t need these.” I push my confined wrists toward him to emphasize my appeal.

“You don’t get to be a brat and act out and not expect there to be consequences.”

“I wasn’t thinking.” I try to control the hysteria that makes my voice sound so high-pitched that I don’t even recognize it. “I was just so angry.”

“You don’t get the luxury of being angry while you’re here. You lost that right the minute you brought my brother into your mess,” he says with little sympathy or care present on his face. So cold and stoic. “The minute you put the Godwin family in danger.”

“I can’t do this. I can’t do this.” I sob. If I had any dignity left, it’s gone. Vanished. Melted away in the tears falling down my face. “There is no way I can survive this. I can’t. I’m not strong enough. I wanted to earn your trust and forgiveness, but not like this.”

He kneels down beside me and looks me straight in the eyes. Humanity flickers in the depths. It’s brief, but I see it, and it gives me hope. “You need to take a deep breath and calm down. You’ve gotten yourself so worked up that you’re going to have a panic attack.” He places his fingertip on my cheek and strokes softly. “Calm down. You’re going to be just fine.”

I shake my head. “I don’t deserve this.”

“What do you deserve then?” Phoenix asks. “Do you think I should just ignore what you did? Trust that you won’t destroy my family’s lives? Trust you like my brother foolishly did with your sister?”

“No, but⁠—”

“Would you rather I just had you killed so you are no longer a problem for us? Kill your sister? I’m sure that’s what Athena and my father want.”

“No,” I answer as I look down toward the floor, breathing as calmly as I can.

He gently runs his fingertip along the handcuffs then dips his finger between the metal and flesh. “There’s plenty of room. It’s all in your head. And the plug is small.”

“I know you have a good heart. I know that there is a part of you locked inside that is good,” I say, continuing to cry.

“You’re wrong on that.”

“I saw it. We were getting to know each other. We were getting close. Intimate. I saw the kindness of your heart.”

Slowly he strokes his fingers through my hair, never taking his eyes away from mine. “The minute you believe that a Godwin is kind, you put yourself at risk. Why? Because look at what you just did. You didn’t fear me, and you should have. Can I be merciful? Yes. Can I treat you decently? Eventually.”

“How long do I have to be cuffed? Plugged?”

He swipes at a loose hair that hangs in my eye and tucks it behind my ear with the most loving of touches. His kindness causes a whiplash of emotions in my struggling psyche. He goes from cruel to tender and affectionate in a matter of seconds.

“I just want to go home,” I whine, although I do seem to be feeling better as the moments pass. His gentle touch and petting of my hair does seem to ease some of my distress.

“Your home is with me now,” he says as he leans in and kisses my cheek with the most delicate of touches. “It won’t always be bad. Take your punishment like a good girl, and it will soon all be over.” He pulls away and looks me in the eye—so dark and piercing. “You’re a strong woman, Ani, but you made poor choices. I have to make sure you never do so again.”

“Trust me. I’m not ever going to again. I have to live with that mistake for the rest of my life.” Though I am upset, the tears have at least ceased.

“I don’t trust liars, but I understand something about you. You’ve had to be a fighter your entire life. I know this. And that asshole deserved to die. It’s the secrets, Ani. Until you truly understand how dangerous secrets can be, how destructive lies are, you’ll be here. Learning. But I won’t break down the woman you are. Not at your core. I just want to break your ability to ever cross or lie to me in the future.”

He kisses my cheek again and then my forehead, while continuing to stroke my sweaty hair. “You are going to be just fine.”

Will I be? How can I be just fine ever again?

“I hate it!” I cry. “Why are you so cruel to another human being? I may be your prisoner, but I am still a woman. I’m a person. I deserve some level of decency.”

He nods. “I know.”

“So why?”

“You’re fine.”

“I’m not,” I argue.

“You are, so stop. Stop the hysterics. I’m trying to be nice and to be patient, but my patience will only go so far.”

“Do I deserve to be treated like an animal?” It appears that my words do make a difference, but I also get the sense that there is no use trying to convince Phoenix to go against his conviction.

Phoenix places both palms on each side of my face and forces me to stare directly into his eyes. “You need to behave. If you continue to try to push me, I promise you that what you have suffered so far will be minor in comparison. Behave. Do you understand me? You have nothing to prove. Let go of that pride. Feel humiliated. Feel ashamed. That’s the point. A lesson will be taught, Ani. One way or the other.”

“I have already learned. Trust me,” I point out. “I’m here because I don’t feel I have any other choice, being degraded, and then being expected to have a baby. There is nothing more for me to be taught.”

“But there is. You know this. Don’t push me. Just don’t.”

“Is there nothing I can do? You can’t truly be serious in this. I get it. I get that I need to be taught to never lie to you again. But please. I don’t think you are a monster. Not truly. Please let me go. Please.”

He leans in and kisses me gently on the forehead before standing up. “Being a monster is my only option. The minute I show any weakness, my enemies will strike. As Godwins, we do what we do to survive. No one gets away with betraying us. Stop begging, Ani. It’s a waste of time and energy.” He extends his hand to assist me up now that I am breathing and acting normally again.

Standing, I take a moment to allow the slight weakness in my legs to strengthen. Phoenix places his arm around me to hold me steady while I regain control of my body. It hasn’t taken long to feel back to my old self.

“Would you like to go to the kitchen and get something to eat?” he asks. “I think you’ve earned that comfort item.”

I nod.

He grabs my arm and leads me out of the room, down the staircase, and through a door to the left. The kitchen is dimly lit, so the shadows emitting from Phoenix’s figure are all the more pronounced.

He pulls out a chair and forces me to sit down. I hiss as the pressure of sitting seems to lodge the plug even further inside my ass.

I almost ask for my handcuffs to be removed so I can eat, but the look on Phoenix’s face keeps me quiet. I need to allow the man to cool down. Eating with handcuffs will be interesting, but I would rather face that than Phoenix’s wrath.

Phoenix goes to the refrigerator and starts pulling out the fixings to make a sandwich. It feels as if I haven’t had a meal in days. My mouth waters as he puts the plate with a turkey sandwich in front of me.

“I’m not really a cook, but I’m still going to have the chef come and prep some meals for us. The meal quality will go up.”

The fact that he feels he has to justify or explain the sandwich makes me smile. At least it is an ounce of kindness. In fact, Phoenix has been quite loving in many ways, as insane as that is. Is that how he works? One side of him is the bad guy, one side the good guy. But maybe that’s why I’ve been drawn to him. He knows how to offset the bad with the good. The yin and yang keep his power grounded and never out of control.

“Thank you very much. I hadn’t realized just how hungry I was. This actually is perfect.”

He nods and returns my smile. He heads over to a bottle of booze and pours himself a drink. “Hurry and eat. It’s late, and I want to get to bed.”

“I appreciate this.”

He takes a long sip of his alcohol before stating, “Don’t misread this. I’m not a kind person. Kindness gets you nowhere in the world we live.”

Ignoring his words for now, I eat bite after bite of pure joy. I temporarily forget that I am nothing but a woman cuffed, plugged, and captured. For now, I eat.

If I am going to survive this, I have to live one day at a time. One hour, one minute. I can’t think about what will come next or risk going completely mad. One day, one hour, one minute… my new life. It is my only choice.


Chapter
Twenty-Three

PHOENIX


Standing with my arms crossed against my chest, I watch the security monitor. I’ve just escorted Ani back to her room, and whether I want to admit it or not, I can’t take my eyes off her.

I take a seat in front of the screen, propping my feet up on the table. I settle in as I always do in the evening. My television viewing before bed has become Ani.

Fucking Ani has already consumed far more of my time and my mind than planned.

I have gone too far. I saw her eyes. Real fear is lodged there.

Trying to shake off my guilt, I just stare at Ani. She doesn’t deserve to feel the way she does.

Wait… What the hell? She fucking deserves it. She’s a liar. A liar.

I begin pacing the room, hating that her actions still anger me. No one person should control any emotion of mine for so long.

My goal is to train her to be submissive. To teach her to never cross me or another Godwin.

There’s a difference between discipline and cruelty, and I know it. I have to break her in slowly. I can’t just go in full force and scare the hell out of her like that.

Did I slap her across the face? No. Did I lose my shit? No. But did I make her afraid? Yes.

I sit back down and clench my jaw as I watch Ani settle down and curl up on her single blanket.

My father treated my mother this way…

Ani is afraid of me. She is terrified. Truly terrified, and I am the sole cause of it. Shit.

Yes, my goal is to punish her, but this is different. Her pussy drips with every erotic spank or demand of a submissive act. The cuffs and plug are different. She wasn’t wet. There was no arousal. She is just a scared little girl with some deep-rooted demons attacking, and I allow it.

But now… For some reason I want to protect her from all that.

Wait. No. Stop this fucking madness.

Fuck this confusion. Fuck Ani for making my emotions run crazy. This isn’t me. Order and structure. Black and white. Confusion is not an emotion I battle.

Enough is enough.

I need to handle this.

I have to take control.

This woman can’t have this hold over me any longer. Somehow, I have to break free.
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Ani

It’s late, but I can’t sleep. It’s not just the handcuffs and plug keeping me awake, either. So many thoughts and emotions are running through my body and mind. I should hate Phoenix, but I don’t. I actually want to be upstairs in the attic with him, in his bed, in his arms. How can that be after what he’s done to me? How can I feel anything but complete loathing?

Oddly, it’s as if I understand him. It’s as if I truly get why he is doing this. Why he has no choice. Why he feels so strongly in his actions. I can’t explain it. I could never put these thoughts into words to anyone else, but something deep inside of me realizes this is the path and journey Phoenix must take. This is the road we must take to make our way through the darkness.

I feel there will be light on the other side, that there is an end to our story with a happily ever after.

Looking over at the floorboard that conceals the journals, I decide to take a big risk. Pushing my wool blanket over to the spot, hoping to god that Phoenix isn’t still awake watching me, I carefully open the hole using the blanket as my shield to hide my actions. I also reach for the stack of books that were left as my comfort items and hide the journals within them. Feeling confident that I’ve concealed them enough and impressed with myself that I did all this handcuffed, I open one of them up, using the thick book to hide what I’m doing in case Phoenix is watching. To him, it will look like I’m simply reading a book.
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Dear Diary,

I think my daughter killed someone today. Athena was at the top of the stairs looking down, when the butler was down below... dead. There was something in her eyes. A wicked smile on her face.

It was an accident her father was quick to say. A deadly, deadly, accident.

But dear God, I think my daughter killed a man.

I’m afraid of what this means for the future. I can tell Athena is changing, becoming colder and more distant. Her father is trying to protect her, but I fear he may be enabling her dark tendencies. Even if she didn’t mean to do it, she could be capable of doing so again.

And that terrifies me.

I know she’s not the same little girl she used to be. She’s taken a strange liking to dark things, and I’m concerned that her fascination with the forbidden might be slowly leading to something more sinister.

I’m afraid to leave her alone, so I always keep her in my sight. But even then, I can’t shake the feeling that I’m being watched. It’s almost as if I’m being followed, and I can feel Athena’s eyes on me even when I’m alone.

Every day I watch her with a growing dread, my heart aching at the sight of the viper in the garden she’s becoming. I know now that it is only a matter of time before her wickedness is revealed. I can only pray that it doesn’t spell disaster for us all.
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I flip to the beginning of the journal to see if any dates were written but don’t find anything to answer my questions. When was this? How old was Athena? Did she really kill the butler?

Athena has always been terrifying. She went to my school the same time I did. We were only one year apart, but everyone knew not to mess with her. And not just because she was a Godwin, but because that girl was terrifying. Even at a young age, I seriously doubted any grown man would mess with her.

Does Athena know what Phoenix is planning with me, that he’s here punishing me, and then plans for me to have his baby? Maybe she’s part of it. Maybe some of this is her idea. Or maybe the real truth is that if she had her way, I’d be dead. My sister and I would be dead.

Nothing about this diary entry tells me about Phoenix, however, and I so desperately want to read about things that may help me start to understand him better. Maybe I’m pressing my luck, maybe I’m tempting the fates, and Phoenix will grow suspicious and catch me in the act, but I keep reading.
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Dear Diary,

Troy made me go to The Vault tonight. I had heard stories that dark, debauched sex acts occurred in the old 19th-century bank but didn’t know if the tales were fact or fiction.

I’m embarrassed to even be writing this story in my journal, but then again, I never want to forget this night.

As I walked up to the entrance, I could feel an eerie presence that seemed to permeate the air. The old wooden doors creaked as Troy opened them, and a gust of cold air rushed past us. Inside, I felt a chill run down my spine as I saw the various sights and sounds of the old bank. Everywhere I looked, there were dark figures sitting in the shadows, and strange music emanating from somewhere in the depths of the building.

As I continued to walk, I heard a low, guttural laugh coming from the corner of the room. I couldn’t make out who it was, but the laughter was sinister. I felt a chill in my bones as Troy grabbed my hand and led me further into the building.

We entered through the locked door and down the winding staircase. The air was musty and heavy with secrets, and I felt like I was being watched by unseen eyes. We reached the bottom of the stairs to find an ornate room filled with couches and a large red-velvet bed in the center.

The atmosphere was different here. Instead of the electricity that usually crackles in the air before a wild party, there was an eerie stillness that seemed to hang over everything.

As my eyes adjusted, I saw the people in the room—the women in the room—were all naked. Some were on their hands and knees being led around by a collar. Others were pleasing the men by sucking their cocks.

Troy led me further into the room, and I couldn’t help but feel I had entered a realm of forbidden pleasures and sinister desires. My heart raced as I looked around and realized that Troy had brought me to a fetish club. This wasn’t just an ordinary sex club—it was a dark, twisted place where desires of all kinds were being explored and acted upon. I could feel myself getting aroused, even in the presence of such depravity.

I knew I was in way over my head, but I also knew that I wanted to explore this new world. Anything to maybe save my marriage. Anything.

As Troy and I ventured further into the depths of the club, we encountered more and more bizarre activities, each one more perverse than the last. I had never seen anything quite like it before, and I was equal parts excited and scared.

Eventually, Troy and I found ourselves in a room with a large cage in the center. Inside, a woman was bound and gagged with rope. She was being whipped, and her screams echoed through the empty room. I could feel myself getting aroused, and I knew that I wanted to experience this world for myself. This was so unlike me. But maybe that’s what I needed.

To be different.

Troy pulled me close and whispered into my ear, “Do you want to join in?” I hesitated for a moment, not sure if I could go through with it. But there was something to this place. Something I needed to taste. To see. To feel.

I nodded my head yes, and Troy smiled as he opened the door to another cage. I stepped inside, knowing my wildest fantasies were about to become a reality.
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Wow. I never imagined Troy Godwin and his wife were Vault members. There isn’t a single person who lives on Heathens Hollow who doesn’t know about The Vault. Not everyone has been there, of course. It’s exclusive and only the rich get to play in that playground. But everyone knows just how dirty and depraved it can be. People fly in from around the world to attend the dark sex parties. I had always been fascinated by them, and frankly, if it weren’t for me getting with Mark so young, I would have most certainly considered being one of the girls to work the parties. I heard there was a lot of money to be made, but what tempted me the most was I truly wanted to see what was inside that bank. I didn’t want to just hear the rumors. I wanted to see for myself.

I chuckle as I close and hide the journal. Freya Godwin, you dirty girl. I may not be able to ever look at Troy Godwin the same way now.

Nothing in tonight’s reading has given me a peek into Phoenix’s childhood, but from what I’ve gathered, love existed between Freya and Troy at one time in their marriage. Phoenix had to see that. He had to have seen glimpses of love.

“Phoenix,” I say into the camera, not sure if he’s awake and can even hear me. “What you’re doing to me, it isn’t you. You have to let go of the anger you have. I’ve apologized, and I will continue to do so every single day, if that is what it takes. But I promise you with my entire heart… I’m on your side. Your side.” I take a calming breath. “This isn’t you, Phoenix. I know that. I saw the real you before this all started. I’ve seen you. And yes, you are a Godwin, but you know your mother wouldn’t condone this. What would she say if she knew what you were doing to me? If she knew just how furious you are? Would your father treat your mother this way?”

I’m taking a risk bringing up Troy because maybe the answer to the question of whether his father would treat his mother this way is yes. Maybe he would. Maybe Troy taught Phoenix everything he knows and is willing to do to me.


Chapter
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Finding a comfortable way to sleep on the floor with nothing but a blanket, with the plug and handcuffs still so tight against my flesh isn’t easy, but I must learn how to accept it, or risk having continual panic attacks, which is no longer an option. I need to be strong. I have to find strength to survive. I have to. Finding my own internal peace will be the only thing to get me through this ordeal.

About an hour or so has passed since Phoenix escorted me back to the room, and I decide to take the time to really accept my surroundings and absorb them into my soul. If I can come to terms and welcome my new situation, I’ll be all right. I don’t know for sure what is in store for me with this man, but I must deal with the moment. My new strength will be in not worrying about tomorrow but rather focusing on today. Today, my concentration will be on breathing and comfort. Finding comfort. Rather than seeing this room as a cell, I need to change my opinion and see it as my haven. Trick my mind and trick my soul. It won’t be the first time.

And it will be better than prison.

Even though I told Phoenix I would go to jail for the Godwins, I don’t want that. True prison would be awful. There would be no chance to earn… comforts.

If I am a good girl.

Not a bad girl.

Maybe I can be the queen who is pampered by her king. Is that even a possibility? If I have his heir, will he feel he owes me respect and treat me better than he is now? Maybe I can work this toward my advantage. Maybe a baby is the key to my happiness. Because the truth of the matter is that anything is better than death, and I can see how maybe this entire nightmare in the manor can be better than prison.

If I can earn Phoenix’s forgiveness and make him forget about my lies and secrets, there is a chance for me to have a somewhat normal life.

But having a baby?

I have always wanted to have children someday. Losing my baby with Mark nearly destroyed me mentally. I had no idea if I’d truly recover from the darkness the tragedy sent me into. As my body healed, my mind seemed to be so much further away in doing the same. I had given up hope on ever having a child again.

Being forced to conceive with Phoenix is far from how I want to, of course, but I am not against having a baby. Yes, I want love, a husband, and the normal path of creating a family, but I also gave up normal a long time ago. Girls who grow up on the Eastside of Heathens Hollow don’t get to have normal.

When the door to my room opens, I’m surprised Phoenix has returned so quickly. I was hoping he would after I spoke about his mother to the camera. Asking questions about her, trying to appeal to his inner kindness, and trying to make him see what he is doing to me as wrong through her eyes would make him take pause. But I also risked angering him, pushing him too far by bringing up his past.

As I sit up to face the man in my doorway, my heart stops while I wait to see what’s next.

“Do not ever bring up my mother again!” he bellows, stomping straight toward me. “I don’t know how you know anything about her other than assuming it’s your betraying sister. But whatever your sister must have told you is not true—because nothing she says is. I don’t want my mother’s name to touch either of your lips again.”

“I didn’t mean to make you angry,” I stammer, feeling my gut clench as I scurry back toward the farthest corner of the room, terrified at the fury I see in Phoenix’s eyes. “I just know a mother wouldn’t want her son to act this way.”

He bolts in my direction and reaches out, grabbing a handful of my hair, pulling me mere inches from his face. “Do not talk about my mother. Severe consequences for that.”

“I’m sorry,” I offer weakly, but I now see his Achilles heel. The sting from my hair being yanked causes tears to well in my eyes. “I won’t bring her up again.”

He tugs my hair harder, forcing my head so far back I stare into his furious eyes. My body nude and awkwardly posed—so exposed. “And I understand. I don’t like to talk about my past either. Or parents.”

Regardless of me feeling like a trapped animal in a cage, I’ll do my best not to bring her up as a tool again. It was clearly enough to push Phoenix over the edge.

“And what do you feel should be the consequence for pissing me off like this?”

Clearly, sorry isn’t enough.

He tugs my hair a little harder, telling me he’s waiting for an answer. I have no idea what to say or how to answer correctly in his eyes.

“I don’t know.”

“I should spank that ass of yours.”

“A spanking?” The words shoot past my lips like a bullet before I have time to think them through. Before I have time to really consider what will come from that word. But I also desperately want to repent in Phoenix’s eyes. I don’t like seeing him this angry with me. I want it to go away. Oddly enough, I don’t want to disappoint him any longer.

Phoenix’s eyes darken, and his lips set in a thin, firm line. “At least you now understand,” he growls.

I want to apologize. I want to plead for compassion. I want to reach into the depths of his evil and pull out even an ounce of humanity. But I’m aware I have been poking the bear. And no, I have not expected to get away with it.

He reaches into his pocket and pulls out the key to the handcuffs. “Don’t make me use these again,” he says as he removes them.

It’s like a vise has been released from my neck as he does so. I can suddenly breathe so much easier.

Without wasting another second, Phoenix orders, “Go stand in the corner, hands hooked behind your head, and spread your legs wide.”

I can try to run out of the room, but he will catch me.

I can try to fight him off now that my hands are free, even though it is pointless. He is so much bigger. Stronger. Phoenix will get his way, regardless of how hard I struggle.

Make wise choices or anger him some more.

The choice is mine.

Placing my hands behind my head, I walk toward the corner. At least I won’t have to see him as I take the punishment. I won’t have to see his thundery eyes of disapproval. Maybe he’ll just fuck me, and we can start the baby-making process. At least then, we will be moving forward instead of me in the limbo of hell.

“Legs spread,” he reminds as I wait with my face inches from the wall.

I draw a deep breath, and do as he orders, feeling the plug move inside of me as I do so.

He approaches me then runs his fingertips along the base of the plug. “Has this stretched you? Does it hurt?”

I’m not sure how to answer. If I admit that it still does, will he only add a larger one to torture me further?

“Yes,” I admit. “It’s big and heavy.”

Without pause, Phoenix spreads my cheeks and pulls the plug out of me, which nearly hurts as much coming out as it did going in. “I’m a fair man. I may be cruel and heartless at times, but I am fair.” The heavy metal clangs as it is tossed to the floor.

I inhale deeply, as if I can finally breathe freely. I haven’t expected mercy from Phoenix, but I am all the more grateful for it.

“Thank you.” I am tempted to rub my ass just to feel the sensation of normal again but think better of it. I remain in position in fear that Phoenix will change his mind.

“Don’t think this means you can get away with anything. Don’t take advantage of my momentary softness. It’s very momentary.”

I nod. “Yes, sir.”

“But we must replace that punishment with a new one.”

I swallow hard, staring ahead at the corner, feeling Phoenix’s breath against my neck.

“And when I’m done, you may wish for the plug instead.”

Without warning, Phoenix places his finger at the entrance of my pussy and presses firmly inside. The invasion has me tensing and gasping, but I refuse to break position.

“I have to be honest with you, dove. I’ve never had another woman respond to me in the way you do. I love how wet you get for me and with little effort on my part.” He pumps his finger in and out as he speaks, and all I can do is close my eyes and bite back the moan that wants to break free.

He should be wrong. I shouldn’t be aroused. I shouldn’t be wet. Phoenix should be wrong, but he isn’t.

The building orgasm tells me just how right he is.

“I can tell just how easily I could make you come right now simply by finger-fucking you.” His breath is hot against my face.

As his fingers slide out of me, I struggle not to whimper in need. He moves his two slick fingers from my pussy to my anus.

“I plan to fuck this tight little ass of yours. But like I just said, I’m a fair man. I have no desire to cause permanent damage or to make you scream in agony. The only screams I want to hear will be screams of pleasure as I fuck both holes over and over.” He pushes a finger past my tight opening. “So, I’m going to stretch this hole of yours. I will train your asshole to willingly take my cock.”

I shake my head though I know deep down it will do no good. He pumps his finger a few times, moving it from side to side to stretch me further.

“Some anal discipline for my dirty dove.” I start to close my legs only to hear, “Stay in position or it won’t just be fingers stretching you.”

I open my legs even wider in the hope that he will reward me by feeling he has stretched me enough.

I am wrong.

“That’s one finger inside of you.” He moves his hand to add more pressure. “This is two fingers.”

I gasp as I open my eyes wide in shock. The biting sting is too much. My hole won’t be able to take both fingers without…

“Deep breath,” he says as he lowers his lips to my neck and kisses. When I don’t do as he asks, he kisses my neck again. “This will be easier if you relax. I’m not going to stop until this ass of yours is properly punished and trained to accept something much bigger than just two fingers.” He kisses behind my ear, only heightening the confusing emotions and feelings ravaging my body.

He works his two fingers in and out, in and out, in and out. I whimper as he goes deeper, and I cry out when he spreads them apart, opening me for further invasion.

My knees threaten to buckle, and my hands can barely remain behind my head. With every thrust of his fingers, my body seems to be melting in place.

“Have you ever had a cock in this ass of yours?”

I shake my head. I know he wants a respectful no, sir, but I can barely breathe, let alone speak.

“I can tell. This little hole is virginal, but not for long.”

He pulls his fingers out all the way, but only to push them back in, triggering all the sensitive nerves of my opening once again.

“Can you imagine my cock buried inside your ass?” he asks as he thrusts hard enough that I rise on my tiptoes.

“Yes, sir,” I barely whisper. I can picture his penetration vividly. It not only terrifies but excites me.

I close my eyes and imagine the wicked act.

“Press your ass out more,” Phoenix orders. “I want to shove my fingers deeper. Fast or I will add a third.”

Moaning with a hunger I don’t understand, I push my ass out as I stand awkwardly in the corner.

Phoenix pushes his fingers deeper than I think possible as he nibbles on my neck and sucks on my earlobe. Chills run down my spine as heat floods my pussy. He pulls his fingers out only to press them in with more force and deeper than the time before. Over and over until I cry out his name. What I expect to gain from it, I have no idea, but I can no longer hold back my sounds of arousal.

“I bet you want my cock inside you right now,” he says.

I nod. “Yes, sir. I do.”

I am ready.

So, so ready.

He pulls out his fingers then swats me on the ass. “That’s enough anal discipline for tonight. Stand in the corner for a few more minutes and think about what will come next. Then go lie down and go to sleep. Be a good girl. I continue with your training tomorrow.”

I listen as he leaves and don’t dare look over my shoulder or say a word in protest. A camera is on me, and I will remain in position in the corner and not move an inch until a few minutes are up. I will stand. I will think…
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Again and again, I wake with a lashing. I go to bed sore from the strike of Phoenix’s hand on my sensitive ass. I wake to an excruciating session with the paddle and go to bed with the kiss of his belt once again. Over and over the routine continues. One comfort item at a time.

One excruciatingly earned comfort at a time.

The days are filled with other acts of submission. Long hours kneeling or standing at attention for whenever, wherever, and for however long he feels it is needed. He touches me, but never enough. And that is the worst part. Over and over he slaps, pinches, touches parts of my body and brings me right to the edge of ecstasy, only to pull away and leave me with the worst need imaginable. Every hour my hunger for him grows. Every second my lust intensifies. I dream of his touch, and I fantasize about the day he finally puts his cock inside of me.

But he never does.

That is my punishment.

That is my penance.

And oh, how I pay, suffer, and slowly earn one comfort item at a time that I no longer care if I receive. I cry. I plead. I beg for more than just a materialistic reward. I have no shame or pride left. I long for him to be near and never leave me, and when he does leave for the night, I sob for hours, waiting for sunlight to come, for it heralds the return of my monster.

If Phoenix thinks I was broken before, and that I am his dirty dove… I can’t imagine what I have become now. My only strength is when he is near. My body craves him like a drug, and I am weak without him.

So fucking weak.

He is my prison guard, and yet, he has truly mastered my body. When he says I am his—that my body belongs to him—I never question the fact.

Phoenix Godwin.

And there truly is nothing I won’t do when asked. Even when he hands me the phone with my sister on the other line, I tell her I’m fine and just taking some time to figure out my next step. I tell her to not bother herself by coming, and I’m actually enjoying my time alone. It’s not truly a lie. I am taking time. I am considering all that is coming. My future. My future is Phoenix.

There’s no baby yet. He hasn’t even tried.

But where I once was terrified of the idea, I can’t wait. I want that bond between us. I want that connection. I want more than what we have now. I want so much more.

“Are you a good girl or a bad girl?” Phoenix asks as he had grown accustomed to asking all the mornings he arrives in a new crisp suit with an unbuttoned white shirt at the neck.

“What do you want me to be?” I answer like I always do right before he takes his belt and runs it along my punished, upturned flesh after he has spanked me.

“Today I want you to be bad. I want you to talk dirty to me so I can punish that mouth of yours,” Phoenix says.

I turn my head just enough to see him towering over me as I am bent over the bed and give a wicked smirk. “Fuck you, sir. Fuck you.”

We played this game in the past. He forces me to act out just so he can punish me more severely.

Phoenix seems to like it most when I punch or kick, and especially when I call him names. My mock hatred of him seems to fuel him, though we both know it is all for show. He knows how desperate I am for more. He can see the arousal coating my pussy and dampening my inner thighs. He wipes at my tears of frustration as my stomach tightens and cramps from a growing need for release never to be granted. He makes promises that if I am a good girl, that maybe someday I will get a taste of his cock.

His torturous edging is my true punishment. Being taken to the edge only to be pulled back from the jagged ledge is the penance for my lies.

He lets me get so close, but not close enough.

I want a taste so badly.

I don’t know what he is doing to me, and if this is his ultimate goal. He has turned the tables. He doesn’t want me but makes damn sure I wanted him. My entire being knows this is wrong. It’s a sickness rooted deep inside of me. I feel shame for my desire. I loathe that instead of trying to escape, I plot how I can tempt him to claim my body. I hate how I hunger, but I hate not having my needs met even more.

I’m not sure how many days or how many nights pass, but Phoenix has changed the woman I once was. He has broken down my walls and left me wide open for the taking. My battle scars are left without bandages, and Phoenix only opens the wounds wider.

“You have a filthy mouth, my dove,” he says as he heads out of the hallway toward the bathroom.

I hold my position bent over the bed I have recently earned as a comfort item, schooled in what will happen if I act of my own free will without permission.

“I think it’s time I teach you what happens to girls with dirty, filthy mouths,” he says as he disappears from my sight.

My pussy throbs at the warning in his voice. I have no idea what he has in store, and though I am sure parts of me will hate every moment of what Phoenix has planned for this morning’s session, other more sinful parts of me will love every second of his evil ministrations to my body, mind, and soul.

“Kneel,” he commands as he reenters the bedroom with something fisted in one hand, and a glass of water in the other.

I quickly do as he asks, licking my lips in anticipation of what’s to come. A chance to earn more comfort items—items I have long lost count of. I no longer pay my penance for these items. No. I pay my penance for Phoenix. For the one day he will deem me worthy of his cock being buried inside of me.

There was a time in my life where I would have screamed and shouted at any woman who would submit to a man. Especially to a man as strict and severe as Phoenix. Mark abused me, but I never submitted. Never gave in. Never surrendered my soul, even if my body was battered because of it. My heart never belonged to Mark. My body never came alive with his dominance. But with Phoenix…

With Phoenix… I no longer care. Societal rules ceased existing the minute I walked through the doors of the manor. Life as it once was, no longer exists for me. My nightmare has become a fantasy, and my fantasies have become this nightmare.

“It’s time I teach you a lesson,” he says as he stands before me, places the water by my knees as well as a bar of soap, and unfastens his pants. When his hard cock pops out from its constraints, he says, “It’s time I clean that mouth of yours out.”

I stare at his cock in awe. It’s thick, bigger than I expect, and hard—hard for me.

“I want you to wet my cock with your tongue, then rub the bar of soap all over it.”

When I don’t move fast enough, still processing his words in my foggy brain, he takes hold of his dick and slaps it across my face. He then presses his cock past my lips before I have a chance to do it of my own free will, though I am willing. I move my head up and down, swirling my tongue as I do so, savoring the taste of my monster.

“Get it nice and wet,” he says, huskily.

He takes hold of my hair and guides my head at a speed he chooses. Up and down, I suck and softly moan against his cock. I lick every inch I can, not wanting one inch of his length missed. I all but devour him. His salty taste and the essence of his manhood flooding my senses, I coat his throbbing sex entirely.

“Now grab that bar of soap by you and coat my cock. It’s time I wash your mouth out with soap, dove.”

“Yes, sir,” I say as my pussy aches for attention.

I pick up the white bar and start caressing Phoenix’s cock with it. Small suds form as the soap mixes with my saliva. I stroke the soap up and down the length of his shaft just as I know Phoenix wants me to do.

“Now place my cock in your mouth, dove. This is what you get for having a filthy mouth. Time we cleanse it.”

Not stopping to consider the awful taste or just how much this truly will be a punishment, I place Phoenix’s soap-coated penis inside my mouth and begin sucking as I once had. I whimper as the dreadful taste attacks. I gag as the tip of his cock presses against the back of my throat with the soap only intensifying the sensation.

“Bad girls get their mouths washed out with soap.” He tugs my hair when I try to pull back as I suck in air to help ease the turmoil occurring inside my mouth.

Using his other hand, he reaches down and cups my breast, changing my whimpers to a moan.

Mercifully removing his dick from my mouth, Phoenix spreads his pre-cum mixed with remnants of soap on my lips as he says, “Let me paint this perfect pink pout of yours. I’m about to make you my cum slut.”

I look up into his eyes and nod.

He slaps the head of his cock against my cheek. “You want my cock, dove? Do you want me to punish you now with my cock?”

Fuck, yes. Fuck, yes! Although my words are lost in my own hunger begging to be satiated.

I want him so badly.

I want him to split me wide open with his cock.

My pure white sexual experiences from before about to become pitch black.

I want raw. I want depraved. I want dark emotions and desires.

Phoenix is the only one who will truly give me what I want, and what I so desperately need. And now Phoenix is here… Is it finally time?

Everything has been leading up to this. Phoenix has opened a Pandora’s box of horrific fantasies and delights hidden deep within, and now that they are unleashed, Phoenix is the only one who can tame them.

“Take a drink of water, swish it around in your mouth, and then spit it out back in the glass,” he orders.

I’m grateful for this, because though the soap misery has dissipated somewhat, I do wish to be rid of the residue from the inner lining of my mouth.

As I swish and spit the last bit out into the glass, Phoenix bends down and places his hands under my arms, lifting me to my feet. He then swoops me into his arms and carries me over to the bed. The tender touch and almost loving gesture have my mind spinning with the wicked, twisted lust from my naughty discipline only moments ago.

The softness is quickly replaced, however, when he places me on my back and spreads my legs wide. Without pause, he swats my pussy, causing me to jump and cry out in surprise.

“I’m going to make these lips of your cunt swell so every time I thrust into you, you cry out in pain.” He swats my bare pussy again and again. The sting only heightens my need for more.

“Please…” I beg like so many times before, but this time I feel like my pleas may be answered.

“Do you feel your penance is over? Do you feel like you’ve finally proven you are a good girl? A trustworthy dirty dove?”

“Yes, I swear. I am. I will never lie to you again.”

Phoenix pauses, locks eyes with me. “I believe that.”

My heart skips a beat when Phoenix quickly sheds his clothing. His actions are smooth and graceful, but not nearly fast enough for my need. I think about sitting up and assisting him but remain frozen. I don’t want to do a single thing to have Phoenix change his mind or decide I need another punishment instead.

My heart hitches when the weight of the bed shifts as he straddles my body. This is it. I glance down at his cock, and a tiny twinge of fear sets in when I know just how much his size will be too much for me to take.

Phoenix lowers his weight upon me and positions his cock at my pussy. The meaty head stretches my hole wide as he enters, and I moan with the biting pain. He doesn’t give me any time to get used to his girth but rather begins thrusting in and out at a steady pace.

There are no kisses. No caresses. No loving words of affection.

The actions are cold yet the heat between us blazes to an epic proportion of inferno. My body explodes almost instantly, finally free to release the long-overdue energy that has been pent up since my captivity started. Phoenix hasn’t given me permission to come, but I don’t care. I will accept whatever punishment he will deliver later for my actions. It’ll be worth it.

So fucking worth it.

As I cry out his name and my pussy contracts around his cock, he pulls his face back enough so he can look into my eyes. Maybe it’s the sexual energy flowing through me, or maybe it’s simply wishful thinking, but I see something in his eyes.

Softness.

Emotion beyond what normally only belongs to a sadist.

Connection.

Phoenix continues to push and pull inside of me as his eyes never leave mine.

In and out, I see him.

In and out, I feel him.

In and out, Phoenix seems to merge with not just my body, but my soul.

I am his. I have been his for a long time. But at this very moment, I truly believe he is…

He is mine.

He is my monster, my captor, mine, and I am never going to let him go.

I never want this moment to end. Never.

But eventually, my body explodes again, and it is all that Phoenix needs to groan loudly and give one final thrust as he spills his completion inside of me.

Taking a few minutes to gather his senses as he breathes against the pillow beside my head, he eventually pulls his face back and stares at me again. He doesn’t say anything, nor do I. But in this moment, something is different.

He is not a monster.

He is a man.

Nothing but a man.

I am not the prey.

I am a woman.

Nothing but a woman.

But we are together. We are as one. We are in this nightmare together, and we both know it.

“My seed’s inside you,” he states as if a medical procedure has just occurred. Any romantic bubble I thought I had, pops.

I nod, hating the thought of merely being a vessel.
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I fucked up. I enter the kitchen and pour myself a scotch.

Something doesn’t sit easy with me, and I can’t put my finger on it. It isn’t guilt. Having sex in the manor is definitely uncharted territory. Maybe it’s just as simple as that.

Maybe I’ve gone too far. The girl has sure atoned for her crimes. That ass of hers has paid the price. I need to be done and move on.

Taking a sip, I chuckle against the crystal glass. She fucking likes it. Who would have thought? I didn’t see that one coming when I planned this out.

Rare breed.

Rare breed, indeed. And the sex…

My cock twitches at the memory. Yeah. There’s something about that woman.

I take a drink as I inhale air between my teeth and try to push the image of Ani out of my mind.

Addictive.

Which is dangerous. I can’t think with my cock instead of my head. I need to focus on the goal. I ignore the urge to march back into her room and to bury my cock inside her again.

Addictive.

She lied to me. I hate liars. I have to remember that. I have to make sure she never does it again.

But… I think I’ve done that.

I nod. Yeah, I have. I take another sip.

Jesus Christ, I’m an asshole. A mad man.

I’m just like my father. I’ve morphed to become Troy Godwin, torturing a woman. Pushing her to the brink of insanity. I’m repeating history.

It’s like I’m thinking about her as a prized mare in heat and the details of mating her. It’s as if this is nothing but a mundane, daily task of running a business.

My cock disagrees, however.

There is nothing mundane about that woman. Nothing.

I can’t just fuck her and leave. My cock is screaming at me for more, but my core is also demanding I return to her. She’s paid for her crimes. I can’t keep being the monster. I have to eventually back down.

We just fucked.

I just put my goddamn seed inside her.

That means one thing. The next chapter has begun.

Once I return to her room, I say, “Your main punishment—being locked in the room—is now over. And I believe you deserve a comfort item as a reward.”

Her room is complete. Every single piece of furniture or art works has been given. There isn’t anything to add to it, and she and I both know that.

“Anything?” she asks.

I nod, though feeling cautious of what she may ask. If she wants freedom, I’m not prepared to give her that. I can’t let her go. I can’t allow her to walk out that door and leave me forever. Especially now. I glance at her belly and wonder if one time was enough.

“Let’s go somewhere,” she says.

I start to shake my head, but she cuts me off.

“You said I earned a comfort item. And I’ve done everything you’ve asked, so please. We don’t have to be gone for long, but we both could benefit from leaving these four walls.”

Thinking about how nice our walk along the beach and the trip to the lighthouse turned out, I ask, “Where?”

“You may think I’m crazy for suggesting this but⁠—”

“Do you think I’m crazy?” I don’t give her time to answer before I add, “Maybe we are both crazy. So try me. Where would you like to go?”

“The Vault.”

The surprise of her suggestion is about as powerful as a slap to the face. “The Vault? In Heathens Hollow?”

She nods. “Have you ever been?”

“I have.” It’s one of the few places I have felt comfortable leaving the attic or my penthouse for. Maybe it’s the place’s secrecy that allows me to gain a sense of comfort from it.

Her eyes widen. “Really? Is it truly like what the rumors say?”

“Depends on what rumors you are hearing.”

“It’s a place where sex happens. Dark sex. Kinky sex. You have to give a secret to enter,” she says.

“Yes.”

“Well… can we go?”

“You want this as your comfort item?”

She tosses her head up and down vigorously. “I want to go see. I want to watch.”

“To watch?”

“To do whatever you want,” she corrects. “I just want us to go and experience it. Together.”

I go take a seat on the leather chair. “I’m not sure my dirty dove has truly earned an outing,” I tease.

Ani picks up on her cue and quickly kneels at my feet, reaching for the zipper in my pants and pulling out my cock in one fluid motion. “Maybe I can earn some more points for this comfort item.” There’s a twinkle in her eye, and it’s sexy as fuck.

Without asking, she places my dick in her mouth, her wide eyes looking up at me, and begins earning her trip out of the manor.

With one final push, my cock slides deeper into her throat. I groan in pleasure. “That’s my good girl,” I praise, almost ready to come at the sight of her glazed eyes, her stretched-out mouth around my shaft, and her lips pressing against the dark nest of hair at my groin.

None of my cock is visible; she’s taken it all. I hold still for a few moments, marveling at the trust in her gaze as she is unable to suck in a breath. Drawing back, she coughs slightly and quickly gulps down air, knowing I have only just started.

Watching tears form in the corner of her eyes, I begin to thrust deep, pushing past her throat and burying my cock deeper each time. Her eyelashes flutter, and her body quivers as she continues to gag, yet she never fights me. She belongs to me, accepts my authority, and yearns for my control. I cup her face, slowly sliding out of her mouth completely, seeing the surprise in her eyes. She even reaches for my cock with her lips in a whimper of disappointment rather than relief.

I wrap my arm around her neck, forcing her back down on my cock. I feel her throat ripple as she swallows me down over and over. I’m not going to last much longer. Grabbing her hair tightly, I start to move my hips, holding her still as I fuck her face. I can’t take my eyes off her mouth as it contorts around my cock. I can feel the veins in her neck becoming taut as she strains to breathe while I fuck her deeper and faster. I’m grunting loudly, letting my passion overtake me, letting myself go.

I’m not going to last much longer. My hips and thighs are tensing, my balls drawing up ready to explode inside her mouth. My entire body vibrates with need as I continue to drive into her, deeper and harder. She’s panting around my cock, her throat closing around me, and I know I’m being rough, but it feels so good to fuck her throat.

No! Don’t come in her mouth. I can’t give her that. I need to push myself even further. Throwing my head back, I grab her hair with both hands and pull with all my might, yanking her head up.

She cries out in protest as I drag her off my cock, her eyes wide with shock and her mouth gaping. I pull her down on her hands and knees in front of it. “Now I’m going to fuck you.”

I quickly draw her up and over to the bed, where I toss her on her back. “No! I’m not done with you yet.”

She stiffens as I seize her wrists, quickly pinning them above her head, smiling as she realizes just how much more is to come. With my other hand I cup her breast, teasing the nipple, and then slide it down her stomach to her pussy. I watch her face as I slide my fingers over her clit and slip inside her. Her mouth drops open, her eyes glassy, and her red lips slightly parted to take in shallow breaths. She looks fucking amazing lying there with her thighs spread, her hips lifting off the bed as I slide deeper into her, my thumb pressed firmly over her clit.

I hold her gaze as I thrust into her, her juices coating my fingers, her legs opening wider as she arches her back and moans. I watch as she becomes lost in the sensations.

I’m too far gone to tease her about her desperation, too horny to care about anything but fucking her.

I release her hands, grab the back of her hair, and slam my cock inside her. She cries out again in pain and pleasure, her hand slapping the mattress as she pushes back against me. I lean over her, thrusting deeper and harder into her pussy.

I flip her over, put her on all fours, bending her down slightly, causing her to arch her back, exposing her ass and her pussy as I slide my cock back inside her. I can’t stop fucking her, I can’t stop watching my cock thrust in and out of her. It’s the most erotic sight I have ever seen, her body moving with mine, her ass and pussy exposed to me, and my cock sliding through her wetness.

My hand is still wrapped around her throat, holding her exactly where I want her. I’m so close. I need to feel her come around my cock. Thrusting harder, I reach around her body, between her legs, and press a finger against her clit, feeling the immediate tension release in her body, her pussy clamping around me. She cries out, her body shaking with her release, her fingers clawing at the blankets in front of her.

“Oh God! I’m coming!” she declares in a strangled cry, her body trembling and quivering as her orgasm rocks through her. I thrust deeply one last time, then finally let go, spurting inside her.

I continue to pump away as wave after wave of pleasure wracks through her body. I’m panting, desperate to catch my breath. Everywhere I look, there she is: the beautiful vision of her, eyes closed and head thrown back in pleasure. My heart quickens, and I marvel at the powerlessness radiating from my body.

I slowly pull out until my cock is no longer embedded inside her, and our eyes meet once more. “I’m never going to let you go,” I whisper.

“I know,” she replies breathlessly.

“If a man ever touches you, I’ll kill him,” I tell her.

“I know I’m yours,” she whispers.

“Say it,” I growl, pushing myself deeper into her. “Tell me that I’m the only one who will ever touch you like this.”

Her eyes widen with fear.

“Tell me,” I say firmly.

“I belong to you,” she rushes out.

“Say it again.”

“I’m yours,” she murmurs, almost to herself.

“And I’m yours,” I remind her, brushing my lips against her cheek. “You need this, don’t you? You need me to be your Master and take control. Say it.” I kiss her again, softly this time. “Say it,” I whisper.

“I need this,” she murmurs, her voice thick with desire and trust.

My lips brush hers once more. “I need you, too,” I tell her. “I fucking need you to breathe.”

After several moments of breathless silence, Ani asks, “So does this mean we can go to The Vault tonight?”

“Yes, my dove. Yes.”


Chapter
Twenty-Seven

ANI


We enter the bank—The Vault.

As I step through the door into the room, a buzzing sense of anticipation makes the hairs on the back of my neck stand on end. Hand in hand with Phoenix I descend several flights of stairs, which seem to stretch interminably, until eventually we reach the lower level.

I’m naked. Those are the rules of The Vault. And the one thing Phoenix has made sure of back at Olympus is that I follow rules.

“How many times have you been here?” I whisper. I still find it shocking that Phoenix can enter this place with ease. I don’t see any elevated breathing or sweaty temples. He appears as calm now as he does in the attic.

“Enough. Depends on the theme. The Vault has different themes with each party. Not every theme is to my liking.”

“What’s tonight’s theme?”

“Free for all.”

When Phoenix opens the door to The Vault’s main room, I’m overwhelmed by its sights and smells. It’s a place where power and money mingle in the air. There are leather couches and armchairs, a fully stocked bar, and scantily clad women draped across the furniture. Gleaming black-and-chrome tables and chairs fill the room, providing a place for the men in dark suits to haggle and negotiate. Music pulses through the air, and the walls reverberate with laughter, the clinking of glasses, and the occasional moan of pleasure.

I have never been to a sex club before and have no idea what to expect, but this seems to be close to what I envisioned. It’s dark, it’s sinister, it’s everything I expected it to be. The night is about to begin.

But I also sense a kind of surreal beauty to the chaotic room, something I can’t put into words. It’s as if I have stepped into a place of pure eroticism, a realm of sensuality and pleasure that exists beyond the laws of society. Maybe I’m just so damn happy to actually be out of the manor, that everything seems magical, but it truly does.

Phoenix sits in a leather chair, his legs spread wide and his dominance obvious. He signals for a woman nearby to come and join him. I instantly get jealous until I see he has no intention of touching her or being with her.

No, she’s here for me.

Phoenix is a watcher. I should have assumed that would be his intent for the night. To watch...

He motions for me to come closer and for the woman to kneel in front of me. I stand still, unsure of what to do. He stares intently at my face, then takes his time to slowly gaze down my body. My skin heats up underneath his gaze, and my cheeks flush. I try to stay calm, but my pulse races.

He reaches out to me and takes my hand in his. He leads me closer to the woman kneeling before us, and my mind is spinning. He cups my face in his hands, and then leans in close to whisper in my ear. His words roll off his tongue like honey, and I feel my blood sizzle.

“Tonight, I want you to use her as your plaything,” he says. “Show me how you want it done to you. Show me you know exactly what you want.”

He traces a path down my neck with his fingertips, and I can feel myself melting. I know exactly what he wants, and I’m more than eager to comply.

The woman kneels before me, her eyes wide with anticipation and her body trembling. I run my hands over her curves and caress her skin. The heat is radiating off her—she’s just as aroused as I am. I move my hands lower, teasing her as I go and making her moan softly.

I take my time exploring her body, taking in every inch of her. I move my hands up her sides, brushing my fingertips against her nipples as I go. She gasps and arches her back further in response, her body quivering with pleasure. I continue my exploration, stroking and caressing her until she is shaking from head to toe.

I trace her inner thighs with my fingers, sending shivers of delight through her body. I lean forward and whisper in her ear, my breath hot on her skin. “When you come, I want the entire room to hear it.” I like this role of dominance. I like it a lot.

Her trembling intensifies, and I know she is ready for me. I draw her closer, taking her lips in a searing kiss as I slide two of my fingers into her.

My touch is gentle yet firm, finding the sensitive spots that make her moan and arch her back in pleasure. With my other hand I cup her breast as I increase the intensity of my thrusts.

Her body tenses and trembles as she reaches the brink of pleasure. With one final stroke, I bring her over the edge. Her cries of ecstasy fill the room as she comes undone against my fingers.

My lips find hers again, tasting the sweet surrender on her tongue.

She moans into my mouth, her body arching into mine as I thrust deeper. Her heat is all around me, tantalizing me with its intensity. I draw back and look into her eyes, watching as her pleasure builds.

I circle her clit with my thumb, sending her into a frenzy of pleasure. Her breathing comes in short gasps as I increase the intensity of my touch. Her tight walls quiver around my fingers as she cries out in pleasure. The sound fills the room, and I revel in every moan and sigh.

Finally, her orgasm crashes over her, and she wraps herself around me, giving herself completely to the completion. I hold her close, savoring every moment of her release.

Phoenix watches us intently, clearly enjoying the erotic display before him. He shifts in his chair, his arousal growing with each passing moment. His gaze is burning into me, but I don’t look away. I continue to pleasure the woman, exploring her body and pushing both of us closer and closer to the edge.

Finally, when I feel she has milked my fingers for the last time, I press my lips to hers and praise, “That’s my good girl.”

Phoenix grins, clearly satisfied. He stands and moves toward us, his hands running through our hair. He leans in and kisses us both, sending shivers up my spine.

I should be jealous that he’s kissing another, but instead I press my fingers that were just inside her to his mouth and allow him to lick her juices off my hand.

He moves around us, lingering and caressing our bodies. His hands roam and explore, making us both moan with pleasure. He takes one of my nipples in his mouth, gently sucking and licking, then moves to the other, treating it with the same care.

His hands wander further down, tracing circles on my stomach before sliding between my legs. He uses one hand to part me, while the other slides up and down, teasing and tantalizing me until I’m breathless and shaking with need.

With one more kiss, he stands and moves away. I’m left panting with desire, my body aching for his touch. He grins again, the hunger in his eyes sending a thrill through me. Tonight is only the beginning.

“I just watched you give someone else pleasure, but now I want to watch someone else make you scream while your eyes are locked on mine.”

He motions again to a man who has been sitting and watching, stroking his dick while I finger fucked the woman.

The man eagerly approaches, his heavy and thick dick in hand.

“Please my little dove,” he tells the man. “Please her while I watch.”

I examine Phoenix’s face, his eyes, unsure if he means what he says. “I thought you said no man can ever touch me.”

“Without my permission,” he says. “I’m giving it. I’m controlling it. You are mine to give.”

The man approaches me, his eyes filled with hunger and lust. He caresses my hip, and I lie down on a bed of pillows at Phoenix’s feet, my body quivering with anticipation.

The man starts to stroke his shaft while his eyes roam my body. He puts on a condom, and with every inch it lowers down his length, I wait for what comes next.

His fingers then find their way inside me, exploring me and sending waves of desire through my body. I gasp and moan as he gradually increases the pressure and intensity of his touch.

The man takes position between my legs and I lock gazes with Phoenix. The energy in the air is palpable as this man’s gaze rakes my body.

He then pushes his cock inside me, slowly at first but then increasing his speed. He fills me completely, my body shaking with pleasure. I cry out, my eyes locked on my lover’s as he watches in pleasure. With each thrust, my orgasm grows until I am screaming out in pleasure and tears.

I’m barely aware of the man pushing himself inside me, thrusting deep as Phoenix watches. His gaze is so consuming that it almost feels like he’s joined us, like his body is touching mine.

“Fuck her harder,” Phoenix orders the man inside of me. “She likes it rough.”

The man obliges, pushing himself deep inside me and grinding against my most sensitive areas. I feel like I’m going to explode as wave after wave of pleasure crashes through me. I scream out with each thrust, my orgasm growing more and more powerful.

The man grunts with each thrust, his body shaking with need. Phoenix watches us hungrily, his eyes never leaving our entwined bodies. I call out to him as I near my peak, begging him to join us, but he refuses.

He only wants to watch.

“Stick a finger in her ass as you fuck her,” Phoenix demands, handing the man a small bottle of lubrication. “Stretch her ass.”

The man does as he’s told, taking hold of the bottle of lube, applying it generously, pushing his finger inside me and stretching me with each thrust. I gasp as I’m filled up, my climax intensifying. I gasp in pleasure as the fullness overwhelms me. His finger presses deep inside, and I can feel my body opening to be fucked in the ass, if that’s what Phoenix wants.

I only want to give Phoenix what he wants.

His finger presses even deeper, and my body opens even more. I let out a long, raspy moan as my body calls to have Phoenix take over. But instead he watches me, his eyes dark with desire. Primal need blazes in his eyes as he watches, and it only makes my primal urge for more to grow.

The man slides another finger inside me, pushing deeper and rotating them slightly. The sensation is electrifying, and I push back against him, wanting more. I shiver as sensations course through me, and I begin to get closer and closer to orgasm. The world around me spins with each thrust.

I cry out in pleasure and in pain as another finger pushes inside.

Three fingers. Three fucking fingers are inside my asshole while this stranger still fucks my pussy.

Phoenix looks on with approval as the man’s fingers work in and out of me, spreading me wider than I thought possible. His hands move faster and faster, pushing deeper and deeper into my tight hole. I’m on the brink, and Phoenix notices.

“Does it hurt, my dove? Is he stretching you?” Phoenix asks.

“Yes, yes.”

The man moves his finger around in circles, stimulating my inner walls as he thrusts his cock in my pussy and his fingers in my ass. The sensation is overwhelming, and I’m rewarded with waves of electricity.

It hurts so fucking good.

I moan and beg for more, but at the same time shaking my head and begging for no more.

“Add another finger,” Phoenix directs, and I cry out at the thought of how much it will push past my limits.

“No,” I whisper, but I don’t put up a fight.

I tighten around the man as he adds a fourth finger, pressing deeper and deeper inside me. His fingers work together in perfect harmony, hitting all the right spots and pushing me even closer to the edge.

It hurts, but I don’t want him to stop. I want to be pushed to the edge.

Finally, Phoenix joins us and slides his hard cock into my ready ass. He pumps it in and out, pushing deeper with each thrust. All three of us moan in rapture as our bodies move together in perfect synchronization.

The hedonism builds and builds, until I’m vibrating with madness. Phoenix and the other man know exactly how to stroke my body, each movement more delicious than the last. Soon, I’m moaning uncontrollably, begging for them both to take me over the edge.

I have the man’s dick in my pussy, and Phoenix’s cock in my ass. Push, pull, in and out.

They both thrust their hips forward and back, faster and harder as I scream with animalistic need. Their cocks rub against each other through my thin inner wall, and it sends a wave of ecstasy through my body.

The sensations mix in a storm of carnal delight, until I can’t take it anymore. My back arches and my body quakes with ecstasy as they fuck me in perfect harmony.

The sensual feeling is so intense I can hardly draw a breath.

I’m on the brink of another orgasm when Phoenix suddenly stops, causing me to scream out in frustration.

He smiles wickedly at me before pulling out completely. “I want you to come all over this man’s cock.”

The man goes faster and harder, thrusting deep inside me as he brings me closer and closer to the edge. My entire body trembles as I reach my climax, and I cry out as I follow Phoenix’s command and come on the stranger buried in my pussy.

Phoenix smiles triumphantly and leans down to kiss me softly. “That’s my good dove. Such a dirty, dirty dove.”

We lie still in the deep silence, connected in a way that can’t be described. It’s a comfort so profound I can feel it down to my bones, and I’m almost lulled to sleep. Then his voice comes again, cutting through the air.

“It’s time to get up,” he says. “I’m ready to take you to the attic.”

I groan at the thought of movement, but then he presses his hand against my back, and a shiver of anticipation runs through me. What does he have planned next?

“I want you all to myself,” he says, as if reading my thoughts.

A lump forms in my throat as I anticipate all the ways he will make me tremble. His hand sears my skin as it trails down my spine, wrapping around my waist and pulling me close. My body is a quivering mass, my desire stoked by his whispered promises.

“The attic?” I ask, wondering if it means my punishment is over. If I’ve fully earned his trust and am allowed back in his domain.

My breath catches as Phoenix rises from the ground, standing before me in all his glorious perfection. His sculpted body and strong features send a wave of renewed desire through me, and my skin heats up with pleasure. His gaze is a magnet, drawing me closer until I’m standing right in front of him, his hard cock pressing against me.

He takes my hands in his, and I swear I can feel sparks shooting between us. His full lips brush against my knuckles, and my eyes flutter closed as his hot breath ghosts over my skin. I want to throw myself into his arms and surrender to all the sweet pleasures that await me, but I remain still, content to savor the moment.

He pulls me closer and brings his lips to mine. His kiss is fire, igniting a passion that threatens to consume me. I want to cry, to sob, to thank him for trusting me again. For forgiving me.

But then I’m not sure he truly has.

I grip his arms as if my life depends on it and enjoy the taste of his delectable mouth and do my best to focus on the now. Stop worrying about the future when this minute is absolutely perfect.


Chapter
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The days continue, as do the regular, routine punishments. Phoenix has only fucked me one more time, and it is not the same as before. He simply pushes me against a wall and quickly takes me from behind in an animalistic way. None has been as intense as the first. I long for even a glimpse of that connection we had when we were first together. I hunger for it as I once hungered for his cock to be inside of me.

I want all of Phoenix.

I want to know what is behind his tough exterior and why he gives me little of who he is inside. There is more. So much more.

But he is cold. So, so cold.

I see small glimpses. He is still as strict as ever, but I also receive tender touches here and there. He carries me to bed after a session and holds me as I fall asleep several evenings. He had bathed me, brushed my hair, and has started taking every meal with me in the dining room or upstairs in the attic.

Yes, he is still a severe disciplinarian, but when I am his perfect dove and submissive like he wants me to, he usually rewards me with kindness, even if it is just in small doses. Because I hunger to see and to feel more of that connection, I constantly search for it in his eyes and in his actions, and I know without a doubt that I can see it. I most certainly can feel it. Not all the time… but the times do exist.

Yes, I am still earning my comfort items.

I am still a prisoner.

But there is something different in the way he watches me. In the way he touches me. And even in the way he punishes me.

There are still constant reminders of my reality, however. He often demands to have a close-up recording of many spankings where I must hold my butt cheeks spread wide so he can see my anus as it, too, is spanked and prodded for his viewing. It is also expected for the tears to flow. Even if I don’t particularly feel like crying, I know it pleases him. I think I understand deep down what he wants to see—my pain, my suffering, my miserable penance.

He wants me broken… possibly so he can be there to pick up the pieces.

And whenever I perform as he wants, he will reward me with a caress, or a touch that makes my heart soar. But he also wants to see me as a captive hating every minute of her stay in the manor, and I play the part perfectly.

If Phoenix only knew.

If he only knew just how much my body craves the penance.

He isn’t the monster. I am the fucking monster. I want and actually like every single lick of pain. I ache for the next fix. I absolutely writhe in agony when I am without one of his touches. I am an addict, and Phoenix is the only one who can deliver the drug I crave.

After a deep breath while I eat my breakfast in the attic, I allow a wave of optimism to enter my psyche. I’m still naked, but I’ve never felt warmer. I’m not sure if it’s because Phoenix is giving me more and more of a leash, or that today is a new day, but I do have a new sense of hope. The despair and shadows that threatened to conquer me and swallow me have long vanished. I feel a renewed sense of strength as each day passes, at least enough to get through another day. One day at a time.

I feel him approaching me before a single sound is made. Phoenix has entered the attic with two fresh cups of coffee. Something about Phoenix’s presence causes erotic tingles throughout my entire body. I have a strong feeling that sex with Phoenix is something I will never experience with someone else. Not to this level or intensity. When I was at The Vault, I was with another man, but he was nothing without Phoenix. Nothing.

Even though my body aches from last night, I want my hands bound above my head as I scream no while Phoenix thrusts his cock into me. I want him to take me. God, how I fucking want to be taken. I want nothing more than to feel Phoenix in the most intimate of ways over and over. I want to be the woman tied to his bed, sucking his cock and giving over my full submission. I want to feel him spread me as he presses his body to mine. I want Phoenix more than I want anything in my life. I lust, I obsess, but more than anything… I crave his hard hand of discipline again.

How can you love the monster? It’s a sickness, a contagion, no doubt, but I can’t deny the feeling.

Phoenix approaches me with a domineering presence, causing my heart to stutter. He slowly stalks over, stands before me, and places the mugs of coffee on the table where I sit. He places a palm on each side of my face. Very closely, he examines my eyes.

“I hope you plan on obeying today.”

I escape his glare and stare at the floor. “Yes, sir.”

He lifts my chin so I am forced to look into his eyes again. “I hope you have been learning your lesson, no?”

I simply nod.

“Maybe we should take another trip to The Vault for my good girl.”

I nod. “Yes.”

“Do you want another man to fuck you as I watch. As I direct each move?”

I nod.

“But you belong to me. Only belong to me,” Phoenix says, as he strokes the back of my head. “Should I still give you your daily lesson?” He has a wicked gleam to his eye.

“I will not forget the lessons ever,” I admit, hoping that will be enough to prevent another punishment.

“Regardless, I may want you to feel the sting of my lash into the next day,” Phoenix says. “I want every time you sit to remind you that I could whip you daily forever.”

“I will remember,” I whisper.

“I know you will,” he says as he hands me a mug and then sips from his own. “Which is why we are leaving Olympus Manor and going to Seattle.”

“Seattle?” I’m not sure I’m excited to hear the news or sad. I like his attic, and I’ve only got to be in it for the night.

“Consider it a comfort item,” he says. “I can’t expect you to be locked away, and like you said yesterday, it will be good for us to get out. I have the helicopter coming this morning to pick us up and bring us there.”

“I’d like that. Very much.”

“But first”—he places his mug back on the table—“stand up and bend over the table.”

I pause for a moment, not wanting to do what he asks, but at the same time, I do. The confusion in my body and mind almost paralyzes me.

“Now,” is his only command.

As if his deep voice is a spell, enchanting me to do his bidding, I do just as he asks, staring into his deep, dark eyes as I willingly bend over the table in his attic. Everything I do, everything I think, is traitorous to the depths of my core. I shouldn’t want this. I shouldn’t crave it. I should be screaming, clawing, hating this man with every living inch of my body. But I don’t.

When I place my palm against the table’s wood, Phoenix puts his hand atop mine, lacing his fingers and taking hold. I feel his breath on my neck as he presses his body against my spine. The rough fabric of his pants rubs against the bare flesh of my bottom and thighs.

“Did that man fuck you good at The Vault?” he purrs into my ear as he runs his free hand along the edge of my hip.

“Yes.”

A sharp spank to my ass reveals he does not like my answer.

“Yes, sir. That man fucked me good,” I correct. The saliva in my mouth dissipates as the nerves take over. Will he be angry today, even though it was his idea? Will he be jealous now that he has time to process what he watched? Does he regret taking me to The Vault?

“And did you like it?”

I nod, which again earns me two hard swats to my ass. My pussy throbs with each slap. I hunger for more.

“Yes, sir. I did.” One thing is for sure. I will never lie to Phoenix again.

He runs his fingertips along the surface of my upturned butt and dips between the crease, running them from my anus, to my taint, to my pussy, to my clit. “Look how wet you are.” He pushes a finger past my folds, into my pussy, and begins pumping it. “What gets you so wet, my dove?”

“You,” I barely say between my gasps.

“Elaborate.” He adds a second finger to the one already finger-fucking me.

“Your dominance. Your control. You.”

He removes his palm from mine and uses his hand to start spanking me while he fingers me at the same time. The combination of pleasure and pain has me moaning and writhing against the table’s coldness. The spanking is not gentle, and his fingers thrust firmly inside me.

Rising up on my tiptoes with every thrust, I finally cry out. “Please!”

“Please what?” he asks as he pumps and spanks, never easing up in the slightest.

“Please, I can’t take any more.” I don’t truly want him to stop, but I need more. I need so much more.

“Do you want to fuck me?” he asks.

“Yes.”

“Why do you want to fuck me, if I just fucked you last night?”

I don’t answer.

“Do you need a belting instead of a fucking? Answer me, or I will whip this ass of yours, and it will be far worse than the one I gave you last time.”

“Because I’m a cum slut. I’m your cum slut,” I admit between deep moans, hardly believing such crass words are escaping my mouth.

“My cum slut,” he repeats as he pauses in the spanking but keeps his two digits still firmly planted inside my cunt.

“Yes, sir. Always.”

Phoenix pulls out his fingers and stands me up, turning me to face him. “Well then, let me give you some more cum.”

With strong fingers he digs deep into my scalp, gripping my hair tightly as he wraps the other arm around my waist, crushing me against his body. His mouth descends on mine with violent intent and an undeniable hunger, devouring me with each sweep of his tongue. I’m captured in his embrace as his lips press harder and his tongue dives deeper into my willing mouth. I can’t breathe through the intensity of the kiss, my moan only stoking the flames of his passion further as he growls in response. Breaking away just long enough to grab my ass and yank me back into him, he plunges his tongue into me once more, claiming me as if I’m his own. I’m lost in dizzying pleasure and desperate for more.

The sensation of his tongue claiming mine is all-consuming, my hands splaying over the taut muscles of his back as he presses me against the wall. He digs his fingers into my flesh, his hard length pushing insistently against me. I quiver in anticipation as he lifts me onto the table, silverware clattering as he sweeps it away.

He cups my breasts, and I bite back a moan. With skilled precision he pinches my nipples and tugs gently, setting off sparks of pleasure that have me pressing into his touch. When I’m so close to shattering, he withdraws and looms over me with an unspoken question in his eyes.

“Who do you belong to?”

A wave of shame courses through me, and my cheeks flame with humiliation. His knowing smirk sets my righteous anger ablaze, but before I can lash out at him, I remember where we are. Defeat evident in my posture, I meet his gaze and answer softly “You, sir.”

He grins wickedly as he lifts me from the table and carries me to the nearby chair. He slides his hand around my neck, his breath hot on my skin. His fingertips blaze a trail of fire up my inner thigh. A feral hunger is in his eyes as he kneels between my legs and drives his tongue into me.

The sudden sensation causes me to gasp, my breath hitching in shock. I grip the chair’s arms as I lift my hips to meet him, desperate for more. He teases and pinches my nipples while his tongue works its magic between my legs, sending wave after wave of pleasure coursing through me. His fingers press into my hips, holding me firmly in place as he takes me to the edge of bliss and then pulls away, taunting me with his touch. Frantic and panting, I beg him for more, pleading with him to take me over the edge as only he can do.

Desperation and arousal war within me. I’m quaking with need, desperate for my release.

“Who do you belong to?” Phoenix growls, his deep voice a silken caress against my skin.

“You,” I plead, my voice fluttering. “I belong to you.”

“Beg me, and I’ll give you freedom,” he murmurs, tracing my body with his hands until I’m shaking beneath his touch. “You’ll no longer have to remain in the guest room.”

“Please!” I whimper, my body trembling beneath his hand. “Please, I need you! I don’t want to have to leave you.”

His grip tightens, and he pushes himself against me as he commands, “Tell me.”

“I’m yours!” I cry out, shuddering with the force of my orgasm, unable to hold back my rapture. “All yours, Phoenix!”

He leans down and claims my mouth in a passionate kiss as he thrusts into me, filling me completely as he unleashes his own ecstasy. He grips my hips, and I arch into him as wave after wave of pleasure washes over me.

With a low growl, he pulls out of me, taking a moment to gaze down at me with a wolfish smile. Something is changing in Phoenix. I truly believe he’s released his anger toward me, but there’s more. Though he hasn’t offered a toothy grin, or allowed himself to laugh. I’m starting to notice peeks of a smile here and there. I see some light shining through his constant brewing storm.

“You’re mine, Ani. No one will ever have you but me.”


Chapter
Twenty-Nine

PHOENIX


We enter the penthouse overlooking Seattle, a sprawling cityscape of steel and glass, shimmering and shining in the light. The view of city is a tapestry of lights and skyscrapers. The clouds are purple, pink, and orange, as if a god had exploded a box of crayons in the sky. It’s raining, the droplets streaking against the glass of the floor-to-ceiling windows that master the far wall.

This penthouse is a rich man’s home with a view. It reeks of money but also loneliness.

The living room is lined with beautiful furniture, each piece delicately upholstered and crafted with care from a nameless interior designer Athena hired. I don’t care what the apartment’s interior looks like, but my sister does. All I care about is the wall of windows which offers a stunning vista of the city below, the sparkling waters of Puget Sound, and beyond.

I like to see the world. I just don’t want to walk within it.

The room is silent, save for the chirp of a bird perched on the balcony outside. I step closer to the window, feeling the warmth of the sun on my skin, and a gentle sense of peace settling in my heart.

Home. Though it’s not the same as Olympus Manor, it most certainly still feels like home.

Safety. Ani and I are most certainly safe.

Comfort. We can be very comfortable here... forever.

“Oh my god. You have a view of the Space Needle. Of the entire city.” Ani spins around to face me with wide eyes. She’s wearing a yellow dress, and although I have loved every second of her being naked at my whim, I have to admit the bright, cheery color on her only elevates the light she exudes.

“Views are important to me considering⁠—”

“Considering you never leave your house,” Ani finishes for me.

Ani means well, and she’s just trying to understand, but I can’t help but feel judged. I draw a deep breath and try to explain myself.

“It’s not like I’m afraid to leave my house. It’s not fear. But it’s not like I have a choice in the matter. It’s something I’ve been dealing with for a long time, and it’s hard to explain.”

Ani looks at me sympathetically, her dark eyes full of understanding. She reaches out and grabs my hand, squeezing it gently. “It’s okay. I understand.”

But do I? Do I even understand myself?

Leaving Heathens Hollow and flying in the helicopter took every ounce of strength I had. No doubt Ani saw the demons taking hold of my throat and strangling me the entire way of the trip. I didn’t say a single word to her the entire trip, but she also didn’t expect me to or push me to. I appreciate that more than she can know.

I fucking hate being this way.

The walls of this penthouse are a reminder of what I could have been and what I am. I had the opportunity to see the world and experience so many things, and yet here I am, living in a bubble of security, hiding from reality.

I’ve chosen the safety net of a life of seclusion and comfort, but I wonder if I’m missing something more. Maybe there’s more out there for me than the secure life I’ve created for myself. But the thought of taking that risk terrifies me, so I stay put. I remain in my own little world, safe, secure, and fucking lonely.

I don’t want to be this way. I don’t want to be scared of taking a chance because I’m afraid of the unknown, but it’s hard to quiet those fears when they are so deeply ingrained within me.

Ani puts her hand on my shoulder and squeezes it gently. She looks into my eyes, and a part of me feels she understands what I’m going through. She understands just how penetrating darkness can be.

For a moment, we stand there in silence, taking in the view from my penthouse. The Seattle skyline stretches out before us, twinkling softly in the evening light. The Space Needle stands tall and proud, a beacon of hope and possibility.

As I watch the city below, the darkness inside begins to ebb. Ani’s presence beside me is a balm for my soul. Maybe I can overcome this internal prison after all. Maybe I can be brave enough to step outside my comfort zone and experience the world beyond my walls. Maybe her light can defeat my darkness.

“I like the way you furnished it,” Ani says, leaving the window for the first time and assessing her surroundings.

“You can thank my sister for that. Athena is the Godwin designer. We don’t even bother to try to argue or go against her vision.”

“You must be glad she’s on your side. From what I know of your sister, she’d win a fight against the Devil himself.”

“Sometimes her bark is worse than her bite, but yes. I’m glad she’s on my side.”

Ani grins and surveys the rest of the room. She admires the furniture and the art pieces, noting the details and craftsmanship.

“It’s like a little palace,” she says.

I smile at her remark, but I feel a twinge of sadness. It is a place where I can hide from the world and shield myself from all the ugly realities that come with living life on the outside.

Ani crosses over to one of my favorite paintings, an abstract landscape Athena picked up in Paris a few years ago. Its vibrant colors and unique style never fail to captivate me. My sister understands art, and she understands me. She knew it would be the perfect fit. I find it fascinating that it’s the first piece Ani goes to observe.

“It’s beautiful.” Her voice is filled with admiration.

“It is.” My eyes never leaving the painting. “My sister chose it, and it’s always been one of my favorites.”

Ani turns away from the artwork and looks at me, a gentle smile playing on her lips. I think she’s sensing how much this place means to me.

“It’s like your safe haven,” she says softly.

I nod, my throat suddenly tight.

“It is,” I whisper. “It’s where I come when I need to escape the chaos and find peace from Olympus. It’s a break from… memories.”

Ani returns to my side, takes my hand in hers, and squeezes it gently. Her touch is warm and comforting, and the approaching darkness takes a huge step back.

My phone vibrates in my pocket, and I know who it is without even having to see. “The bedroom is down that hallway.” I point as I pull out the phone. “Why don’t you go and settle in. Make yourself at home. I need to take this call.”

I wait until Ani is halfway down the hall and getting out of earshot to answer. When I hear the bedroom door close, I say into the phone, “Hello, Athena. Couldn’t give me ten minutes before checking in?”

“Who’s the woman?” she asks.

Leave it to my sister and her intensive intel. I don’t say anything to mostly tease her. It’s just a matter of time until she’d find out the answer on her own.

“I know you flew in the helicopter. I know you are at the penthouse. And I know you arrived with some mysterious woman. Who the fuck is she?”

I still don’t answer.

“Phoenix! This is serious. Have you run a background check on her? Had her sign an NDA? Who the fuck is this chick?”

“Ani Parker,” I answer.

“Daphne’s sister?” I hear her deep inhale. “Are you fucking her?”

I don’t answer, but I think my silence is answer enough.

“Holy shit. I figured you to be a eunuch or something. Damn.” She pauses. “So is it just fucking or something more?”

I’m not ready for this talk. I’m not ready to share Ani yet. I’ve liked keeping her all to myself.

Not waiting for an answer, Athena asks, “Does she know what that means? The Godwin family is like a thorny vine that is not going to ever let her go.”

“Ani and I will be staying here for a bit,” I say.

“Can you trust her?” Athena asks.

“As much as you can trust anyone.” I struggle not to say what I really want to. Yes. Yes, I can trust her.

“Okay… Phoenix?”

“Yes?”

“Are you happy? Right this second, are you happy?”

“I don’t know what happy feels like to say yes. But I’m feeling something,” I confess. “Something different than I’ve ever felt before.”


Chapter
Thirty

ANI


I shouldn’t have brought them—the journals—but I couldn’t leave them behind when Phoenix told me to pack my bags for Seattle. I have been reading them almost every night. I have developed a sort of kinship with Freya. I understand her, and through her words, I now truly understand Phoenix. He comes from the same level, if not more, of darkness I do. So much childhood pain. So much pressure from his father to be perfect. So much yelling, shouting, threats of everyone’s lives. Poor Freya was miserable. And from all the passages I read in the journals, it sounds like every member of the family is just the same.

Medusa Enterprises and Poseidon Industries are empires built on shattered souls. Skulls of their enemies are the bricks to the buildings.

The Godwins ranging from Troy’s branch of the tree to his two other brothers are toxic. The family tree is full of poison. And the island they own—Heathens Hollow—is the belly of hell. I have always thought the Eastside is the worst part of the island, but in fact the Eastside is simply poor. Hades truly rained down fire on the wealthy who reside here. So many secrets. So many torrid tales. And Freya knew them all.

When I met every Godwin at Daphne’s wedding, I felt so much less. I felt like a stain in their pool of pure white. But after everything I’ve read, I realize Phoenix is like me. He’s so much like me.

I can hear him on the phone in the living room and decide to take this time to read a little as I wait. My nerves are shot since Phoenix told me to get dressed and we walked out the door of Olympus. I should be ecstatic that I’m being treated like a human again, but I am uneasy. My safe little bubble has been popped, and I’m back in the outside world. But at least I have the journals and Freya. Something from that bubble.
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Dear Diary,

I thought about jumping off the cliff today. About jumping to the sea below and swimming with the mermaids. I want to see Poseidon for myself and pray he’s a more forgiving God than the Gods I’ve been living with up until now.

But as I walked to the cliff’s edge, Phoenix stood by my side, took my hand in his and said, “If you jump, we jump.”

I was taught to never take life lightly, and here was my son offering his own. We stood there, just looking at each other with his offer hanging in the air. It felt like a choice between two worlds, between two lives. I wanted to take his hand and jump into the unknown together, to save him from his own darkness. Maybe we could find light together. But something else held me back.

I’d like to say it was because I was a good mother. But it wasn’t. It was fear.

Fear of the unknown and fear of what we might find on the other side. So, I stepped away from the cliff, and with tears in my eyes, told him no. I wanted to keep him safe, even if that meant condemning us both to the same fate.

As I walked away, I saw something out of the corner of my eye. It was a dark figure shrouded in shadows staring out our bedroom window, laughing. Troy. He seemed to be mocking me for my decision, like he knew I was afraid.

I quickly looked away, not wanting to make eye contact. But his silent laughter swirled around me as Phoenix and I made our way back home.

As we walked, I couldn’t shake off the feeling of impending doom. It felt like Troy’s presence was always looming, always watching, always waiting for the right moment to strike. I knew he was a part of Phoenix’s past, a part of his darkness, and I wonder if he was the reason why Phoenix had offered to jump with me. Was he trying to escape his own demons?

Once we were back home, I sat Phoenix down and had a serious conversation with him. I told him that I couldn’t let him throw his life away, that I loved him, and I would always be there for him, no matter what. But I also told him that he needed to face his own demons head-on, to confront them and overcome them.

I was a hypocrite.

He looked at me with tears in his eyes and whispered, “I don’t know if I can do it, Mom. I’m scared.”

I hugged him tightly and whispered back, “I know, my son. I know. But we’ll face it together.”

As we sat there, holding each other, I felt nothing but dread. Because I knew that Troy wasn’t going to just disappear. He was a part of Phoenix’s life, and he would always be there, lurking in the shadows, waiting for his chance to strike.

I didn’t jump from the cliff that day…
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Hearing Phoenix approaching the room, I quickly hide the journals among my belongings and try to steady my breathing. It is a bad idea to read the journal knowing it could be something dark and even sinister. But this… fuck. Poor Phoenix. Poor Freya. Jesus Christ. How could anyone survive that life?

“Did you settle in okay?” he asks as he enters the room. He crosses over to me, moves a strand of my hair, and examines my face. “What’s wrong? You look pale?”

I see worry in his eyes as he towers over me. “I’m fine. Really. I think I just got a little airsick on the ride over.” It’s not a lie, I actually did get queasy. “But I feel fine now.”

Phoenix’s eyes blaze as he scans my body from head to toe. “Could you be pregnant?”

Hearing the question makes my heart stop. Could I be? Maybe. But I doubt it. Other than feeling a bit ill on the helicopter ride, I don’t have any other symptoms. “I don’t think so. It was just the trip.” I smile. “Don’t worry.”

“I’ll always worry.” He reaches out to touch my belly. “I can’t wait to see you when you’re carrying my baby.” His voice is low; a tremor of anticipation trickles along my spine.

My face heats, and I look away, earning a caress of my ass, from his beefy hand, lifting the fabric of my dress. His mouth closes on my neck, teeth grazing my skin as he sucks.

“Take off your dress,” Phoenix orders.

I fumble with the buttons at the front of my dress, and he reaches out to take over. He moves his hands slowly and deliberately, like he’s savoring the moment. When his fingers brush my skin as he unfastens each button, goosebumps rise on my arms.

I breathe a sigh of relief as the dress slips from my shoulders and puddles in folds of fabric at my feet.

When Phoenix leans forward to kiss me, it seems like a natural thing to do. I haven’t kissed many men, but even if I had, I think I’d be hard pressed to find a man better at it than Phoenix.

I fling my arms around his neck, and he kisses me hungrily, like he can’t get enough of me. He strokes my body, exploring every inch of my skin. I pull one of his hands to my breast, and his thumb skims the sensitive peak. I gasp at the pleasure, and he takes it as a sign to deepen our kiss. His tongue slips between my lips, and the pleasure radiates from my very core.

We lose track of time, our kiss slowly intensifying until we are both breathless. He pulls back and looks into my eyes, a satisfied smirk playing on his lips.

“I think I could spend eternity with you,” he whispers, gazing into my eyes.

My heart swells, and I can’t help but smile back. I reach up and pull his face to mine once more, and as our lips meet again, I know that I would, too.

“Could you live in the cave with the monster?” he asks.

“I like the monster,” I say with a smirk. “I know he’ll fight to the death for me.”

Phoenix lifts the corner of his mouth and wraps his arms around me. I nestle into his embrace, feeling the warmth of his body coursing through me.

“The monster likes you,” he whispers, pressing a gentle kiss to my forehead. “So much so, he could devour you.”

Phoenix takes my hands in his and our fingers interlace, sending shivers up and down my spine. “This is where we stay for now. Where no one can hurt us or take away what we have.”

His words comfort me, and I relax into his embrace. In this moment, I know this is where I belong—with him, in this place of safety where nothing else matters.

With a deep breath, Phoenix presses his lips against mine and wraps his arms around me tightly. “I’m not going to leave this room without a fresh load of my cum in that sweet little pussy of yours.” Phoenix’s gravelly tone and the vulgar words cause a catch in my belly. Phoenix strokes hard fingers between my thighs as I watch him effortlessly rid himself of his own clothing. “I want you to smell who you belong to.”

Once naked, with his erect cock on full display before me, he approaches, pulls me over toward the edge of the bed, and sits me on his lap.

Phoenix strokes my pussy’s tender flesh. “So wet for me, so wet for what I have planned,” he purrs with approval. “Are you sure you want to be fucked so soon? Are you sore from the last time?”

I nod, knowing he wants to know just how sore I am. “Yes. And yes, I’m sore.”

He repositions me so I’m straddling his lap. He presses a hand onto the flat of my stomach as my hips grind against him in silent need, like my sex is an offering to a god.

I need him like I need air to live. My nipples bead as he takes hold of my breasts, and I ache to be claimed.

The large head of Phoenix’s cock enters me without preamble, thrusting into my core, where my flesh is far more sore and swollen from Phoenix’s prior fucking than I expected. I gasp in surprised discomfort, focusing on accepting his girth. He holds my hips still with his big palms until my enflamed muscles accept his thick presence. Then he thrusts again as his eyes lock with mine.

“This pussy belongs to me. I will never allow you to leave me. Never.”

Even the thought of leaving this man gives me a pang of sadness, but I quickly shake away the emotion as Phoenix thrusts deeper inside, his balls slapping up against me.

He then leans toward me and presses his lips to mine as he presses even deeper with each movement, grinding his hips against me, until I feel stretched. Full.

“Do you like how my cock spreads you?” Phoenix asks when he breaks away from the kiss. His voice in my ear is a gritty caress, a velvet growl, as he moves his hands over my breasts, then nipples, pinching tightly. I desperately want so much more. I have a hunger that makes me wonder if it can possibly ever be satiated.

“Yes.” I do. My whole body comes alive under the power of his words and body. Phoenix grinds in deeper as he palms my breasts.

“Do you want me to spread both holes? Tell me.” Phoenix’s voice holds a devil’s smile, but there is a question there, like he wants to be sure I like his aggression, and that I truly am giving myself to him and it isn’t all take.

I do. I have never had a need so strong before. His dominance beckons, as if I can hear his masculine blood pulse beneath his flesh. A drumbeat demanding I march along. I can’t think, just arch my back and press my hips downward, seeking more of Phoenix, wanting to pull him deeper into my core.

He pinches a nipple, making me jerk under his hand. “Do you want me in your ass while I fuck you there until you scream?” His voice is insistent; his breath runs along the sensitive hairs on my neck as he speaks.

Him never letting up in his assault has my mind spinning and my body humming along to the rhythm of his fucking.

“Yes,” I moan.

“Tell me.” Phoenix’s teeth close around the sensitive skin of my earlobe. “Tell me you want my cock. You’ll like it when I fuck you in the ass with it. Tell me you want my cum inside your ass and then feeling it drip down to your pussy.”

I’m panting now, my pussy leaking wetness around Phoenix’s dick.

“Tell me. Tell me you want it bad.”

“Yes, I… I want it.” My stomach convulses again at his low hum of satisfaction. “I like your big cock.” I gasp, reveling in the spikes of pleasure that shoot straight to the sensitive nub between my thighs as the filthy words leave my mouth. “Please fuck me in the ass so I can feel your cum seep out of me.”

He lets out a long-satisfied groan at my words and thrusts even deeper, spreading me wide.

He brings something out of me I’ve never known before. A part of me I never had the chance to experience. He has shown me the salacious, raw woman inside who asks for what I want, and like it.

“Say it again.” Phoenix’s voice is a growl.

I answer with a ferocious growl of my own. “I want you to fuck me hard.” I’ve never felt so powerful as when Phoenix swells within me. I look into his dark, lust-filled eyes and add, “Take me in the ass. Claim me there.” I thrust downward, clenching my internal muscles around his cock, waiting for him to give me what I so desperately need.

He roars as I clamp down on him like a vise, and then he pulls out of me roughly. He lies on his back and positions me so I straddle his body, placing the tip of his cock at my tight back entrance.

“This will hurt,” Phoenix warns.

“Yes!” I pant. God, I want it to hurt. I want to feel the pain.

He grunts, surging forward, holding me immobile so I can adjust to the size of his dick stretching my ass. I want to scream, to moan, to beg for him to stop, but at the same time, I want to beg for him to begin. Wave after wave of conflicting emotion and feelings wash over me. Pain versus pleasure. Submission versus resistance.

Phoenix eases past my puckered entrance, thrusting slowly, setting a tempo for our bodies to follow. In and out, back and forth, he fluidly controls my body. The pressure, the fullness, the bite—so much that I have no choice but to succumb fully to his control. I release everything to him and truly become a slave to his mastery.

“Harder,” I say, pressing down, while Phoenix pulls slowly out of me, only to have him thrust in once again. “Fuck me harder.”

“Say it again,” Phoenix demands.

“Harder.”

“You’re mine,” Phoenix announces, followed by a deep and guttural moan.

He pulls my face down and places his lips firmly on mine. His tongue twirls as my heart soars.

He then moves rough and fast, pumping furiously until I feel the hot jets of his climax deep within, and a screaming release tears through me, leaving me shaking and gasping for air. My quivering walls milk him dry while we both regain our composure. A warm heat flows through my veins. He holds me, preventing me from collapsing fully while he keeps his cock still firmly implanted inside of me.

I can’t speak, not that I would know what to say if I could. The smell of sex mixes with the room’s thick silence. Even though we are physically joined as one, we are distant and deep within our own selves. Pleasured, replete, satiated, and yet… there seems to be a sense of longing cast over our intertwined bodies. His seed flows through me, but at the same time, I feel more confused than ever before.

Have we made a baby yet?

Is a part of the monster inside me?

I must have fallen asleep because when I wake, I’m spooned up against him in the bed as normal couples would after lovemaking. Legs are entwined, arms are heavy as they possessively hold me close. My back is to Phoenix’s warm chest, and my breasts are held in his hand. I have never felt more comforted and safe in my life.

His heavy breathing as he sleeps seems to blend with mine. Our heartbeats seem to beat as one. Little space separates us as flesh morphs into a single body.

I can picture this as my future.

Always in his arms. Always his to be held.

“You’re beautiful,” Phoenix murmurs against my ear.

I don’t tense or wonder what will come next. I don’t fear this man but feel a level of satisfaction and contentment that I will never be able to put into words. My body hums, and I have never felt more alive or free in my entire life as I lie trapped in his arms.

There is so much I want to say, but I don’t want to break this bubble of euphoria. I want this single moment to last forever.

“Go to sleep, dove,” Phoenix says as he clears the little bit of space that separates us to kiss me on the neck. So gentle. So loving. So… everything I could ever want. “Sleep.”


Chapter
Thirty-One

ANI


The next time I wake, a single ray of sunshine penetrates the fog surrounding the apartment and illuminates the room. I don’t know how it has happened, but somehow, the tiny splinter of light has made me feel warm. When I realize why, I feel a sudden surge of emotion. Phoenix’s broad frame is draped behind me, holding me close as he sleeps.

The larger-than-life figure makes me feel small, and so secure in his embrace that I can hardly move. I feel his every breath, inhale his aroma, and feel like I could drift in and out of sleep for a lifetime. But then his body presses against mine, and I realize it’s impossible to doze off any longer. His skin is soft against my own, and I hold my breath to keep from giving away that I’m awake. I lie there for what feels like an eternity, until finally his breathing slows, and he releases a heavy sigh. I’d stay here forever, in his arms and surrounded by his scent, but eventually I muster up the courage to slide away.

I look up at him, watching him sleep peacefully, and somehow I know that nothing ever felt as right as being in his arms.

“Come back to bed,” he mumbles, not opening his eyes, fooling me in making me believe he was asleep.

“I was going to start breakfast.”

“It can wait. Bed now.”

Knowing that I’ll spend a lifetime following the commands of this man, I crawl into bed and back into his arms.

The feel of Phoenix’s morning erection pushing against my butt is far more delightful than eggs and bacon. His hips start rocking and grinding against me, arousing desire in my soul. I hook my leg over his, giving us a temporary bond.

He slides his callused hand up to cup my breast. His gentle touch leaves me wanting more, so when he pinches my nipple, I murmur encouragement. His grip gets stronger as he moves to my other tit.

Not knowing how much time we have before he retraces his steps, I reach back and slide my hand between my butt and his hardness, rubbing him through his boxer briefs until his hips start thrusting in an unmistakable rhythm. His breath quickens just as I grope for his unencumbered cock, pulling down his boxers to free him from any restraint. Phoenix’s fingers travel down my chest and slip to my bare pussy. I want him to come closer to me, but his actions suggest something different. Instead, he slides his hand around and grabs a cheek of my ass in each hand while pushing his hips forward. His cock is hard against me, and it pulses with anticipation.

He moves his mouth to my ear and whispers, “More?”

I answer yes without a moment’s hesitation, my body tingling with anticipation as he rubs himself against me. His kiss starts gentle and slow, but soon picks up in intensity as our bodies move together in perfect unison.

Slowly, he slides inside me inch by inch until we are both groaning with pleasure thanks to being so deeply connected. He continues gripping my ass as our hips thrust in harmony. The heat between us is almost unbearable as we reach the height of passion together.

He removes one hand from my ass to stroke my hair softly while I moan in pleasure from the intense connection that only comes from being so close to another person during sex. Our breathing becomes labored before finally slowing down as we descend from our high together and collapse into an exhausted embrace.

We lie there for a while afterward, not wanting the moment to end just yet before reality sets back in. Finally, Phoenix pulls away after giving me one last lingering kiss on the forehead, getting up without saying a word as though he doesn’t want to break the spell between us.

I lie there a few moments longer, basking in the afterglow of our passionate encounter.

Eventually, I force myself to get out of bed, my body still filled with pleasure and intensity.

“Can I ask you a question?” I begin as I watch him pull on a pair of gray sweats, his chest bare, muscled and delicious.

He turns to face me, an eyebrow raised.

“Why do you call me dove?”

“Because of a story my mother used to tell me,” he begins. “The Phoenix wasn’t just a bird but a creature of fire and fury, who had lived for hundreds of years, but had never known the joy of true love. Then one day, the Phoenix’s eyes fell upon the delicate form of a turtle dove. She was small and pure, with feathers as white as snow, and the Phoenix knew that it had found its soulmate.

The two birds flew together to a hidden corner of the forest and built a nest as their home. Here they were able to bask in their love, despite the mocking of other birds who did not understand their devotion. The Phoenix’s burning wings were a stark contrast to the turtle dove’s soft feathers, and they were a beautiful sight to behold, like two flames united in perfect harmony. No matter what those around them said, their love was strong, and nothing could ever come between them.

But as the Phoenix’s life drew to a close, it knew that its death would come soon. All it could think of was the love it had for its beloved turtle dove, and the thought of living without its love was unbearable. In an act of selfless devotion, the turtle dove chose to die and join the Phoenix in the afterlife. When the Phoenix rose from its ashes, so too did the turtle dove, and they were reunited in a new life.”

I gaze into Phoenix’s eyes and can feel the intensity radiating from his soul.

“That’s a powerful story,” I murmur.

“It is,” he replies softly. “It’s a testament to the power of unyielding devotion and eternal love. It tells us that even when the Phoenix passes away, it still remains with its beloved turtle dove in each new life, and that kind of love will never die.”

“It’s tragic, though,” I whisper, tears glistening in my eyes. “The Phoenix dies.”

He nods gravely. “Yes, it is a tragedy, but it’s also a symbol of the cycle of life and death, and of the power of true love that transcends time and space.”

“But you haven’t truly answered my question,” I say. “Why call me dove?”

“I call you dove because you are the one who completes me. The one I am willing to die for, the one I am reborn for.” He takes my hand, his gaze burning into mine with passionate intensity.

My heart swells with emotion at his words.

I don’t know how long this softness will last, as Phoenix burns cold just as quickly, but I’ll take it and relish it while I can.

I get out of bed, wrap my arms around his neck, and press myself closer to him so I can kiss him deeply. His lips are warm and inviting as our tongues meet in a passionate dance. We linger in our embrace, exploring each other’s souls with our lips.

The intensity of the moment is too powerful to ignore, and my heart opens to him like never before.

He holds me tightly against his chest, and I melt into him, feeling like I have returned home after a long journey. Maybe it’s too good to be true to believe that we can conquer any challenge that comes our way and live out our days in blissful harmony, but I want to tell myself that. I want to believe it’s possible.

“I love you,” I whisper softly against his cheek.

The words hang in the air between us—frozen.

Did he hear me?

Maybe he did and doesn’t feel the same.

I wait. And I wait. But I don’t hear the words in return.

I have to change this. I have to fix this. I can’t let those words break what we’re building. Trying to pretend I never said them to begin with, I blurt out, “I need you. I need to feel you inside me again, and again, and again.”

Return to the sex. Return to the part of our relationship I understand. The part of us that works effortlessly.

Phoenix takes me in his arms, pressing my body to his as he kisses me deeply. I feel the warmth of his lips as they move against mine, taking me on a journey of pleasure and passion. His hands are gentle yet insistent as they explore my curves, eliciting delicious moans from deep within me.

His kisses are hot against my neck, and he lowers me back to the bed as he moves down my body, exploring every inch of me. I melt into the sheets as pleasure washes over me. His touch is pure ecstasy as he brings me closer to the edge of pure bliss.

My heart rate quickens as I become lost in the sensation, wanting nothing more than to be with him forever in this moment. Our tongues dance together in perfect harmony; each movement takes us further down the path of desire and passion.

“May I please suck your cock?”

“Yes,” he says with a grin. I lift my body from his so that I’m kneeling between his legs. But when I realize he isn’t going to open them up to allow me access, I pivot to look over at him. “Straddle my chest. I want to look at your ass and wet pussy while you suck my dick.”

I feel myself blush with each lascivious command he gives me. So, I do as he asks, placing my leg over his body as I turn around and sit down. Now, he’s able to feel the wetness that’s started between my legs. Leaning forward, I then kiss the tip of his penis.

“No, start with my balls,” he commands, making me lean further forward until his cock is pressed against his abdomen and I’m holding his testicles in my other hand.

The moment my tongue flicks out to lick him, I feel his hands on my butt cheeks. I stop suddenly to see what his next command will be.

I flick my tongue out again and begin to stroke along the smooth and velvety skin of his scrotum, rolling his testicles around in my grip. They’re heavy and full, so as I take one into my mouth and start gently sucking on it, rolling it around in my mouth, he lets out a groan of contentment. Using my other hand I continue to stroke up and down the length of his shaft while squeezing lightly at times as I release the one testicle and switch over to suckle its twin into my mouth.

“Rim me.”

A sharp slap to my butt startles me, but I resist the urge to stand; instead, I lift my ass higher and my ponytail slides over my shoulder to caress his groin. I stick out my tongue and trace the incredibly sensitive skin between his scrotum and his anus. His cock twitches in my hand as I again lick the area before carefully exploring the rim of his anus. I open and close my mouth, unable to form words as Phoenix pushes a finger into my butt. His grip tightens around my waist, keeping me from sitting up.

“You’re such a naughty girl, aren’t you?” His voice fills the room.

I smile and turn away, lowering my head again. “Yes, yes, I am,” I confess before taking another swift lick.

My tongue is tireless as I glide over his skin, savoring and delighting in his body. He starts to probe my rectum with his finger, and my delicate nether area contracts in response to the forbidden act. I don’t stop, despite society’s expectations of what a ‘good girl’ should do. I circle my tongue around his puckered hole one last time before being ordered to move back up to his penis. I pause for a moment, allowing his finger to further penetrate me, as I position myself for another nibble on his testicles. He teases me for not jumping into place quickly enough, so I press my lips against his opening and give it a final kiss before sliding his shaft into my mouth.

“Go ahead. I want you to thrust yourself onto my fingers as you suck my member.” For a split second, I think I have misheard him, but the fingers re-enter to be certain of the command. I shiver a bit and submit, moaning softly as his digits penetrate deeply. Dropping my head, I open my mouth and let him glide in his head. With my tongue, I spread his pre-cum over the top, then suckle it while moving one hand up and down with the other cupping his slick testicles, giving them a gentle roll.

Phoenix grabs my hair, pulls me away from him, and flips me over as I land on the bed. Knowing what’s coming, I hang my head off the edge of the mattress and lift my ass in the air.

“Ask for it,” he says, his eyes piercing mine.

“Please,” I whisper. He stands behind me, and I sense the cap coming off a bottle. The familiar sensation of lube being poured onto my skin follows, and I prop myself up on my elbows so I can look back at Phoenix, who is sitting in a chair and stroking his manhood.

“Are you sure?” he asks again, looking intently at me.

“Yes.” My voice trembles slightly.


Chapter
Thirty-Two
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My anticipation is almost unbearable as I feel Phoenix’s fingers slide between my legs, slick with my arousal. He pushes them deep, scissoring inside me as I moan uncontrollably, widening my tight opening in anticipation of what is to come. His cockhead presses against my back entrance, and I tense as I wait for him to take me, knowing he won’t exceed my limits.

“Yes,” I beg, desperate for his possession. “Take me. Take my ass.”

“Good girl,” he growls. “Push back and open yourself. Let me in.”

I obey, feeling the intensity of the moment crushing around me like the heat of a furnace. His fingers create a steady rhythm of pleasure that loosens my muscles enough for him to enter me. I cry out as he pushes deep, claiming me as his own with a possessive thrust. My breath catches as he presses his hardness against my entrance. I cry out as he plunges deep, pushing through my tightness. His fingers dig painfully into the soft skin of my neck, forcing me to stay still, no matter how much I want to resist.

“Oh God! Oh God!” I chant as Phoenix hammers into me, pleasure and pain blending into an overwhelming sensation that nearly makes me faint.

His thrusts become increasingly rough, each one driving deeper than the last. He doesn’t let up until his entire length is sheathed inside me, and finally he stills, pressing himself to the hilt until his balls slap against my pussy. I am filled with a terror that is strangely exhilarating—an intense awareness of how powerless I am in this moment and how truly owned I am by Phoenix’s relentless desire. His every move claims me in a way that is indescribable.

He ravages me, his fingers digging into my ass, his palm striking against my skin, each moment of connection further driving me to the ultimate height of pleasure I have ever experienced. I am no longer just a woman. I am an entity of pure pleasure, writhing beneath him, my nipples hardening, my hips rising to meet his relentless pounding. He entwines his fingers in my hair, yanking my head back, and leans down to devour my mouth with his own. His teeth catch onto my lower lip, tugging it before moving up to nip the flesh of my neck and shoulder. Each sharp sensation amplifying my insatiable craving for more.

“Harder! Oh God, yes, harder!” The need is uncontrollable, threatening to consume me from within. He brings his free hand between my legs and his fingers clamp around my clit while he thrusts three fingers deep inside me.

“I’m coming!” I scream without a second thought as the waves of pleasure reverberate through me.

My body shudders, and a liquid heat drenches me as he continues to pound into me. His roar fills my ears as he slams inside me, pumping his seed deep into my core with every rock of his hips. For the first time in my life, I see explosions of light behind my eyes as I quiver beneath him, feeling his cock still twitching within me, and oh God… the bliss refuses to abate as he continues to tease my clit with every thrust. I still keep coming.

“Phoenix!” I choke out, the intensity of my emotions tearing me apart. My vision blurs, and my body shakes as he wraps his arms around me. I’m gasping, my back arching in ecstasy as he holds me close and whispers in my ear.

I’m coming so much. So much wetness. So wet. So fucking wet, and with each wave, blackness takes over until I see nothing but darkness.

I open my eyes to find myself cradled on his lap, Phoenix gazing down at me with a satisfied smirk.

“What did you do to me?” I ask breathlessly, my heart pounding in my ears.

“I gave you la petite mort… the little death, my dove. You are now reborn.” He leans down to capture my lips in a passionate kiss.

My body trembles as I recall my last memory before waking, the indescribable pleasure that had left me mute in its wake.

“That was so fucking hot, Ani,” Phoenix growls. “Your ass around my cock. It was the hottest, softest velvet, yet powerful as a vise when you squirted.”

“The bed is soaked,” I mumble, embarrassed.

He pulls me back and looks me in the eyes. “It won’t be the last time.” He tilts up my chin. “You let yourself go. I fucking loved it.” He presses his lips against my forehead. “And then you fainted in pure ecstasy.”

“I’m sorry,” I whisper.

He shakes his head and tightens his grip on me. “Don’t be sorry. It was the most amazing thing I have ever experienced, and I can’t wait to make it happen again.”

I melt into him, accepting the truth in his words. Yes, I have given him not only my body, but my trust, which has set me free to bask in pleasure without inhibition.

I died in his arms and have been reborn like the phoenix rather than the dove.

The raw desire inside me has me repeating the words I said a short time ago. “I love you.”

And just like before… silence.

But this time it doesn’t hurt. It doesn’t sting. I speak my truth just as my body has.

He tenses but doesn’t let go of me, and for now I’ll accept.

I’m not a fool to believe the darkness has left him, but right now, all I feel is light.
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I think I fucked up. Actually, I know I fucked up.

Ever since I declared my love for Phoenix, he seems so distant. He’s reminding me of the brick wall of a man he was at the manor. I had felt that each brick was slowly being removed, but with three deadly words, I have rebuilt the impenetrable structure.

“The sea,” Phoenix says after my evening belting that he’s still doing even though we have been staying in the penthouse for two days now. “It’s a reminder of the power of the gods. Of Poseidon, the ruler of the seas.”

He turns to me, and I can see the intensity in his eyes. “Do you know the story of Poseidon?”

I shake my head, not sure where he’s going with this. He’s been so sullen lately I’m cautious and feel as if I’m walking on eggshells.

“Poseidon was a god among men,” Phoenix continues. “A ruler of the seas, and a master of the earth. He was feared and respected by all. But he was also a jealous god, and he would do anything to protect his power and his kingdom.”

My sense of unease grows as he speaks. It’s like he’s not just talking about a mythological god, but about himself.

“Poseidon would stop at nothing to protect what was his.” Phoenix’s voice is low and menacing. “And that’s what I’ll do, Ani. I’ll protect what’s mine, at any cost.”

My heart races as he speaks. He’s not just talking about the sea, or about Poseidon. He’s talking about me.

“You should be carrying my baby by now,” he blurts. “It’s been a month since we started, and something tells me that you’re with my child.”

It’s as if ice cold water has been thrown on my quivering body. My heart freezes as my knees buckle, and I fall to the floor. I look up into Phoenix’s stunned face with wide eyes and shake my head in denial.

Baby.

I don’t want to think about having a baby.

His baby.

Every time I do, it makes me panic. It’s too real. Too…

A baby will bring us back into reality.

With furrowed brow, he kneels down and takes my hand in his. “What’s wrong? Are you sick?” The concern on his face is foreign, and I take a moment to absorb a new element of the man I long to know more about.

“I’m not sick.” I can’t breathe normally, and my body grows clammy.

Phoenix wipes a loose strand of hair from my face and places his palm on my forehead. “What’s going on, Ani? Do you need a doctor?” He pulls my shivering body against his and cradles me.

“What happens then?” I ask in a whisper. “When I do have your baby?”

“Once you’re pregnant, I’ll start making plans to move you out of state to one of my properties to have you carry the baby with the best medical staff at your disposal.”

His words confuse me. Why would he want to leave Seattle? And if not staying in Seattle, why not Heathens Hollow? “Why would you have us leave the state? Where?”

“Just you for now,” he says.

“Wait. What?”

“You’ll raise the baby and be very well cared for. You won’t be trapped away in this penthouse or manor anymore. I’m sure you can’t wait to be able to truly be free and be out in the sunlight where you belong.”

His words aren’t making any sense. He’s been using words of possession when it comes to me. He says I’m his. He says forever. He hasn’t hidden his control over me in the slightest. Why would he even think of sending me away? “Why won’t I stay with you?”

Phoenix surprises me when he kisses the top of my head and still holds me securely in his arms. “You paid your penance and then some.” He kisses my head again. “If you stay here, my family will swallow you up and spit you out. I won’t have that for you or for my baby. And if the secret ever gets out about what you, Apollo, and your sister did… I want you far away where you can’t be found.”

“I don’t understand.”

“This has been the plan all along. You paid for your crimes. You are giving me the baby. You’ve done more than enough.”

“So you want me to go into hiding? Where?” A deep wave of grief attacks every part of my being. I have no idea why. I should want to be free from the penthouse, the manor, and free from my constant punishments. Once I have the baby, I would have paid for my lies, my sister’s lies, and what we did, and this all can stop.

“I’ll make sure your housing and financial needs are always met. No baby of mine will ever be without or ever be in danger. Luxury and comfort will be yours. I will take part in raising our child, of course.” Even though he says the last part, there is something in the way he says the words that seem… uncomfortable. As if he doesn’t know what being part of raising a child really entails.

“But what if I don’t want that?” I say as I tilt my head so I can look up at him.

“Don’t want what?” His eyes darken. “Would you rather go to jail? You don’t exactly have a lot of options here, Ani. I hope you aren’t stupid enough to think you can fuck with⁠—”

“What if I don’t want to leave here?” I swallow hard. “To leave you.”

Phoenix recoils as if I have just slapped his face. “What are you talking about? Of course you want to leave here.”

I shake my head. “No. I don’t.”

Phoenix shoots to his feet, and his concern is quickly replaced with fury. “Have you lost your mind? You are about to be free. No more captivity. No more punishments.”

“But also”—I sniff as the tears finally fall from my eyes—“no more you. At least not in the same way. Not the way I had grown accustomed to having you. And I don’t want that.”

“You don’t know what you’re talking about,” he snaps. He shakes his head. “Of course you want to leave here. What person in their right mind would want to stay?”

“Me. I want to stay. To stay here with you. I don’t want it to change. Baby or not.”

“Ani.”

“Is that so wrong?” I move myself into the kneeling position I know Phoenix likes me to assume. “I don’t want to leave you. You said I was a bad girl. You saw that in my soul the minute you laid your eyes on me, and you were right. I am bad. I have bad thoughts and bad needs. But with you, I feel like all the bad thoughts are realized and experienced. I feel safe with you and comforted in your hands, no matter how firm they are. You called me a pain slut, and maybe you’re correct in that as well. I do like it. I love it.”

“Your new submissive tendencies don’t need to be constantly explored. You don’t have to be here to know that sexual side of yourself.” He says the words between clenched teeth. “I can’t understand why you would want to stay here under these harsh elements that I created.”

“Is it so odd that I would want to stay with you all the time?” I ask.

“I’ll still be in your life,” he says. “You’ll have my baby, after all. I won’t go too long without checking in.”

“But not daily. Not often, right?”

“I can’t have you here. Living with me. Not forever.”

His words hurt. I don’t like reality. I don’t want reality.

“Why not? Why can’t you open yourself up to the idea of changing your life for… me and the baby?”

“That wasn’t the plan,” he says quickly.

“I know, but can’t we at least sit down and talk? About our future?”

Hope replaces the sadness in my heart. My idea seems like a good one and one that maybe Phoenix will consider.

“You have no idea what type of world I live in.” Phoenix goes over to the window and looks out, leaving me staring at his broad shoulders and strong posture that only makes me crave to be in his arms once again. “I’m here by choice. It’s what I do. Who I am. But this isn’t you. You belong beyond these walls.”

“But you aren’t asking me what I want?” I am being far more daring and bolder than I would have ever done before, but I have to fight. I have to do something. Phoenix will slip between my fingers if I don’t do everything I can to stay with him once the baby comes.

“I know what being a Godwin means,” he answers. “It isn’t safe for you or the baby to be caught in the web of this family. Yes, the baby will be born a Godwin, but he or she will be protected by me until they are strong enough to battle without my shield.”

“But don’t you think we’d be safer with you at all times?”

“That’s not part of the plan. Part of my life is that I always stick to the plan,” he says, still staring out the window.

“But can’t we alter it just a bit?” I counter. “There is so much I don’t know about you, but I do know that there is some sort of connection between us. There is something deep inside of us that deserves exploring. Yes, you awoke sexual desires I never knew before, but I know there is more than that. Tell me that I am wrong. Am I nothing more than just a woman who is paying her penance for lying to you? Have I misread you completely?”

“I don’t know you,” he says as he turns to face me. “Not beyond these walls.”

“You know more about me than anyone ever has before. The real me. You have stripped me naked from the inside out. You said I was yours. I am. I truly am.”

“This conversation is over. The sooner you wrap your head around what will be expected, the better.”

“No!” I scream. “I won’t. For your plan to work, you need me to agree. Once I’m not a prisoner, you won’t have full control, and you know it. So no, I won’t be cast off to raise the baby alone with occasional paternal visits. I won’t do it.”

I stand up and charge toward him. I am completely out of control, but the thought of being forced to leave him is far worse than the thought of staying and whatever discipline he will issue for my outburst.

“And I know something happened to you as a child,” I add. “I know something happened to your entire family to make you be this way. I found journals by your mother. I read them. I read about you and everything your family experienced. And I don’t judge you, Phoenix! I understand you. I feel you. Your black is my black. That abyss you swim in is the same murky waters I have. Don’t you see that? Don’t you see that there is more between us? I told you I loved you, and I fucking meant it!”

Phoenix meets my charge and takes hold of my shoulders to stop me. He then grabs my neck and squeezes. “Do you have a death wish? Have I taught you nothing? I told you to never mention my mother. And where are these fucking journals?”

“At the manor,” I squeak. This is my first lie to Phoenix since my penance began. I don’t know why I don’t tell them they are in the next room, but I’m not ready to let them go. Not yet. Maybe they will help me figure out a way to soothe this beast before me.

“Don’t ever try to understand my family. Never again.”

“Why are you not listening to me?” I demand with wild eyes and fury building inside.

He squeezes my neck some more. He applies just enough pressure with his fingertips to make breathing difficult and to show me he is the one in control. “Because this is who I am. I’m a monster, not a husband. Don’t try to picture me as a man that I’m not.”

“I don’t have to picture it. I feel it,” I say with strangled breath. “You said yourself. You may be a natural monster, but I am a natural prey.” His hold on my neck loosens. “I was just a poor girl from the Eastside of Heathens Hollow. No connection other than with my sister, and even that in the last few years was distant. I was in an awful relationship and lived a miserable existence. Until you, Phoenix. Until you set me aflame with the things you did to my body. I felt alive while here. I don’t want death. And that was exactly what my life was before you. Death. So please, Phoenix. Keep my soul alive. Don’t allow my soul to die. I want you to push past your boundaries and your thick walls.”

His hand on my neck moves, and he once again grabs a fistful of my hair. I hiss as the sting intensifies, but as I am about to beg for more, Phoenix brings his lips down upon mine. Passion erupts as he presses his tongue inside my mouth and dances it within. A kiss from my captor. His breath merges with mine as our bodies come together and our kiss intensifies.

“You don’t want this,” he says between his claiming of my mouth.

“I do.” I hold onto his shoulders, hoping to never let go. I hope desperately Phoenix will not force me to let go of the only thing—the only person—I want. I want this man and his attic.

Breaking the kiss but still holding me close, he says, “I’ll think about it. That’s all I can give you now.”

Fresh tears cloud my vision as I stare into his stern expression. Defeated, I shake my head as I look at my bare feet and whisper, “It’s not up to just you, Phoenix. I’ve done everything you have asked, but our future needs my input as well. I ask you to consider that. Consider me. Not the prisoner. But me. Me.”

Phoenix tilts my chin to make me look up at him and kisses me again softly but then nips at my lip. “I’ll think on it. That’s all I will say for now.”
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“Ani’s losing her mind,” I begin as Athena and I have just finished a meeting with our staff about moving from the Seattle penthouse. Ani is going to Spain, and me back to Olympus. They have their new orders, and I am confident all will run smoothly. I like the penthouse, but I’m uneasy, edgy, and my home is back at Olympus.

Ani is still asleep, exhausted from our fight last night, and I’m grateful to have a break from her pleading eyes. I have had a long talk with Athena, filling her in on everything. Even the murder. I know I can’t keep her in the dark about everything. My sister will figure it out eventually, and I need her on my side to help fight off my father and the toxic world of Godwin hell. I don’t want anyone knowing about Ani and the baby.

“We’ll move her soon,” Athena says. “I’m sure the walls are closing in on her.”

“It’s more than that.”

Athena pauses, looks deep into the screen at me to study my face.

“Don’t ask me how, but I think she’s falling in love with me,” I add.

Athena smirks and rolls her eyes. “I think you are losing your mind. Maybe the walls are closing in on you.”

“Athena…” I run my fingers through my hair and sigh. “You’re welcome to watch the video of our talk, but it wasn’t pretty.”

“Just tell me, and save me the time.”

“She doesn’t want to leave me. She said so. She wants a life with me and the baby.”

Athena’s eyes widen. “Baby? Is she pregnant?” She shakes her head.

“No guarantees but a high chance.”

“Jesus Christ. I wouldn’t have guessed this in a million years.”

Baby. A baby… I can’t believe I’m even having a discussion about a baby. About my baby.

Jesus, is this all really happening? The plan all seemed good at the beginning, but now that reality is kicking in, a surge of panic hits me hard.

“But this isn’t about the baby. I really think she’s in love with me.”

Pushing back the thoughts of fatherhood to focus, I rise and pace the room, which often helps me process all my emotions.

“It’s probably just hormones,” Athena offers.

“No. It’s more. You didn’t talk to her. I did. She wants to stay with me. She doesn’t want to leave Seattle without me.”

“After what you just told me you did to her… That’s insane. She should hate your guts.”

I nod in agreement. “She should. She should want to fucking kill me.” I look Athena square on. “But she doesn’t. Far from it.”

Athena is right, however. The thought is insane. Ani in love? How could this be? I essentially kidnapped her. Made her fear for her freedom and her sister’s. Forced her into submission. Yes, it was clear she enjoyed much of the punishment, and her body came alive under my touch, but that was physical. How in the fuck could she be falling in love with me? How?

“It’s that Stockholm syndrome shit or something.” Athena nods as if she has just explained it all away. “I’m sure as soon as she’s out of your grip, she’ll want you dead and hate your very presence.”

I nod slowly, taking in her answer. “Possibly.”

“And it doesn’t matter really,” Athena adds as I sit down and study Ani in the monitor. The camera in our room is positioned on her and zoomed in perfectly.

God, she’s beautiful as she sleeps. So angelic. So perfect. So…

Athena’s words snap me out of my thoughts. “We continue as planned. If she’s pregnant, we move her to a location away from Medusa, Poseidon, and all our other enemies. I’ve been looking into a villa in Madrid that looks like we could compound the hell out of it. It would be a good setting for her to stay during her pregnancy and should make her happy. I think keeping her there for nine months will be an okay amount of time, but we’ll want to move her and the baby soon after. I don’t like the idea of her staying in one place for a year. Considering you want to keep this quiet from Dad… Well, it won’t be easy unless we keep her moving. Father is distracted with Medusa business, and you’ve never really been on his radar so—” She grimaces. “Sorry.”

“Don’t apologize. It’s true.” I shrug. I gave up hope a long time ago of ever having a close relationship with the powerful Troy Godwin.

“What about you? Are you ready to leave and return to Olympus?” Athena asks.

“Yeah, I am. I miss some of the comforts of the attic. Plus, I need to get back to the daily oversight of Medusa’s security. I think there are some cracks forming we need to get sealed up.”

“What about Ani? Are you ready to leave her?”

My stomach twists, and an inexplicable lump forms in the back of my throat. “The time together has been fun. I’m not going to deny that. The kinky sadist in me has been able to run free. There’s a physical connection, for sure, but it’s not like she’ll ever be out of my life. She’ll be carrying my baby. She’s in my life, one way or the other.”

“How often do you plan on seeing her in Spain?” Athena asks, but it’s a question she already knows the answer to.

Not often enough.

“I need to get back to my life. Full time. You know this,” I say.

Who am I trying to convince? Athena or myself?

Athena nods slowly. “But from what you are saying, it sounds like she wants to be part of that full-time life.”

“Which is crazy. In a goddamn attic?”

“You don’t need to choose the attic, Phoenix, and you know this.”

“And you know what being a Godwin does to people. What it did to Mother,” I say, to counter the idea of a happily ever after. “The last thing I want to see is Ani jumping to her death because she sealed her fate by marrying me. No one deserves that. No one.”

“Our mother was different.” Athena’s jaw tightens as she spits out the words. “She was weak. She didn’t have the strength to fight for our family.”

“How do you know Ani isn’t weak?”

Athena shrugs. “I don’t, but I think you know just how strong Ani is. Otherwise we wouldn’t even be having this conversation.”

“True,” I agree. “She’s not weak.”

“But even if you wanted this woman as your wife, there is no way to have that normal family where you come home at the end of the day to a homemade meal and family laughter like some suburban fantasy. It’s just not who you are. Who any of us are.”

“I don’t know. It sure as hell looks like Apollo and Daphne are about to live that perfect white picket fence dream,” I say.

Athena rolls her eyes. “Doubtful. But whatever. I couldn’t care less if they do.”

“Yeah, well… you are right. It’s not who I am. It’s not who I will ever be.” I release a deep breath and return my attention to Ani asleep on the monitor. “Ani may think she knows what she wants. But she has no idea.”

“Then stick to the plan.”

“Ani said there are journals of Mother’s at the house,” I say. “I’m having the staff search for them.”

“Why bother?” Athena shrugs.

“You aren’t curious what’s inside?”

“She’s dead. Dead. Let’s move on.”

Picking up on her tone, I do just that. “I’ll work on security in Madrid.” I like that I now have something to focus on other than Ani and her idea of an impossibility.

“Fine, but let me ask you something first. Be honest,” Athena says in a low voice. “Do you have feelings for Ani? Do you love her?”

I look back at the monitor, lean back in my chair, and fight the urge to study every single curve of Ani’s body, which I often do. “Yes.” I run my hands through my hair. “Fuck.”

Athena studies me and then says, “Fuck. Fuck. Fuck.”

“It makes things messy. Complicated. And if she’s carrying my baby, I think my feelings are only going to grow more for her.”

“Spain,” Athena says. “Distance. You need it. She needs it.”

“It’s the only way. I need to focus. Stay on course.”

I sit back and continue to watch Ani sleep peacefully as my mind tells my heart lies.

Stay on course.

Stay on course.


Chapter
Thirty-Five

ANI


I sit and watch Phoenix eat. Waiting for him to look up at me. Hoping that maybe just once he will acknowledge my presence in any way except to punish me. Is it possible for Phoenix to feel anything toward me? Can he ever be anything but an authoritative disciplinarian? Do I not have any hold of his heart at all?

I haven’t had my period, and though I don’t know for sure, there is a part of me that knows I can very well be pregnant. My time in the penthouse is limited. Once he knows I’m pregnant, this wicked game of keeping the princess locked away in the tower will be over. Reality will set in.

Though Phoenix and I share a connection, it’s going to be hard to convince him of that. He has punished me several times, sometimes severely and other times with a lighter hand. He tolerates little and has zero patience. Some of the times are deserved for acting out due to boredom or raising hell because I feel like the walls of the penthouse are often closing in on me. But there are times that he will pull the belt from his pants and take it to me simply because he can.

Does he know how much I like it? I do. His dominance. His power. The bite of the leather against my flesh. The act of being punished nude before him. I love it all. Crave it even. Maybe it is my soul desiring the punishment for never being happier when I should be miserable. Or maybe it is simply the fuel I require to light the fire within. Regardless of why, I wait in anticipation for the next strike of his hand. But unlike with Mark, it’s never on my face. Never any place that causes any real harm. Just my bare ass causing me to become instantly wet.

And then there are times he softens. He never punishes without soothing afterward. He takes his duty of aftercare seriously. He kisses, he holds me close, and cuddles me into his muscled chest while stroking my hair repeatedly. He bathes me and cares for me in ways I didn’t know possible. The more Phoenix punishes, the more he loves. The yin and yang of his sadist self is more than I could ask for. These months at the manor, and now at the penthouse, are the most fulfilling relationships I have ever experienced.

I try my best not to think about the day I will have to leave him. If I bring it up in conversation, he bends me over and sears my behind. It is not to be spoken of in his presence. It is clear he had a mission. A plan.

Fighting back tears, I decide that I need to speak with Phoenix, even though it will result in punishment. “Phoenix,” I say tentatively. “I was hoping I could discuss something with you.” I have to act now. I need to bring it up in my own way before he shuts it down completely without any input from me.

He looks up from his meal with annoyance in his eyes. “No.”

His sharp answer takes me by surprise, but I swallow back the lump in my throat and carry on. “Once I’m pregnant⁠—”

He looks up at me with wide eyes. “Are you?”

“I don’t know,” I answer honestly. “But once I am⁠—”

“My sister and I have it all planned out,” he says. “You have nothing to worry about, but your time paying for your actions will be over. So, you should be happy about that.”

“So, when I leave the penthouse⁠—”

Phoenix swallows the last bite of his meal before speaking in a deep and menacing voice. “We will discuss this once we know you are definitely pregnant. No reason to discuss this now.”

“I want to stay with you. Not be shipped off to some hidden location.”

“No.”

“I don’t want to leave you. I don’t want to leave Seattle.”

“I don’t care.”

“I don’t believe you,” I say without pause. “I think you do care, and no matter what you say, I think you feel the same way about me that I feel about you.”

“This conversation is over.”

“Phoenix…”

“I said no,” he snaps.

“How can you stare at me like that and feel nothing?” My voice cracks and wavers. “Am I truly nothing more than a body? Just a surrogate for your baby?”

“That’s what you are.”

His words shatter my heart. Why does he have the power over me to do so? Why am I drawn toward a man who has never led me to believe there was anything more? He has only caused me pain—both physically and mentally. So why? Why do his words stab at me? He hasn’t made any promises. He has never whispered sweet nothings about the perfect future together. I should know how he will act. I should know how he will feel. But my heart has taken over.

“I have sat across from you at this table for days. We have had sex. You have demanded my submission in the most intimate of ways, and I have given it to you. Please. I know you have to feel something more. I can feel it in your touch.”

“I touch you in order to keep you in line. To make you pay for your betrayal and to guarantee it will never happen again. Nothing more.”

“Not true.”

He looks at me with the most severe warning I have yet seen.

I clear my throat and try to keep my voice calm and steady. “I can see. I notice what you do. When you spank me, you also dip your finger between my folds to see that I am wet. My arousal is important to you. When a punishment is over, and I’m crying, you wait with me until my tears cease. You want to care for me. You want to give me comfort because you feel more even though you aren’t capable of admitting that to yourself. You want this because you do feel something for me. I know this. I feel this. You are lying if you say otherwise.”

“Ani…” His warning sends a shiver up my spine, but I don’t stop. I can’t. I’m not wrong. I can’t be. He’s just too stubborn to see.

“I’m not asking for love right away. I’m not asking for you to be someone you aren’t or can’t be. I’m just asking for you to be honest. This hasn’t been easy for me. I’m not usually this open and free with my feelings, but you made me this way. It’s because of you that I can say how I feel. I hunger for you. You wake up a passion inside of me that salivates to be quenched. You spark a flame inside. When we made love⁠—”

“We fucked.” His voice vibrates off the bare walls.

“Maybe,” I say calmly, “but more than just a body part entered me. I felt it just as I know you did. I had your seed as you like to call it, blending within me. Something happened at that moment. A bond. I can’t imagine losing it forever while I bounce around like an expensive piece of artwork never to be appreciated or touched. I want more out of life.” I pause for a moment, preparing for the rejection I am sure will follow my next question. “Was I the only one who felt it? Did you not feel the connection with me? When we were together?”

“I felt it,” he admits. “I fucking felt it.”

Phoenix begins pacing, his aggravation visible in his posture. I sit and wait for the storm to erupt. I am asking for a severe spanking by continuing, but I have to, if even the slightest hope exists. He turns to me and points to the hallway. “Ani. Leave. Now. Go back to the room. I need… time.”

I rise quickly and run to the room. Not out of fear, although I am scared of Phoenix’s wrath, but because I don’t want him to see how truly devastated I am.

Have I got this all wrong?

How?

How can I be so off?

How can this be so one-sided?

I’m in my room crying when a knock sounds at the door rather than it just being opened like every other time. With the mood Phoenix is in, he would never knock. Never.

I quickly dry my tears. “Come in.”

Phoenix opens the door and gracefully enters the room. “Ani, I can see… no, I can feel that I have upset you.”

I look into his deep eyes and say nothing. I meet his gaze and allow him to truly see my pain. I want him to see how the thought of not being with him once we confirm I am pregnant causes anguish like no other. I understand I am simply a surrogate now, but that doesn’t mean I like it.

Phoenix pulls me into his arms harshly. He presses my head to his chest with more force than I am prepared for. “It kills me to see you hurt. I want to never be the cause of your heartache.” Without releasing his grip, he continues, “But what you want is not possible. It’s not the way your life should be. Even if I could safely keep you with me at all times, a life in the attic is no way to live. It’s just a matter of time until you lose your mind. Our child deserves a sane parent.”

I pull from his strong embrace. “I don’t care what we do as long as I’m with you. And our child deserves to have both his or her parents. Not just me.” I sniffle and wipe away the tears, trying to regain my composure. “Anything is better than me being cast off alone.”

“You won’t be alone. You will have around-the-clock security watching over you. We will give you staff as well to help with cooking and cleaning. You won’t be alone.”

“But that is alone! It might as well be. What kind of life will I have with no real connections?”

“A better one than you would have with me. Look at me. I’m not the man you are picturing. I’m not that white picket fence dream.” He pauses as if he may change his mind but then quickly snaps out of it. “And you won’t be alone. You will have the baby. And who knows, we may want a second child down the line.”

I shake my head. “You are a coward. You are too scared to let me in. To let any form of love in.” I pause to drum up the strength to tell Phoenix my true feelings. “I love you. I love you so much. Even though you may never return the words, I’m at least not a coward and can tell you how I truly feel.” I look back up into Phoenix’s deep blue eyes. “But I know my baby, and I deserve more. So, if you can’t say the words⁠—”

“I love you, too,” he cuts in. Sighing, Phoenix shakes his head. “I can’t give you what you need.”

“Then take me someplace else. Find a place besides the manor or the penthouse, besides the properties everyone is aware of, and build something fresh. Anywhere else.”

“I can’t do that, and you know it. I have responsibilities that keep me here. I can’t just run off and play house. The slightest show of weakness, and others will move in.”

I reach out for Phoenix’s hands and pull him close to me in desperation. “Figure it out. Fix this problem as you fix everything else with your business,” I suggest, feeling hopelessness take over all sense. “You are a man who doesn’t take no for an answer.”

Phoenix wraps me in his arms and kisses me on top of my head. “Ani, this is final. I have nothing to offer you. This is not the way to live. I can keep you safe, and that’s the plan. Regardless of what you may think of me, I don’t wish you unhappiness. I know what I have planned for you might not be what you planned, but if you have my baby inside of you, there’s no other choice. I have to keep you both safe.”

I close my eyes for a moment, searching my entire being for the power to not burst in tears and beg to be loved. I have to maintain some pride. I have to do something. Anything but feel this pain and rejection.

Cold.

Survival.

Put that wall back up.

Just be a pain slut and nothing more.

Try, Ani. Try.

“Fine. Forget I even tried. Let’s just go back to the way it was. Fucking.” I tentatively press my palm to Phoenix’s chest. “Let me taste you.” I lower my hand to the bulge in Phoenix’s pants. “I want to feel your cock between my lips.” I quickly undo his pants, releasing him from his confines. “I want again.”

Phoenix stands still, never making a move to stop me in my mission. I consider this a sign to continue. I kneel, softly place his hardened cock on the base of my tongue, and close my lips tightly around him. Looking up into his eyes, I move my mouth up and down along his shaft. Phoenix never looks away.

I tighten my lips and work my tongue in small circles along the entire length. His taste, his smell, and his entire aura consumes me, but I focus only on the task. Nothing more.

Phoenix reaches for my hair to stop me. “Ani,” he moans. He’s losing control. Good. Let the man lose some fucking control.

I look up into his eyes with his cock still in my mouth. I lower my mouth down to the base of his cock and slowly back to the tip. Removing his penis just enough to speak again, I rasp, “Watch me, Phoenix. Watch me suck you off.”

I know he likes the dirty talk.

I know exactly what he likes.

I have been trained.

Trained. Just not loved.

Phoenix closes his eyes and throws his head back in euphoric surrender. I have won this battle. I smile wickedly at my success and continue my quest to please Phoenix like he has never been.

“No. Stop,” Phoenix orders. “This isn’t right.”

“Nothing about this is right,” I snap as I fall to the floor, not caring to stand. “I guess I am nothing but a fucking breeder.”

“I’m sorry, Ani,” Phoenix says as he lifts me and places me on the edge of the bed. “I know what’s best.”

I lie down on the bed and turn my back to him. “Fine. I understand. It’s just a matter of time until I’m fat with swollen ankles anyway.” I take a deep breath so my voice won’t crack and reveal my pain. “I’m tired. Can you leave so I can get some rest? I’ve been tired lately.”

“Let’s have you take a pregnancy test,” he says.

“Don’t bother,” I mumble. “I know I’m pregnant. I know.”

At least the baby will love me.


Chapter
Thirty-Six

ANI


As I finish washing out my mouth from my new morning ritual of throwing up my breakfast, the butler from Olympus Manor knocks on the open bathroom door. His presence doesn’t surprise me, even though I’ve only seen him a few times before, and always while he’s serving us food. And I had always been naked.

This time, however, I’m fully dressed in a light, summery floral dress with pink high heels. He doesn’t say a word and hands me a letter. The words on the note are like a punch to the gut, but they should make me happy:

A dove has wings for a reason and doesn’t deserve to be inside a cage.

~Phoenix

I haven’t seen Phoenix for a full day, which can only mean one thing. “Has he left already?” I ask, staring at my reflection in the mirror and leaning against the sink for support.

“He returned to Olympus Manor,” the butler replies.

“He’s not coming back to Seattle.” I already know the answer. I knew it the minute he had left the room, that what we had was over.

“No. But all the arrangements have been made for you to leave as well. Is there anything you want to pack or bring with you?” the butler asks.

“Well, that all depends. Do I have to earn my comfort items in this new place you are taking me to, or will I have access to a bed at least?” I ask with a smile. I refuse to cry. Absolutely refuse. Damn those tears that burn my eyes.

“Everything will be provided for you there. Mr. Godwin wanted me to tell you that you’ll have a generous allowance as well, so I’m sure you can purchase anything that wasn’t thought of. Also, there will be a full staff waiting for you there to assist with you and…” the butler looks at my stomach. “There will be people there to help with you and the baby.”

Fury builds inside of me, but it’s no match for the overwhelming despair and sadness that overpowers all other emotions. “I’m fine. I can go anytime you’re ready.”

“Mr. Godwin has asked me to make sure you call your sister and inform her you got a job overseas. To explain your absence to her.”

I nod. “Yes, of course.”

“Would you like me to write a script out for you?”

“I’ve got it.” Daphne’s been so distracted lately that she won’t pick up on my blatant lies. Plus, she’ll be so happy to hear that I got a job and won’t be returning to the Eastside of Heathens Hollow.

“After the phone call, we can leave.”

I won’t ask where we’re going. I don’t care. I won’t ask when I’ll see Phoenix again. I don’t care. I won’t ask any questions about my future. I don’t care. It’s just me and the baby I carry. No one else. Just us.
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As I step into my new home, an older man in a pressed gray linen suit with a baby blue tie says, “Welcome to your new home, Mrs. Godwin.”

I correct him by saying, “My name is Ani Parker,” and then look over his shoulder to find a place to sit. My journey has exhausted me, and I’m suffering morning sickness, night sickness, and every-hour-of-the-day sickness. All I want is to find a bed and sleep for days.

The man offers his arm to assist me, and I take it out of need as I worry my knees will collapse underneath me. He tells me that my room is ready if I want to rest, and that dinner is still a few hours away but can be pushed back if I’m still napping. I agree, and he leads me up the stairs to my room. The butler, whose name I now know to be Dio, is trailing behind me, tells the man that he will be staying for a few days to help me get settled in and train the staff on what Phoenix Godwin expects for Mrs. Godwin.

Although I am too tired to tell them to stop calling me by a name that isn’t mine, I take in the Spanish villa, which is fully furnished with rustic furniture and antiques. Romantic paintings of the countryside and small Spanish villages hang on the aged walls of yesteryear. The smell of savory food being cooked in the kitchen adds to the idyllic environment, but it is just another version of a prison, and this time, I will be alone.

The man who introduces himself as Ricardo shows me to my bedroom, and I half-expect to see the room empty, as my room was when I first began my penance. However, it is far from that. The beautiful bed dominates the room, with a carved wooden headboard and engraved flowers that match the nightstands, the large armoire, dresser, and small desk and chair beneath the window. Everything in the room is custom made, including the patchwork quilt on the bed.

Ricardo leaves me alone to rest, but not before telling me that there is a private bathroom behind the door on the right of the armoire, fully stocked with all the hygiene items I could need, as well as towels and washcloths. He assures me that if I need anything, I should not hesitate to ask. As I collapse on the bed, I make a mental note to ask Ricardo about ordering some pregnancy books, as I know nothing about pregnancy and have no one to guide me.

I try to let the exhaustion wash over me and quiet my mind, but I wonder where Phoenix is, and if he will want to be involved with the pregnancy at all. As I try to fall asleep, I know that this is not some romantic love story where I have a doting spouse to be with me every step of the way.

This is madness. Complete madness. I place my hand on my belly. How long will it be before I start showing? I’ve been a loner in my previous life and don’t have any girlfriends who went through this. I don’t have a living mother to guide me or some trusted aunt. Though I know Daphne would love to be here by my side, this isn’t a possibility, either. It’s just me.

I roll over to my side and try to allow the pure exhaustion to wash over me and quiet my mind. A clock ticks a few doors close downstairs, and heavy footsteps go up and down the stairs.

I need to sleep. Sleep. Sleep.

Would anyone other than Phoenix care about this baby in his family?

Go to sleep, Ani. Go to sleep and stop thinking about them. You aren’t a Godwin and never will be. Stop!

I can’t remember the last time I’ve been this tired, and yet I can’t fall asleep. My mind won’t cease for even a moment.

Why has Phoenix done this to me? How can he just leave without saying goodbye? I’m carrying his child. Shouldn’t he have at least escorted me across the world himself?

How could I have gotten this so wrong? Yes, it started off as me fucking up by lying and him making sure I paid the price. But there was more between us. I truly believe that. Our bodies respond to each other… correction. My body responds. Clearly, I’m nothing more than just a fuck for him.

So why am I mad? He hasn’t broken any promises. He told me from the beginning what to expect. He’s only following through with what he’s always planned to do. Do I really have a right to be mad?

I’m not mad.

I’m heartbroken.


Chapter
Thirty-Seven

PHOENIX


“Dio said they arrived safely,” I tell Athena. “He said that Ani was sick for most of the trip.”

Athena looks up from the papers that scatter a large table that she uses as a desk when she visits me in the attic. “Sick? Is she all right? Do we need to get a doctor out to the villa?”

I’m not used to seeing worry cross Athena’s face. She rarely shows any emotion, and worry is something she rarely does. If she does worry about anything, she does a damn good job concealing it. Our father taught us early on in life to not reveal emotions. They make us weak. The Godwin family will not survive if there is weakness present. A face that is impossible to read makes a strong, feared man.

That belief has served us well up to this point.

“He assured me it was just pregnancy sickness, but I’m going to have a doctor check her and the baby out tomorrow. I’ll have someone come to the house,” I say. “I haven’t given the house staff any set rules or restrictions on whether I will allow Ani out of the house or not.”

Athena takes a long moment staring at me before she looks back down at the papers and gets back to work. We sit in silence, which is what we often do when we are stewing on something. One thing about my relationship with my sister is we aren’t impulsive in our speaking or actions. Plus, all the talk about Ani is crossing a line we’ve never really crossed before. It’s personal talk. Athena doesn’t like personal, and I’m the same. If we don’t have to discuss business, then we pretty much keep to ourselves. It’s clear we both don’t want to talk about Ani, or the baby, more than we have to. That much is obvious.

“I’m concerned we may not have enough security there,” Athena says casually without looking up from her reading. “Our dear uncle is planning a big move for Poseidon. I can feel it. I can smell it. I don’t want there to be any collateral damage. I wouldn’t put it past him to somehow utilize Ani and the baby to attack us.”

“Then we’ll get more.” I will have Dio arrange that before heading back to the States. Athena isn’t an alarmist, but she has exceptional foresight and can almost see what is in store for us. I’ve never doubted her hunch.

“It doesn’t seem fair to keep her locked away inside, however. Not everyone is a hermit like you, dear brother. You already did that, and well… you had promised her that once her punishment was over, it was over.”

“True, but she’s carrying my baby. A Godwin. So, I have to take her safety into consideration from this point on. She’ll never just be a normal woman walking the streets of the Eastside of Heathens Hollow again. Life has changed. Once people get wind that another Godwin heir is being added to the family tree, she’ll be a marked woman from that point on.”

“She may be more of a prisoner now than she was in the manor,” Athena says.

“It’s our reality. Her new reality.”

“I know Spain was my idea, but she’s a long way away if she…” I can see the wheels spinning in Athena’s head.

“Needs us?” I answer for her. “Yeah, I’ve been thinking about that.”

“And who is this Ricardo guy looking after her? Do we even know anything about him?” Athena asks, obviously not focusing on work any longer. “How do we know our uncle or even our father can’t get control over him?”

“He’s vetted, but I already asked Dio to grill him and watch his every move while he’s there. We may want to have Dio stay in Spain a little longer than planned. Just to be sure,” I say.

“I’ve been thinking about our grandfather a lot lately,” Athena says.

“How so?”

“He was a feared leader of the family. No one gave him shit. It was known to never mess with Cronus Godwin.”

“Yeah. So? We’re feared as well. Our father most certainly followed in his footsteps, too.”

“Right. Some would even say we’re feared and respected even more.”

“Your point?” I’m not sure what she is getting at.

“Our grandfather was able to rule with an iron fist, but he was never that way with Grandmother. He loved her. Cherished her. There wasn’t a thing he wouldn’t do for her. He was the same with us when we were young. He softened at home, but no one ever saw that side of him beyond our four walls.”

“He was a good man,” I agree.

“So, why are you completely ruling out doing the same? Is it so unheard of that you can’t have a family?”

I point to the attic. “Look around, dear sister. I think the answer is clear.”

“It doesn’t have to be, brother. You have a son or daughter coming.”

“You’ve never been one to not just get straight to the point. Where are you going with this?”

Athena leans back in her chair. “When you came up with this crazy idea of having Ani pay for lying to you via her body, and then having your baby, it was crazy. But you do you, brother. No matter how much of a psychopathic idea it may be. And I saw your point about having a baby to keep the Godwin family name alive and not just be the child of Daphne who both of us will never trust. But the reality is, you started a family. Whether you want to face that fact or not, you did.”

“So, are you saying you want my psychopathic ass to raise this baby? Try to be a good father?”

“I’m just wondering why you’ve ruled that out?”

I lean forward on the desk and lock my eyes with my sister. “We’ve talked about this and all the reasons why.”

“I know. I guess I’m second-guessing your decision. It feels weak. Like the decision was made from a place of fear. I don’t like the way that feels,” Athena admits. “We are motherfucking Godwins. We don’t cower in the shadows.”

I know what she is talking about. Ever since leaving Ani on the bed with her heart ripped out, I couldn’t shake my own level of sadness. I did feel weak, but then again, I’ve never claimed to be a strong man. I’ve left that role for my siblings.

“She deserves better than me,” I say.

Athena smirks. “She sure as fuck does. I won’t argue there.”

“So, what are we saying here?” My heart speeds up, and my brain swirls with possibilities. The heavy, thick depression that has been plaguing me since my arrival back in the attic seems to be dissipating as our discussion progresses.

“You told me Ani said she wanted to be with you. She said she loved you.”

I nod.

“You have a woman who sees you for who you are. She knows what you do in the shadows and isn’t asking for you to quit being who you are. She’s open to your darkness. She’s willing to have your baby and not demanding anything for it.”

“Not to mention her sexual tastes mesh with my kinky ass,” I say with a small chuckle.

Athena makes a gagging sound and scowls. “Too much information.”

“But she did lie to me. She got Apollo into what could be a mess later. She’s still Daphne’s sister.”

Athena’s smile fades. “True, and there is a part of me that wonders if I can truly ever trust her to be part of the Godwin family. I don’t trust. I don’t forgive. I don’t allow someone in. I know this. And you’re the same way.”

“We don’t trust, or we risk everything for letting our guard down. It’s how we survive. Or at least, it has been our creed up until now.”

I pause for a long moment. “I think I’m over all that. My gut tells me she isn’t the person I believed her to be. I see good,” I admit, or maybe even defend. Athena hasn’t seen what I have, but Ani is… more than what I ever gave her credit for.

Athena surprisingly nods in agreement. “I think you’re right. You’ve always had a good gut instinct.”

“Let me ask you a serious question,” I say. “If I marry her. Claim her and the baby as mine forever. Do you really see her becoming part of the Godwin family? Or do you see her resisting like Daphne did?”

“Only you can answer that,” Athena fires back. “Do you love her?”

“Well, I sure as fuck wasn’t planning on falling in love with the woman when this all began,” I answer.

I stand up and pace the room. I don’t do relationships. True relationships. And the women I’ve had in the past—no matter how insignificant they were—I have never loved. Quite the opposite. I am overprotective, over-possessive, and what is mine is mine, but I never love.

Mine.

Ani is not just mine… I love her.

Am I going to be all right with that fact? It has given her power. My love will forever be a chink in my armor.

“And what about raising our father?” I begin. “He’s toxic. You know this.”

Athena smirks. “We’re all toxic. Nothing is going to change that. But something about Ani tells me she’s accepted that fact.”

I sit back down and stare at my sister. “I know for a fact that I want Ani. I want this baby. I have no idea how everything else will work, but I know the basics. There is a primal need inside me that wants her in my arms. Never to let go.”

“I think you have your answer,” Athena says.

“I do, too. My gut is screaming for me to listen to my heart and to tell my cautious mind to shut the fuck up.” I run my hands through my hair and take in a deep breath. “Jesus Christ. Am I really considering this? What am I saying here?”

“I think you need to take the Godwin jet to Madrid,” Athena answers.


Chapter
Thirty-Eight

ANI


“You can go fuck yourself,” I say as I try to slam my bedroom door in his face.

How dare Phoenix just show up here and try to enter my room as if nothing had happened. When Phoenix’s shoe blocks the door from closing, I add, “You said my penance was over once I’m pregnant. Well, I am. So, now you have to leave me alone.”

“I’d like to come inside,” Phoenix says. “Hear me out, and then I’ll leave if you still want me to.”

It is odd to hear him ask permission and not just demand his way in. There is no aggression, no threats, no intimidation. That alone has me backing away as he opens the door fully and enters.

“I expected you to remain in Olympus Manor… in the attic,” I say softly.

“I was,” Phoenix says.

I have my hand on my belly protectively until I notice him staring down at where my palm sits.

“How do you feel? Dio said you were ill during the travel here,” Phoenix says.

“Just morning sickness,” I answer shortly. I don’t know why he’s in my room appearing to care, and it unnerves me. “The doctor arrived this morning and examined me. Everything is fine, and the baby is fine. He said the heartbeat sounded healthy.”

Phoenix lights up before me in a way I have never seen before. His usual dark eyes sparkle as he continues to stare at my stomach. His eyes are fixated as if he can see the baby inside.

“I’m about six weeks along,” I add.

I have no idea why I am not seething any longer or at the very least afraid that he’ll treat me like he did in the manor. I should be calling him every name in the book but instead am excited to talk about baby news with… the father of my baby.

“When will we know the sex?” Phoenix asks.

We? That word seems so foreign to me.

“In about twelve more weeks. It’s also too soon for the doctor to tell if I’m having twins or not. He said with you having twins in your family, it’s likely I could.”

After a moment of awkward silence, Phoenix speaks up. “Why don’t we go for a walk? One of the reasons I liked this place when buying it was that it sat on a few acres of beautiful countryside. I think we should go check it out. Some fresh air could do us good.”

It’s unlike Phoenix to want to go outside so easily, but this is a different place. Not his home. Not his safety zone. Does he feel like the walls are closing in on him just as much as I do? Now that we aren’t in the manor, the energy between us is different, off in many ways. Uncertain, for sure.

I am angry. But not really.

I am hurt. But also happy he is in front of me.

I am confused… very much so.

“The shoes you bought for me in the closet are a little too big,” I say as I go to find a pair to put on. “But I was reading in a pregnancy book the doctor gave me that I could expect my feet to expand and swell. So, I guess that’s a good thing.”

“I’ll get you more shoes,” Phoenix says.

I have no doubt. I am sure that when it comes to materialistic items, Phoenix will buy me whatever my heart desires. The thing is… I am not a materialistic person. I want so much more. Things that don’t cost money, and things that this man clearly isn’t willing to give.

As we head outside, Dio is standing by the front door with two other men in suits.

“All is secure,” Dio says. “Cameras, sensors, security gates around the full property. I personally toured the premises myself.”

“Thank you, Dio,” Phoenix says. “There’s an envelope inside on the kitchen counter waiting for you. But I’d like you to stay for a few more days. I will need to brief you on some security business for Medusa in the States I will want you to handle while we are here.” Phoenix places his hand on my lower back as we take the stairs down.

“How long do you plan on staying?” Dio asks.

“A while. I don’t plan on traveling unless need be while Ani is pregnant,” Phoenix announces. “And then I don’t want to leave the baby right away either.”

My heart stops as I glance at his face to see if he truly means what he says.

Staying?

He’s staying?

For months. For almost a year maybe.

With me?

“We’ll talk more and go over everything after our walk,” Phoenix says, stepping closely beside me.

I am nestled next to his body as we begin to stroll a dirt path leading into a mass of trees. The sun feels good on my face, and though the boots I wear are a little big, it feels good to stretch my legs and feel normal in the fresh air. We walk in silence. Side by side.

Not as a captive and captor. Not as a beauty and her beast.

Phoenix is the first to break the silence as we are several yards from the house. “It’s nice to be in the country. The land is pretty spectacular.”

I haven’t said a word since we walked out the door. I have no idea what to say. I have no idea what the hell is going on. Phoenix seems… different.

“I have made a decision,” Phoenix says. “I would like to stay. With you, with the baby, and I want to…” Phoenix seems to be struggling to find the right words.

I simply walk on. I am scared that if I chime in at all, he will suddenly go back to his closed-off, no-emotion self. I am terrified that what I heard him say to Dio is just a momentary lapse of judgment, and he will suddenly change his mind and hop back on the first flight to Seattle and then to Heathens Hollow.

“I shouldn’t have left you,” Phoenix says. “I know that now. I shouldn’t have done a lot of things.” He sounds remorseful, which is odd. He always is so focused on his decisions and his actions.

“When you confessed your feelings to me.” Phoenix reaches for my hand and takes it in his. “You weren’t wrong. There was a bond between us. There was something so strong that it scared the holy hell out of me. After the lie, my plan was to never love you. To never care. But I do. I care, and I love you. As hard as it is to say those words, and to admit the feelings, I do.”

Holding his hand, walking beside him, strolling the countryside in Spain… we are talking about an epic love story right out of a romance novel. But this is too good to be true. This is so polar opposite of what I had before. This is not the future I accepted as mine. It just can’t be.

When did my beast turn into prince?

I pull away from him and freeze.

He walks in front of me so he can stare directly at me.

“I don’t deserve you,” Phoenix says, “and I don’t have the best of situations to offer. In fact, a life with me won’t be easy. Being a Godwin is fucking messy. I hide in the attic to avoid what being a Godwin truly means. I never want to face my reality. I prefer the safety of four walls, a self-imposed prison, over staring down the Godwin curse. I lost my mother because of that family, and I don’t want the same for you.”

“I told you I understood the Godwins,” I say. “I understand your mother.”

“Just because you read some journals, doesn’t mean you will truly understand. My father is… well, there are no words in the dictionary that can describe that man. My sister—as much as I love her—is a fucking sociopath, and my brother is just as bad.”

“But it’s your family. Yours. And”—I place my hand on my belly—“this baby’s.”

“I’m going to continue to battle this agoraphobic bullshit day in and day out for you, but I can’t promise it won’t win. I can’t tell you that I won’t expect us to be locked inside all the time. And if you say no, truly say no and not want me in your day-to-day life anymore, I will accept that answer. Choosing me is not part of your punishment for the lie. I’m done dictating; I’m done demanding. I’m done truly punishing,” Phoenix says with his eyes locked with mine. “Well…” Phoenix smirks. “I’m done punishing for the lie. I still have my… needs.”

I chuckle.

“I’m not a changed man. In fact, the reality is, I am who I am. Still a fucking monster in the attic.”

“I told you from the beginning that I knew who you were. And I had accepted that,” I say. “But you shattered my heart. You rejected me and made me feel as if I was the only one who felt there was more between us.”

“And for that, I’m sorry,” Phoenix says. “I’m sorry for a lot of things when it comes to you. I can’t fix it. I can’t take it all away. All I can do is move forward from this point on. If you allow me to.”

I take a step backwards. “And what does this future look like? How do you see this playing out?”

“With you,” Phoenix answers. “The two of us together raising the baby as a family.”

I look at Phoenix and study his face.

“It won’t be easy,” Phoenix says, “and if you marry me, I have to warn you that Godwins marry for life. There is no divorce as I’m sure Daphne has told you. But you and the baby would be protected legally, and my assets would be yours in the eyes of the law.”

I don’t care about all the legal details. Or about money. I want to know what this really means.

“I have demands of my own,” I have the courage to say. Not wanting to lose my will to speak my mind, I quickly continue. “I don’t want to be locked away in some tower like Rapunzel. I don’t want to be away from you. I understand you will have Medusa business, and I’m not asking to be involved with it, unless you ask for help, that is. But I am asking to not be shut out. I don’t want to be treated like some naive little girl and kept in the dark by you.”

“Fair enough,” Phoenix says.

“I also…” I swallow hard as my stomach twists in nerves to reveal my truth. “I also don’t want you to be soft on me. I like the firm hand. I fucking crave it.”

“Oh, I won’t be soft. Trust me on that,” Phoenix says with a small laugh that is lined with a delicious promise that causes my pussy to throb.

“Do you truly love me?” I’m not sure how I’ve summoned the inner strength to simply ask what I really want to know from him.

“I don’t think I know what that means. I’m not sure I can one hundred percent say yes. At least not the normal kind of love,” Phoenix says. “But I know I don’t want to live without you. I know that I want you by my side as we move forward with our lives. I can’t imagine myself being with any other woman. And I know that I want to make sure you are protected, cared for, and treated as you deserve every single day we are alive. My version of love is no doubt fucked up. It’s not going to be the tender kisses and red roses kind of love. I’m not an easy man, but with that said, I would never disrespect you or harm you in any way. Once you agree to be mine you will see a side of me that will nearly suffocate you with my kind of love.”

I can taste the tears on my lips as they fall down my face. This man is saying everything I have hoped to hear one day. He is promising his truths, and his heart—no matter how dark and twisted they are. He isn’t promising me he will change. He can’t even promise he can leave the attic. And that’s fine by me.

I want to enter his world. I want him to let me in.

And he is. He finally is.

“I love you, Phoenix Godwin. I love every fucked-up part about you.”

I take his hand and let him lead me back to the villa. As we reach the door, I hesitate. There’s still a small part of me not sure if I’m ready for this, if I’m ready to be pulled into Phoenix’s world of power and wealth. Of secrets and isolation. But as he gazes at me with those intense eyes, I know that there’s no turning back.

I take a deep breath and follow him into the villa, ready to face whatever comes my way.

“Can you live in my life? My rules? My darkness?” he asks, closing the door behind us.

“Yes,” I say, because I want nothing more.

“Are you sure?” he growls, the desire in his voice causing my body to tremble.

“Yes,” I gasp, barely able to breathe. “I’m yours.”

His eyes blaze like fire, and he pulls me against him, possessing me with a fierce kiss. His hot lips move hungrily over mine, claiming me as his own. He pulls away, his voice a low rumble. “Do you understand?”

I nod and swallow hard, my entire body trembling.

“Say it,” he orders.

“I’m yours,” I whisper, my voice thick with emotion. “Only yours.”


Chapter
Thirty-Nine

PHOENIX


I can’t get her back to the villa fast enough.

I’m being pulled to her. An invisible tether connecting us effortlessly tugging me forward. She lifts her shirt just above her belly, letting me see what I have created, tucked away in her warmth.

The realization that a part of me is inside her nearly buckles my knees. I am overwhelmed by the love I have for her—for this unborn child that is a fraction of us both. It’s like being within a dream, the kind from which I never want to wake.

I cautiously reach out bring my hands to rest on her stomach, feeling the gentle rise and fall of her breathing. My own heart beats wildly, as if it is searching for its other half.

I need her. I need her in my arms. I need her beneath me. I need to be inside her. She is the only thing that can make me whole. I need her like I need the air to breathe.

My heart is racing as I move closer to her. I can feel the heat from her body, and I want to be near her. I want to touch her. I bring my hands to her hips, gently caressing her skin. She responds to my touch and moves closer. She looks up at me with a smoldering stare that sets my whole body aflame.

Our lips meet for the first time in what feels like decades, as if every emotion between us has been given its own voice. Passion, desire, and love all find their way into our kiss. Our bodies press against one another in perfect alignment, as though each piece of us is meant to fit together perfectly.

We explore each other’s bodies with our hands, exploring every curve and dip with newfound reverence. Our intensity robs us of breath; a wave of emotion washes over us both as we discover just how much we need one another.

Time stands still in this moment, suspended by a force beyond space or understanding. As our souls intertwine in the most intimate of ways, I know without hesitation that she is my home. I will never truly be whole until she is at my side once again.

I lean in closer and whisper in her ear, “I want you, Ani. I want you so desperately it hurts.”

She draws a sharp breath, and her body quivers beneath my touch. Before she can say anything, I press my lips against her neck, sending waves of pleasure coursing through my body.

I move my hands down her body, tracing the curves of her waist. I start to lower my head and nuzzle my face in her cleavage when she grabs my shoulders and pulls me up to her. Our eyes lock, and we both know that this is our moment. I capture her lips with mine, and we both moan in unison.

I wander my hands down her body, and soon I’m slipping my fingers beneath her panties. She trembles in anticipation as I stroke her warm wetness. She throws her head back, her breaths coming in short gasps as I teasingly circle her clit with my thumb.

I inhale deeply, pressing my body against hers. Her heat radiates through me, and I let out a soft moan as I drown in her scent. She looks up at me with pure desire, and I can no longer suppress the ache that has been growing inside me for so long. I slide my hands around her waist and pull her close, pressing my lips to hers in a deep, passionate kiss.

With urgency, I press my body against hers. She gasps as I slip a hand between her thighs, tracing my fingertips along her most sensitive parts. Her warmth beckons me closer, and when I gaze into her eyes, I see the same desire that I feel.

I reach for her waist and hoist her up, pressing her against the wall. She wraps her legs around me, and I capture her lips with mine, tasting every inch of her. I explore her curves with my hands, running them over her skin, eliciting soft moans from her.

I’ve never enjoyed touching a woman as much as I am with her.

She’s carrying my child inside this body, and I feel as if I must touch and touch and touch again.

I want to be gentle. I want to make love, but the primal need inside of me needs to take her hard, deep, with all the aggression that is sizzling through me to claim her as mine. Truly mine.

We come together in a flurry of heat and movement. I thrust deeper, faster, and harder into her as she screams out my name. The intensity of our connection only grows as I feel her body quivering with pleasure beneath me.

I press my hips against hers, my hands roaming her body. Her heat surrounds me, her desire driving me on. I reach down and grab her hips, thrusting harder and faster. She gasps, her eyes wide with ecstasy as I drive into her.

My body trembles as her amazing tightness envelopes me. She gasps my name, her fingers digging into my back as our pleasure builds. I kiss her deeply, tenderly, savoring the sweetness of our connection.

I move faster, pushing harder and deeper into her with each thrust. We come together in a frenzy of passion, our bodies writhing in what seems to go on forever.

I toss her onto the mattress and slowly crawl onto the bed and over her body. Bracing my weight on my hands, planted on either side of her head, I gaze down into her eyes. When I smile, she smiles. And when I kiss her, she kisses me back. Her lips part, and I dip my head to kiss her. When she opens her mouth wider and lifts her head to meet me halfway, I take her bottom lip, sucking it into my mouth until she moans and then giving it a nip until she gasps. Only then do I kiss her, softly, gently, until she reaches up, wraps a hand around my neck, and pulls me closer.

She wraps her legs around my waist, holding me against her as we kiss. Her hands move from my neck to my ass, and then they dig into the muscles on either side of my spine until they reach the curve at the top of my ass, where they grip me tight as if trying to pull me inside of her. That’s when she starts to whimper as if in pain and when that doesn’t work, she begins to whine as if she is frustrated beyond belief. When that still doesn’t work, she arches her back beneath me and releases a cry that makes it clear what she wants.

I turn onto my side and pin both of her hands above her head with one of mine.

“You’re killing me!” she whines, arching her back.

A wicked smirk spreads across my lips as I hear her snarl. I respond by leaning forward and delicately tracing the outline of her right nipple with my tongue. Her nipples are my favorite type of temptation, changing from a light pink when soft, to a captivating dusky coral as they stand firm. I shamelessly indulge in their flavor, only stopping when she begs for more.

I snake my hands beneath her supple ass and lift her into the air as I plunge deep into her. A thunderous scream erupts from her lungs as I fill her with my passion and pleasure, leaving her panting and wanting more. My body is still as I wait for her to adjust to me, until finally my movements begin to draw out the desire that was hidden away in her soul.

I devour her lips with mine, my tongue demanding possession while I claim her body with a possessive ferocity. I take her fast and hard, driving relentlessly deeper as she gasps my name and claws at my back. She begins to peak, and I keep going, pushing her further until she screams in pleasure, each contraction pulling me closer and closer to my own release. I grit my teeth, determined to keep going until I take her to the crest again.

My cock is digging deeper and deeper into her tight little hole, pushing her to the brink of pleasure. My balls tighten as I drive hard and deep into her, pushing her further and further until she’s screaming for me to stop.

“You’re so fucking tight,” I growl, pushing against her with all of my strength, feeling my orgasm come close.

“You’re so fucking big,” she pants, her body tightening around me as I fill her completely.

“Does my cock hurt you, dove?” I demand, thrusting like a wild animal.

“Yes,” she gasps, “but hurt me more. Hurt me deep and hard.”

Her back arches, and her muscles tighten around me, pulling me deeper inside her. My intensity is building within me, and I cry out, my voice echoing off the walls as I drive into her one final time.

We both collapse afterward, exhausted and trembling from the fervor of our lovemaking. Our breathing is heavy and ragged as we lie there for a few moments, savoring the afterglow of our union.

Finally, we pull apart and look into each other’s eyes with adoration and love. We share a soft kiss before snuggling up close to one another in comfortable silence, feeling closer than ever before.

I’m not a man to cuddle, but something inside of me demands to pull her into my arms. To protect. To hold onto like she’s mine and will forever be.

I move my hand along her naked body, feeling the silky softness of her skin against my fingertips. I peck her shoulder then hug her waist, our closeness in the aftermath of our pleasure still strong.

My erection remains, yet I want nothing more than to stay with her like this. To be with her. To be one.

She kisses my cheek and rests against my chest. Our breathing slows, receding into a tranquil tempo.

For the first time ever, I feel like I could drift off right here in this bed with her tucked securely in my embrace. I have never felt such a thing for anyone else before, nor have I ever considered it. I trail my fingers gently across her face and tilt up her chin so I can make eye contact. This is the first time I have ever wanted something like this to last. This isn’t just a one-time thing. I have plans for us.

I kiss her lips softly, and when I pull away, she has a sleepy smile. Her eyes sparkle, and she looks up at me with a content expression.

This is how lovers fuck, and I can’t say that I mind.

As our breathing slows, I press my forehead against hers and whisper “You are truly mine now.” She smiles up at me, her eyes still filled with desire as she wraps her arms around me and whispers “I’ve always been yours.”

Her eyes meet mine, and she smiles softly before pressing her lips to mine. Our kiss is soft and gentle, filled with promise and devotion.

My arms wrap around her waist as I deepen the kiss, our tongues entwining in a passionate dance. She moans softly into my mouth, her body trembling in my embrace. I can feel her warmth against me, her need for me a shimmering heatwave.

We break away from the kiss reluctantly, both of us breathless and trembling with desire. I look into her eyes and see something I can’t put words to: love, passion, commitment... It’s all there in her gaze.

I brush my fingertips over her cheek before carefully tucking a stray strand of hair behind her ear. I smile at her before leaning back in for another kiss, this one slower and more tender than the first.

She wraps her arms around my neck and pulls me closer to deepen the kiss even further. We move together as one, exploring each other with an intensity I’ve never felt before.

We break away eventually but remain pressed against one another until we’re both breathing normally again. We pull apart just far enough so that we can look into each other’s eyes once more; hers still filled with emotion and mine burning with passion for the woman I can now call mine forever.

She is my dove in the flames of my fire, and that will never change.


Chapter
Forty

PHOENIX


We’re back in the manor, but this time it’s different. This time I have Ani. She’s here by choice, and I’m no longer trapped between four walls. I still use the attic as my office, and I still hate most people. Ani has assured me that some things don’t need to change. I am who I am, and that’s fine. She says that she loves my grumpiness and to never change.

I take a break from my work and walk down to our bedroom. It’s next to a smaller room we’ve decided to turn into the nursery. Olympus Manor isn’t exactly our house as it belongs to the Godwins, but neither Ani nor I feel any place is truly home other than where we fell in love. No one in the family seems to mind that we’ve taken up residence here. My father barely said two words when I told him the plans that Ani and I have to live full time on Heathens Hollow and call Olympus home. I am grateful for that, and when it comes to that man, I’m not grateful for much.

I’m not ready to ask her to marry me. I’m not sure why. I think it feels too normal, and I’m far from that. Also, by marrying her, I truly expose her to the Godwin rules. I feel this need to protect her from that. To keep her safe from the strangling vines. But I am committed to giving this woman everything I have until the day I die.

Ani is lying in the bed, her stomach growing bigger and bigger with my twin boys every day. She’s reading a book, but she’s frowning. Tears are rolling down her cheeks. Ani’s hormones have been out of control, but something tells me this is different.

Rushing to her side, I say, “What’s wrong, dove?”

Her big eyes look up at me, and she asks, “Promise you won’t get mad?”

I’m unable to control my emotions. This is not a skill I feel I’ll ever master, so instead of lying to her, I swipe a tear from beneath her eye and say, “Tell me.”

“You’ve been working all day, and I was getting bored. So I decided to read some more from your mother’s journals. I want to know everything about her and your family to tell our boys someday when they ask about their grandmother. I know you asked me to put them away and keep them out of your sight…”

I did. And a familiar rage begins to bubble up inside of me at the mere mention of my mother.

“But I feel there’s something you need to read.”

I open my mouth to refuse, but Ani pushes the open journal my way.

“Just one entry. That’s all I ask. But I really feel you need to read this,” she presses.

“Ani…”

“You said your mother committed suicide, right?” she asks.

“Yes.”

She pushes the journal to me again. “Then you really need to read this.”
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Dear Diary,

I told Troy that he was going to have to kill me. And I meant it this time. There is a madness inside of me. An insanity that Troy only makes worse. I need to get out. I need to be free. I need to do something. Anything. And if trying to escape means Troy kills me… then so be it.

I prepared myself for his fury. I readied myself for his storm. But instead the man I once loved looked into my eyes with sadness.

“I don’t want you to go,” he said. There was no demand. No threat.

“I have to.”

“What about the children?”

“They’re being pulled into our darkness, and the best thing I can do for them is to set them free from it.”

Leaving my children will be the hardest thing I could ever do, but I’m already gone. I’m simply a hollow ghost walking the halls of this manor. I haven’t been a mother for a very long time.

“They won’t understand how a mother could just leave them,” Troy said, but there was no judgement in his voice. No anger. He was simply stating a fact.

I nodded, knowing he was right. “I have to,” I repeated.

Troy remained quiet for several long moments before he finally said, “I’ll let you leave on a couple of terms.”

I looked up into eyes with surprise. That wasn’t the answer I was expecting.

“If you leave, you can never come back. You can never reenter their lives again. Never. I’ll set you up in a house where you will stay and remain hidden from this family. You’ll have a generous allowance and never need another thing. But the children are never to know you exist. I’ll tell them you died. It will be easier that way for them.”

“You’ll let me go?” His words didn’t sound real to me. For years his threats have kept me prisoner, but now he was willing to allow me to leave.

“You’ll die.”

“I’m already dead.”

And just like that, Troy gave me what I had been asking for years. Freedom. I needed to walk out the door of Olympus and never look back. I needed to rid myself from this cancer and set my children free from inheriting my disease.

RIP Freya Godwin.

It was the only way.
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I toss the journal on the bed and stare at Ani in disbelief. She’s waiting for me to say something, but I have no words. Instead, I take out my phone and call the only person who will know how to handle this or know what to say.

“Athena,” I say when she answers the phone.

“Is something wrong?” My sister can always pick up on my emotions.

“It’s Mother.” I draw a deep breath as I stare down at the journal cast to the bed. “I don’t think she killed herself.”

Athena releases a heavy sigh. “We’ve discussed this. Does it really matter if she was the one to jump off the cliff or if someone actually pushed her? She’s dead. And this happened a long time ago. It’s long due we let this go.”

There’s ringing in my ears. “Athena… I think our mother is still alive.”
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Chapter
One

ATHENA


I’ve never asked to be liked. In fact, I’d rather you didn’t.

Cold. Heartless. Bitch. I’ve heard them all, and don’t consider one to be an insult. On the contrary, if you were to call me sweet, nice, or endearing, I’d be livid because it would mean one thing.

You’d be underestimating me.

I quite enjoy being the villainess in the story.

“Look, I know you prefer to deal with my father, and you expected to be working with my brother, Apollo, but you aren’t. You’re dealing with me.” I pause for a moment to draw a deep breath and not throw the phone across the room. I’m over tip toeing around this asshole’s thinly veiled misogyny. “Let me explain how we are different. If you cannot hold up your end of this contract, my father would have burned your stadium to the ground. My brother, well he’s a little more hot headed. Apollo has yet to mellow with age, like my father. He would burn your stadium to the ground with several workers still inside.”

“Look, little girl,” the current owner of The Titans says. “Before I sell one of the top NHL hockey teams to your family company, I need some reassurance that you actually know something about the sport. The people of Seattle need⁠—”

“The only thing you need from me is money. My job is not to reassure you. And before you call me little girl again, I’d think twice.” I close my eyes and take a calming breath. “Like my father and my brother, I’d burn down the stadium, too. But then I wouldn’t stop there. I’d also burn down your house. And I’d have to report to your insurance company that my female intuition told me it was arson, and they should investigate. I’d let them know exactly where to find the evidence. What evidence, you ask? I’ll fabricate, then plant plenty of evidence showing you burning down your own house, and I will have you arrested for arson and insurance fraud. Like a bitch with a bone, I wouldn’t even dream of stopping there. Not until your other businesses were all ashes, your reputation in tatters, your family destitute, and you are sitting behind bars, so I know exactly where to find you in case I wanted to fuck you harder.”

I don’t know when I rise, with my hands on either side of the phone, as I bend over the desk to talk into the speaker. With another deep breath, I take my seat, leaning back into the plush leather chair as my nerves settle.

The other side of the line is almost silent. The only thing coming from the phone is his shallow breaths. I honestly hope he pisses himself, and he should.

My bite is deadly, and he had better fucking learn that.

“Don’t ever call me little girl again. Do I make myself clear?” My voice is much calmer and more pleasant now. I even put on a smile so he can hear it over the phone.

“This is not the way business is done.” His voice is shaking.

Good.

“No, this is not the way business was done, but it is how it will be from now on. I suggest you make your peace with that and⁠—”

“I swear I will⁠—”

“You will what?” Venom drips from my words. “Tell my daddy? What are you going to say? That his daughter is being mean to you? That you tried to fuck him and Medusa Enterprises over, and I wouldn’t roll over and take it? How do you think that is going to play out?”

“I—”

“I’m done letting you waste my time. Here is what is going to happen. You are going to deliver the signed documents on time. And just so you don’t piss me off, you are going to take ten percent off the top of your cost, or I will burn everything you have ever loved… with a smile on my face as I do.”

With a quick tap on my phone, I disconnect the call. He’ll come through. If he doesn’t, I mean every single word. I’ll ignite an inferno.

Staring at the Medusa Enterprises family logo on the massive sign outside my office through the large glass windows, I settle my temper. The one thing I pride myself on is not losing my cool. I’m far more lethal if I am always calm and collected.

Godwins don’t show rage.

We may feel it. We never show it.

A knock sounds on my door, and Toria Lancaster peeks her head through the partially open door. “You asked to see me?”

I motion for her to come all the way in. “We are acquiring The Seattle Titans by the end of the day. I want you to oversee the deal.”

“The hockey team?”

I don’t answer, but rather look up from my stack of papers and make eye contact with her.

“Don’t you think that Liam may be a better fit to take on this project?”

“Why?” I lock my jaw and lean back in my chair. “Because he’s a man?”

Toria’s eyes widen, and she quickly opens her mouth to reply, but pauses, recomposes herself. “No, of course not. Consider it done.”

I nod my approval and watch Toria leave my office, pleased I don’t have to fire another weak-minded woman.

My secretary buzzes in. “Your brother, Phoenix, is on the line.”

“Thank you,” I reply, prepared to take the call even though I have a million things to do today.

Phoenix hasn’t been himself lately. He’s been obsessing over these damn journals he found of my mother’s. My brother has never been stable to begin with, which makes me worry what going down this rabbit hole could do to him.

She killed herself. We need to accept that fact and move on. Actually, we should have accepted that fact years ago. But sadly, Phoenix struggles with this, and I feel I need to be his support system simply by default. My father sure as hell isn’t going to be. Our brother, Apollo, has the sensitivity of a gnat—though I’m not much better—and my other brother, Ares, is dead. So, that leaves me.

“Athena,” Phoenix says when I answer the phone.

“Is something wrong?” I can always pick up on my brother’s emotions.

“It’s Mother.” He takes a deep breath. “I don’t think she killed herself.”

I release a heavy sigh. “We’ve discussed this. Does it really matter if she was the one to jump off the cliff or if someone actually pushed her? She’s dead. And this happened a long time ago. It’s long due we let this go.”

There’s a long pause. “Athena… I think our mother is still alive.”

“Phoenix—”

“You need to read these journals,” Phoenix blurts out. “She says that Father helped her leave the family.”

“You know as well as I do, that Father would never let her go. Godwins don’t divorce. It’s some dictate our fucked-up ancestors made or something.”

“If you read these journals⁠—”

“I’ll look into it, okay?” I say, not wanting to tell Phoenix that I already hired a private investigator to dig more into the mysterious events around my mother’s death. Or the fact that I am scheduled to meet up with him today.

My brothers and I were never convinced that she simply jumped to her death off the cliff in the back of Olympus Manor. It’s what we were told. It’s what we were supposed to believe. But deep down not one of us truly believed it. In the darkest shadows of our hearts, we feared our father had something to do with it.

Not suicide. Murder.

“I want you to read these,” Phoenix presses.

“I told you I’d look into it, and I will, but right now, I have to go. I have a meeting.”

I hang up the phone before Phoenix can say more. I don’t have time to get wrapped up in these thoughts and emotions. I need to make decisions and act based on facts. Hard facts.

Hopefully, after my next appointment with the PI, I’ll be closer to knowing what exactly happened to my mother. She died when I was fifteen, supposedly by her own hand, but that just doesn’t sit right with me. The woman I knew was vibrant, full of life and, like most of my family, was far more likely to commit homicide than suicide.

Did she have demons? Sure. We all do. Godwins are swimming in them, but that doesn’t mean we’d jump to the crashing waves beneath a jagged cliff.

Either way, she’s dead—regardless of what latest freak-out moment my brother is experiencing. Part of me thinks that’s all I need to know, but another part says there is more to the story, and my curiosity is getting the better of me.

My cell phone vibrating on my desk pulls me out of my thoughts. Of course he is calling now. No doubt the little worm ratted me out to my father.

“Hey, Daddy,” I say when I answer.

“Athena, I hear you’re busting my favorite client’s balls.” There isn’t even a hint of disapproval in his voice. I hate how much I love making him proud.

“He thought I was going to be an easy target. I had to correct that misunderstanding immediately.”

“You threatened to frame him for insurance fraud?” There is a touch of laughter in his voice.

“Honestly, I would have done more than that. If I felt the need to get the law involved to do my dirty work, I might as well pin a few of our sins on him, too. Several birds, one boulder, all that jazz.” I have to get him off the phone fast. My next appointment is one I have been looking forward to all day, and after Phoenix’s call, a needed one.

“I know what you’re doing, and who you’re meeting with. Stop.” His voice loses all its humor.

“I’m doing a lot of things. I need you to be a bit more specific.” The lie rolls off my tongue, not giving away how my heart is racing. How did he find out?

He’s Troy Godwin. That’s how. The man knows everything.

“Your mother is dead. Has been for years. Stop digging into something that doesn’t exist.”

“If she’s dead, why does it matter if I’m looking around?”

“Because I told you to stop,” he growls through the phone.

“But you won’t tell me why, which makes me believe I may be onto something. If it’s truly nothing, you wouldn’t even be wasting your breath trying to forbid me to do something,” I bite back.

“You’re starting to act as crazy as Phoenix.”

“Family genes,” I counter.

I love my father, I even respect him most of the time, but I will never be a doormat, not even for him. My mother is gone, but if there is a chance I can get answers to questions I’ve always had since her death, then I will. And if it can help Phoenix heal his deep wounds, then I won’t question trying for a second.

“I said drop it.”

“And I said no. If you want children that will do your bidding without thought or complaint, call your sons.” I hang up, knowing I’m going to pay for that later, but fuck it. He can add it to my tab.

My phone rings again. I picture his angry eyes and square jaw with a graying beard that sharpens the harsh lines of his face instead of softening them.

I hit ignore just as someone knocks on my door.

“Come in,” I call, already knowing who it is.

“Ms. Godwin, I am afraid I have some delicate news.” The PI I hired steps into my office. His blue baseball cap is in his hands, and he is twisting the bill.

“Have a seat.” I motion to the chair in front of my desk. It sits lower than my own, not that the PI needs to be put in a submissive position. He doesn’t treat me like a stray woman that escaped the kitchen. He just isn’t worth me adjusting my furniture for before our meeting.

“I’m not really sure how to say this,” he begins.

“I have little patience,” I begin. “Get to the point.”

“Your mother didn’t die seven years ago.” His gaze isn’t locking onto anything in the room. Interesting, he is nervous, but why? For all he knows, he’s giving me good news.

“She didn’t?” My wariness bleeds through on my voice. “So she is alive?”

Jesus Christ. Phoenix is right. Am I living in a goddamn soap opera?

“No.” He stares at the ceiling over my head. “Your mother died about a month ago.”

“What?” I have no idea what to say or even feel about this slew of insanity. She’s dead. She’s alive. She’s dead.

“I think had you not hired me, someone would have still been contacting you. There is a reading of her will in a few days. Her lawyer said that you are mentioned and should attend. Only you. Not your brothers or your father.” He places a piece of paper on my desk. I don’t have to touch it to see the address on it is just outside Seattle.

“Is that the address of her lawyer’s estate?”

“No, it’s the mansion your mother was living in.”

She had a mansion in Seattle. Seattle! She was living so close this entire time, never telling any of us. Why? Why stay so close if she never came back to Olympus Manor? And if for some reason she didn’t want to return to our home on the island of Heathens Hollow, then why the fuck not reach out to us later? We all live in Seattle now!

“She’s dead,” I repeat to myself.

“Yes. She is now, but she didn’t die in Heathens Hollow like you all believed.”

I sit in silence, trying to absorb everything being thrown at me. I want to call my father. My brothers. But at the same time, I don’t. I’m not ready to ignite the bomb onto my family.

“The estate lawyer said⁠—”

I raise my hand to silence the PI. I don’t want to hear anymore right now.

I want nothing of hers, but maybe if I go to the reading of the will, I can speak to someone she was close to. Maybe get some answers, if not all of them.

“Okay. I’ll go to the house. I’ll contact the lawyer. See my assistant for your payment.”

“Ms. Godwin, there’s more.” His voice is stiff, like he’s trying not to run out the door.

“Make it quick.” I wave my hand at him. The reality is I’m on the verge of a meltdown, and I don’t want him to see it.

“Your father.” His words come out stronger and he meets my eye. “I have reason to believe he is the one who bought that property and banished her to it.”

“Are you saying?” Heat rises to my cheeks as an icy chill settles into my gut.

“Your father knew she was alive and where she was the entire time. He put her there and turned his back on her, faking her death to take her away from her children.”


Chapter
Two

ATHENA


I pull into the long, curving driveway of a rundown Victorian manor. It was probably beautiful in its heyday, but I instantly hate everything about it. It’s like a decrepit, dirty version of the Olympus manor, our family home. I wonder if my mother picked them both, and they were to her taste and not my father’s. Or maybe he chose this place to make her feel like she was living in a lesser version of what she had?

Either way, it is a far cry from my sleek, modern penthouse in downtown Seattle. I live for the vibrant, clean, efficient vibe of the city. Not this slow, dusty, old-money energy of whatever HGTV show was about to show up and DIY this thing into this century.

I approach the door, each step creaking under my Jimmy Choos.

This is the Gothic monstrosity my mother hid in after she abandoned me? Why? What could this place possibly offer that is more important than me and her sons? Not that I will ever be able to find out. No mother-daughter union is in my future. She really is dead this time. Knocking on the door, I remind myself to be strong. To never show weakness. I am going to enter this house, maybe talk to a few people about my mother, see what information I can find. Maybe someone here knows why she left and remained hidden away this entire time.

“Yes, can I…” An older woman with gray hair tied in a tight bun and wearing a maid’s uniform opens the door and stares at me, her eyes getting enormous, then filling with tears. “Oh, you look just like⁠—”

“I’m Athena Godwin. I was hoping I could speak to someone about Freya Godwin?”

“I’m sorry to say she passed.” The old woman’s eyes fill with tears even more. “You’re too late.”

I’m late?

I’m the one late?

Rather than correcting her, or losing my shit, I say, “Yes, I have heard of her passing. I was hoping I could speak to someone who knew her. I have a few questions about Freya that I would like to be answered.”

Dear Lord, I hope this isn’t the only person here I’m able to speak with. Only one maid who, by the looks of the dirt and cobwebs on the front porch, isn’t very good at her job.

“Oh, you should speak to her son. Come in, come in. I will fetch him for you.” She grabs my arm and pulls me into the house.

Her son?

What. The. Fuck?

Suddenly, I feel very self-conscious as we walk through the halls. It’s like my mother’s ghost is inside waiting. Her eyes on me are making my skin crawl, but I tighten my stomach and straighten my spine, just dealing with it. I have come here for answers, and I intend to get them.

“If you would like to take a seat in the library here.” The older woman places her hand on my elbow to guide me into the dusty room with bookshelves lining the walls and furniture made from wood and upholstered in velvet. “I’ll get Perseus.”

Without making a sound, she leaves the room. I have no idea what to do. This all feels so surreal. I feel like I am floating in a dream, and I am desperate to anchor myself to something real. Something in my life, not this weird alternate dimension where my mother was breathing only a month ago.

I grab my phone from my purse to call my father. I’m livid at his lies, but it’s not the first time he’s lied to me, and most definitely not the first time I’ve been pissed at the man. Maybe I can use that anger to center me.

“Athena. Where are you?” my father barks into the phone. “I’ve been looking for you all day.”

“Apparently, I am in the home of a ghost. You lied to me.”

“I don’t have time for your riddles.”

“Okay, I’ll be blunt, Daddy. I know you lied about my mother committing suicide when I was fifteen. I want to know why.”

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

“I’m in her house! Standing in her library! So, for once in your life, stop lying to me.”

There’s a pause. No doubt my father is regaining his composure before he speaks. He’d never respond until the pitter patter of his heart is back to normal cadence.

“I didn’t lie. Your mother no longer wanted to be a Godwin. She chose to leave our family, so she was dead to us. Dead. The Godwin legacy comes first. It’s bigger than all of us. You know that.”

“Dead to us is not the same as dead,” I reply, biting the anger back. No doubt he knows how furious I am. There’s no telling who else is listening in, and there is no need for anyone else here to be privy to my emotions.

With a few steps, I move to the window and gaze out at the sprawling, unkempt grounds. This place is in desperate need of a gardener and a team of maintenance workers.

“So you refused to stop looking for her. I take it you found her?” he says in a low tone.

“I did,” I admit as I watch a stray cat slink across the overgrown grass to disappear into the shapeless shrubs. “I was too late, though. She died a month ago. I’m in her home now, hoping someone here can give me some details of what my ghost of a mother has been up to.”

I decide not to mention the apparent son my mother had. My father is a jealous, possessive man, and something like that is enough to set him off on a rampage. I don’t have the time to clean up after one of his tantrums, and he’ll probably destroy any chance I have at answers.

There’s a pause, and I wonder if my father is processing that his ex-wife is dead. Truly dead this time. Is he feeling any pain? Any sadness?

Doubtful.

“She left you just like she left me and your brothers. What more could you possibly want to know?” His words hurt more than I want to think about right now. I don’t understand the mix of feelings I’m having. I just know that I need to be here and face the truth, whatever that looks like.

“I’m here for answers that you could have given me and simply chose not to.” I turn away from the window just in time to see the most stunning man on the planet enter the library. I guess he is about my age, at least 6’4 with broad shoulders and light blond hair hanging down to his strong jaw and the coldest blue eyes on the planet. “I have to go. I’ll call you later, and when I do, I expect a different story to the history you wrote us.” I hang up the phone, not waiting for my father’s reply.

“Who the fuck are you?” He curls his lip in disgust, looking at me.

Oh, hell no. I don’t give a fuck how pretty this man is. No one talks to me like that.

“Athena Godwin. Who the fuck are you?”

“I’m Freya’s son.” His words come out between clenched teeth. “Her only child.”

“Well, buddy, looks like I have some news for you.”

I arch my eyebrow as I take a closer look at him. His frame is leaner than my brothers. His muscles are prominent but lean like a swimmer, not bulky like Phoenix and Apollo. He has darker, tanned skin. The Godwins all burn, then end up whiter than before. He looks nothing like me or my brothers. His eyes are the wrong shape, his nose too long, his cheekbones too high, and his hair is a striking almost white blond, not dark brown like everyone else in the family.

The only thing we have in common is the color of our eyes. But my mother’s eyes weren’t blue, like mine. I have my father’s eyes.

Freya Godwin had green eyes.

“Not only am I her daughter, but I have two brothers, and a deceased one. And I’m guessing you are about my age, so there is no way she could have been your mother.”

“You lie.”

“Frequently, about a lot of things when it suits me, but not this.” I cross my arms over my chest. “So, I’ll repeat. Who the fuck are you?”

“Perseus, Freya’s adopted son.” He pauses, studies me, and as if I have suddenly developed a stench, he grimaces. “You should leave. Now.” He leans over me like he’s trying to intimidate me. I usually hate it when men pull the macho crap or try to use their size and strength to cow me, but the heat rushing through my body isn’t anger. It’s desire.

He’s too good looking, and I hate him instantly for it.

“Not until I get what I am owed.”

He’s thrown off. I can see it all over his face. I’m a surprise to him, and though he’s struggling to not show his cards, his feelings are obvious to me. Mommy dearest clearly kept secrets from him, too.

“Owed? You want money? And you think I’m just going to let you come and take my inheritance?” His shapely lips twitch, and part of me wonders what they feel like when they aren’t twisted in distaste.

Now I hate him even more for having me think this way.

“You know what?” I put my hands on his firm chest and shove him back, getting him out of my personal space. His spicy sweet scent still lingers around me, but it’s a little less distracting. “All I wanted was answers. I just wanted to talk to some people that knew her. But now, I think I need to speak to the lawyer handling her estate. Question any will that gives her only heir an inheritance. Especially since you are not the only heir.”

“I told you to leave,” he growls before grabbing me by the throat and pushing me against the wall. He doesn’t squeeze, he just holds me there, pinning me to the wall with his hand and his body pressed against mine. “You don’t know who you are playing with.”

Most women would be terrified if they’re being threatened like this. Most…

I should be livid, but all I can think about is the way his lips are so close to mine. I can taste the mint toothpaste still on his breath. I can feel his heart pounding against mine.

His eyes darken as he leans in closer. “Leave now, and I won’t destroy you.”

“That was cute.” I give him my best condescending smile. It gets brighter as his brows furrow in confusion. “Threatening me was probably the dumbest thing you have ever done. And by looking at you, I would guess it was already a pretty impressive list of stupid shit.”

I grab one of his fingers from around my throat and pull it back, forcing him to release his grip or let me break it. Truthfully, he could have easily stopped me, but he is trying to intimidate me, not hurt me. Not yet, anyway.

“You don’t know who you are playing with,” he repeats.

I roll my eyes. “No, you don’t know who you are dealing with. This could have been easy, but now?” I push him back another step. “It’s going to be fun.”


Chapter
Three

ATHENA


Three days later, and I am back on the doorstep of this run-down Addams family mansion. It turns out I didn’t need to have my PI hunt down anyone. When I got home, a message from my mother’s estate lawyer was waiting for me.

So here I am, dressed to kill in a tight black dress that shows off my slender legs, shapely curves and ample chest. I’m sure to see the asshole my mother adopted, and I intend to distract him, or at least take note. Perseus’s attractiveness caught me off guard last time. That will not happen again.

I don’t expect my mother to leave me much, or anything, really. It’s not like my brothers or I need her money, or even care. However, I’m prepared to fight her will just to piss off Perseus.

“Ms. Godwin, please right this way.” A mousy brunette with large glasses greets me at the door. “I’m Mr. Carion’s assistant. He just stepped out back to make a call, and we are waiting for the others. Can I get you a coffee or water while you wait?”

“Coffee, please,” I say with a slight smile. She leaves me in the library again while she scurries off to get the coffee.

I take my seat and wait. My phone dings with another text from my father, not sharing concern over the will or even acknowledging the rift between us.

Nope, it’s all work related. Classic Troy Godwin.

We haven’t even discussed my mother since our last call, nor have I mentioned this to my brothers. Apollo and Phoenix are both busy getting their lives together, and for the time being, they both seem happy. They’re in love, living their lives out of the Godwin shadow of doom, and I don’t want to take that from them. At least not yet. Plus, the estate lawyer made it clear it was not required for them to attend. My cowardly mother has seemed to forget her real sons in the will.

I’m about to send a text to my father when the library door opens and Perseus comes in with three other mouthwatering, sexy men. The biggest one right behind him looks like he is ready to step into a heavyweight wrestling ring and take on the Rock. He’s about the same height as Perseus, but thicker. His dark hair is a mess of soft curls, and he is practically radiating power and rage.

I like him.

The one next is taller and thinner but looks more sinister with piercing green eyes, longer hair that brushes his back and tattoos across his knuckles and hands disappearing under the cuffs of his black shirt, just for the ink to peek out of the open collar at his neck. He also has a ring in his lip and brow, a stud in his nose and a chain hanging from a piercing in the top of his ear down to one in his lobe. It’s enough metal to make me wonder if he has any piercings not easily displayed.

The last man to enter doesn’t quite fit in with the rest. He is just as attractive but cleaner cut in his Burberry coat staring at a tablet. His thick-rimmed designer glasses slide down his nose every few moments.

Interesting… Did my mother become a cougar, or start a boy band in her final years? Are all these hot men my new brothers? The absurdity of the idea has me smirking.

“What the fuck are you doing here? I thought I said you weren’t welcome,” Perseus practically yells as he stalks toward me.

“Down boy.” I stand to face him, my sky-high stilettos putting me at almost his eye level. “I was invited.”

“By who?”

“It wasn’t me, but I am kind of wishing it was,” the one with the serial killer glare and tattoos says, while undressing me with his eyes.

It’s not an entirely unpleasant feeling. I shoot him a quick playful wink and love the thrill it gives me when Perseus moves to stand in between us, his nostrils flaring and his jaw clenching hard enough I can almost hear his teeth crack.

“Who’re your hot friends?” I ask, blinking innocently up at him.

The muscles in his jaw tick. Making him angry is so easy and so much fun.

“The one looking like he wants to snap you in half, and not in the fun way, is Heph,” the serial killer says. “The one tapping away on his computer is Paris, and I’m Eros. Now, who are you? Are you lost, pretty little thing?”

“I’m Athena,” I answer. Before I can say more, Eros is shoved back and Perseus is in between us again, his fists clenching at his sides like he is aching to take a swing at something.

“Who invited you here?” he snarls.

“The lawyer, my mother,” I slow down and over enunciate every syllable of mother, “hired for her estate.”

“This is the girl who says she is—” the man, I think it is Paris, says.

“I am Freya’s daughter. Would you like to see my birth certificate? Or perhaps my baby pictures where I am in her arms? But I think by looking at me, you all know I’m flesh and blood.” Like mother like daughter.

“This is my home. I may not have been her blood, but I was the son she chose. You are the daughter she abandoned.”

His words cut into me deeper than I will ever show.

“No, I am the daughter whose father kept her away. You are nothing more than the street rat she cared for in some attempt to fill the void that was left from losing her actual children. Not just me, but her actual sons Apollo, Ares, and Phoenix.” We stand practically nose to nose, glaring at each other, the tension in the room palatable.

“Get the fuck out of my house.” His words hold promises of violence, but he has no idea who he is fucking with. I might look like my mother, but I am my father’s daughter, and he will bend to my will, not the other way around.

“Is that the best you have?” I ask. “Your usage of vocabulary is limited. Good thing you’re pretty.”

“Out. Now.”

“Make me.” The words fly from my lips barely more than a whisper, but I know he heard me. I’m clutching at the taser I have tucked in my purse, waiting for him to lay his fucking hands on me, practically begging him to do something. “That’s what I thought. I’m not going anywhere.”

The library door opens, and someone clears their throat.

“Good. You two have met.” The speaker has a deep, masculine voice.

Perseus and I each step back from each other.

“Something like that,” I mumble under my breath.

“Ms. Godwin”—the man reaches out his hand for me to shake—“I’m Mr. Carion, your mother’s lawyer. This case is a bit… unusual, so let’s get started.”

Perseus and I make a move for the same arm chair, but I drop my purse into it before he can sit. It opens just enough that he can see the taser. He gives me a look, then moves to sit on the couch with the other mouthwatering misfits.

Paris’s tablet flips into a laptop, and he is sitting on the couch typing way. Eros is sitting on the floor by the couch spinning a knife, eying me like he wants to eat me for lunch, and Heph is staring at me like I kicked his dog, which if I consider how close he is sitting to Perseus, maybe I did. Maybe I’m going to do it again, and that arrogant prick realizes who the fuck he is dealing with.


Chapter
Four

ATHENA


“Right, so the assets are to be divided as follows.” The lawyer removes papers from his briefcase and settles back into his chair to read. “I, Freya Godwin, being of sound mind and body, have divided my assets between two, and only two, of my children. To my son, Perseus⁠—”

Perseus sneers at me as the lawyer continues to read.

“—I leave the sum of fifteen million dollars.”

His face drops.

“And what else?” Perseus demands.

“That’s it. Please let me continue.” The lawyer clears his throat. “To my daughter, Athena, I leave this house, my worldly possessions, and what is left in my bank account after settling whatever end-of-life costs I have accrued.”

“No. She doesn’t get my home.” Perseus stands and paces the room. “That spoiled bitch doesn’t get a single fucking cent, let alone my home.”

“That bitch is Freya’s daughter, and we will honor my mother’s will,” I bite out.

Seriously, this is a grown-ass man throwing a temper tantrum that he only got fifteen million dollars. Only. He could live his entire life in the lap of luxury, but he is mad. It’s only a fucking fortune, and I am the spoiled one? Not to mention that my mother failed to acknowledge her other sons.

The lawyer raises his hand and says, “Let me finish, please.” He glares at Perseus before adding, “To Apollo, Ares, and Phoenix, I leave you my well wishes and love because I know you don’t need my money. I know that your father will have your best interest at heart, and Medusa Enterprises will be left to you. You three will be wealthy men if you aren’t already. I can’t say the same about Athena, since she is not a male Godwin, hence why she is in my will. And to my other boys: Heph, Paris, and Eros. Though you are not my sons by blood or legally, you will always be in my heart. I have a trust set up for each of you for a million dollars if you are willing to follow the terms.”

Perseus spits on the floor in front of my shoes and storms out of the room, leaving us all stunned.

“Really?” I ask no one in particular.

“I’m afraid there are stipulations Freya left with the will that I need everyone to hear,” Mr. Carion says. “As I said, it’s a rather odd case. And if you don’t meet the requirements, I’m afraid none of you will get anything.”

I roll my eyes. Of course she attached strings.

We all sit in silence for a moment.

“Will one of you please go get your friend?” I finally break the silence.

“Heph, go get him and bring him down here. You’re the only one he will listen to,” Paris says without looking up from his computer.

Heph gets up, glaring at me like it is all my fault, and leaves.

Eros moves to sit on the edge of the couch closest to me and leans over the arm. His tongue must be flicking the inside of his lip ring because it keeps rocking back and forth, pulling my attention to his lips.

“Tell me why you’re here,” he demands.

“Well, apparently this is my house,” I deadpan.

“No, you showed up before. I want to know why.”

“Does it matter?” I counter.

“I don’t know yet. That’s why I want to know.”

“Get used to disappointment.”

He sits back, his lips tilt in a sexy half grin. “It’s such a shame, so pretty, and I bet you’re a wildcat in the sack, but you’re empty inside, aren’t you? All fight to cover up the pain of how fucking empty and alone you really are.”

I hate how he can see through me. I’m so overwhelmed by everything going on, that I’m clearly letting down my guard. I’m readable. I hate being readable.

The telltale prickle of tears starts in my nose. I hold them back through sheer will and glare at the man sitting in front of me, covered in ink and piercings. “I bet it’s like looking in a mirror, isn’t it?”

“No, see, unlike you. I’m not alone. Perseus isn’t alone. You should just leave now, princess. Leave, don’t come back, and we won’t come for you. But you try to take what is his, and we will make your life hell.”

The threat in his eyes make me laugh. I couldn’t hold it back if I wanted to.

“What the fuck is so funny?” he bites out.

“You.” I laugh harder, then imitate his voice. “Leave now, and we won’t make your life hell.” I laugh harder. “It’s just so adorable. You think I am some little girl on the playground who will cry and run away just because you pulled my pigtails? Oh, sweetheart, you don’t know a damn thing about me. You have no idea who you are threatening.”

“Athena Godwin, daughter of Troy Godwin and Freya Godwin, sister to Phoenix, Ares and Apollo Godwin. Although your family just suffered a devastating loss with the death of your brother, Ares. Despite your brothers’ size and fondness of violence, you are the heir apparent to your father’s company and the one to be feared. You have never been arrested or even implicated in a crime officially. But unofficially, you are suspected to be behind a few missing people, several acts of felony-level vandalism and arson, some of which you just gave the order for, others you handled personally. It is also believed you have several politicians and police chiefs on your payroll and a few others you are blackmailing,” Paris says, not looking up from his computer. “Some people think you are a vile shrew. Others just think you are a strong business woman having to work twice as hard to be thought of as half as good. Personally, I think you are just a thug in a skirt and fuck-me pumps.”

“Oh, you like my shoes?” I taunt as I extend my leg to show them off. “Thanks, they’re my favorite. Is that all you found?”

“No. Some think you’re a lesbian because you have never had a steady boyfriend, but I can’t find any evidence of a steady girlfriend either. But I didn’t see how your sexual orientation is relevant.”

“Personally, I find that very relevant,” Eros says as his eyes travel down my body again.

“My sexual orientation is picky. And sorry, sweetie, you don’t make the cut.”

“We’ll see about that,” he says with a wink.

Paris continues to read from his computer, “Your family owns a manor on an island called Heathens Hollow, which apparently the Godwins also own.” He glances up from his computer to look at Eros. “Who the fuck owns an island?” Paris shrugs and returns to reading off his computer. “But you rarely go there and prefer the buzz of Seattle. Not that I blame you, since Heathens Hollow is cold, foggy, and filled with a lot of mysterious stories and secrets. Frankly, the island appears as if it belongs in a horror movie rather than in a billionaire family’s portfolio. It looks like you enjoy a fine wine and expensive parties, even though you never have a plus one.”

“Someone clearly has been doing his research,” I say. “Do you know my blood type as well? My first-grade teacher?”

I’m about to say more when Perseus returns and sits down, his arms crossed in front of his chest. He really does look like a pissed-off toddler. Heph stands behind him, like his bodyguard or something. Weird.

“Great, so Mrs. Godwin has a list of conditions that must be met before either of you receives your inheritance.” Mr. Carion reads my mother’s words again, like nothing happened. I’ve honestly been so caught up in taunting Eros that I forgot he was still in the room.

“First, dear Athena, you must take a six-month sabbatical from Medusa Enterprises. I believe you must take time to find yourself outside of your father’s influence.”

I don’t like the idea of taking time off work but will make it happen if it means fucking with these pricks in the room. My father is going to lose his mind over this idea, which fills me with some giddy excitement. I give a curt nod, and the lawyer continues reading my mother’s words.

“You must host lavish parties in this mansion. At least one a month. Part of the deal your father and I struck was that I would spend the remainder of my days as a recluse and never be seen outside this house. You are to use this home to live the life that I was denied. Be social, make friends, have fun. Life is about more than work. But that does not mean you can turn this home into a bacchanal. Any media scandal with merit will mean an immediate forfeiture of the inheritance.”

Really, Mom? Have fun, but not too much fun. If she only knew. I may technically be a virgin, but that doesn’t make me a fucking prude. But fine. No media scandals.

“My boys—Perseus, Heph, Eros, and Paris, if he chooses—are all to remain in this home, and you are to live here full time until you reach the age of thirty.” The lawyer stops to take a sip of water. “The boys have been my protectors in my darkest days, and I want the same for my only daughter.”

The lawyer pauses and studies each one of us. I think we all must be too stunned to speak.

“So, I have to live with them?” I ask. “One big family under this roof? Is that what I’m hearing?”

“That’s it. She gets my home, but she has to allow us to stay,” Perseus says.

“No,” the lawyer continues, “the six-month sabbatical is the only thing limited to Athena. If you want your money, you and the others must continue to live here with Athena. You are to protect her. No harm is to come to her while she is living in this house, by your hand or any other. Failure to do so, will mean you all forfeit the entire fortune.”

No harm to be done to me?

Who the fuck are these guys if that stipulation even has to be made?


Chapter
Five

ATHENA


Perseus is the first out the door in a huff, and frankly, I don’t blame him. This entire situation is bullshit.

I could walk away.

Maybe I should walk away.

I have a good life. I have more money than I care to discuss. I don’t need this, I don’t need this house, and I sure as hell have nothing to prove to my dead mother.

But I saw the challenge in every single one of my mother’s boys’ eyes. And I’ve never been one to back down. They think they can bully me. Ha! Think again.

The lawyer hands me a few forms to sign, and I do. Then I tell the maid who opened the door for me the first time, a Mrs. Medea, I will be going to my penthouse to collect a few things and to please prepare my mother’s room for me.

“Please don’t clean out her things. I want to do that myself. But if you could dust, vacuum, and put fresh linen on the bed.”

“Of course, Ms. Godwin.”

“Athena, please,” I correct. I don’t mind being addressed as Ms. Godwin in business, but I don’t like it in my home. And since this gothic, vampire den is going to be my new home, I had better set the standard now.

I take all of two hours to make it back to the mansion with a single suitcase packed. I just need enough for right now. I’ll hire movers as I figure everything else out. I also asked for the PI to do some digging on these psychopaths my mother somehow trusted. They seem to know all about me, and I know nothing about them. Not that I care to know every detail, but at least the basics. It’s likely I’ll be having to live with the enemy. I should at least know what that means.

Being in my mother’s room brings out a torrent of emotions I’m not sure how to handle. So I don’t. I force them down. Right now, I have things that need my immediate attention. The parties will be easy enough. The mansion is huge; it needs some work, but it’s suitable as a venue for any kind of society party. Or it will be as soon as I hire gardeners and maintenance workers. As for the parties themselves, Seattle is full of event planners who will jump at the chance for steady work and fat commission checks.

Withdrawing from Medusa is going to send my father through the fucking roof. But I am owed some vacation time, and it will give him a chance to see that no, Apollo and Phoenix would not be better suited as men to run the company. Six months should be just enough time for him to figure out my absence is not worth pissing me off. I type out a quick email telling him of my intentions to step down for now, and how Apollo should know my job well enough to handle it. I laugh as I turn off my phone, not wanting to deal with the backlash.

One overgrown man child down, one to go.

I’m also not ready to have the conversation with Phoenix and Apollo that our dead mother was actually alive. But dead now. And oh hey, guess what? She left you guys out of the will but gave money to some adopted son and her lost boys. That conversation is sure to go over really well.

It takes far longer than I like for me to find Perseus. When I do, he is swimming laps in a heated pool under the house. There is a full gym down here. Good to know.

I take a seat and wait for him to finish his laps. I have a plan, a logical plan where we can both get what we want with minimal interruptions to our lives. Any reasonable person would see the value of what I have to propose.

“What the fuck do you want now? Come to steal the clothes off my back?” he says, climbing out of the pool in nothing but tiny swim shorts. I try and fail to not rake my eyes down his body.

Fuck, this man is gorgeous, too bad he is a raging asshole.

“As tempting as it would be to see you without those shorts to see if your dick is as big of a dick as you are, no. I’m here with a truce.” I hand him a towel, which he takes and then throws on the seat next to him before crossing his arms in front of his chest, and I’m pretty sure he is flexing.

“So, are you are going to leave? Give up your claim to my home and my money? That works for me.”

“Not quite.” I resist the urge to roll my eyes, barely. “And it isn’t your money. It was my mother’s.”

He huffs. “Funny this is coming from spoiled rich girl. Little Miss Godwin princess.”

“I’m not leaving so⁠—”

“Then we have nothing further to discuss.” He stands there staring at me, still dripping. It’s a struggle to keep my eyes on his and not following the trail that drops of water make down his tight, toned abs.

“Look, it’s a big place. I’m sure we can co-exist peacefully,” I try. “I’ll stay out of your way. You stay out of mine. Really, we can be roommates with the added benefit of this place being so large. The only space we actually have to share is the kitchen.”

“That’s not going to work for me.”

Asshole.

“You know what? Fine. I tried to be an adult, but you are just fucking determined to make this difficult.” I turn to leave, and he grabs my arm, whipping me around so fast I almost lose my balance.

“I’m making this difficult? This is all your fault.”

“I didn’t write the will, jackass!” I scream in his face. He doesn’t even flinch.

“No, but it’s a pretty big fucking coincidence that she dies right before you come looking. How fucking dumb do you think I am? I know you’re just here for her fucking money. What’s wrong? Did Daddy cut your allowance?”

“You think I did this? You think I killed my mother for this ugly-ass house?”

“Of course I think you did it. Why else did you show up when you did? I don’t believe in coincidences.”

“Because I was looking for my mother. I was told she killed herself when I was fifteen. I was looking for answers!” Tears of frustration are building behind my eyes, but he won’t see them. I pull my hand out of his arm and walk away. Before I reach the door, I stop, not turning to face him. “The funny part, if you had just talked to me like a person, if you had answered the questions I have about her, I might have let you take it all.”

“Do that now. Move out, give up your claim on my home, and I’ll give you all the answers you want.” He stands just behind me. I can feel the warmth of his body on my back. I hate how fast my heart beats and how in tune my body is with his. “All you have to do is leave, and I will tell you anything.”

His breath ghosts against my neck, sending sparks of electricity skipping across my skin. Looking up, I can see our reflection in the glass door separating the pool from the rest of the basement. His head is bent down close to my neck, he is leaning over me, his hands move to my hips, stopping just before touching me. I catch his eye in the reflection. His eyes are dark, his lips parted. He wants me as much as I want him.

Too bad he would never be enough for me, even if he wasn’t a raging asshole.

“You didn’t know I existed until after my mother was dead. Clearly, you didn’t really know anything about her. What answers could you possibly have for me?” I say.

His eyes go from dark, full of need and heat, to ice cold in a flash.

“I know everything about Freya. It wasn’t just a piece of paper that made me her son.”

“Then she lied to you. She had three real sons, she had a daughter, a family she abandoned. You didn’t know the first thing about her. I’ll find my answers on my own. Get used to me being here, or leave. Your choice.”

I throw my elbow into his stomach. He lets out a grunt, but I doubt I hurt him. He allows me to go without saying another word, and I leave him there to find the answers I need.

Something about what he said doesn’t sit right.

The timing. It is odd.

Thinking about that, I head back to my mother’s, now my room, praying she kept a diary here as well. I could simply ask Phoenix for the ones he’s been trying to push on me, but I’m not ready to unleash that chaos. Not yet.
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Thirty minutes looking in drawers, on shelves, under mattresses with no luck. I’m about to give up when my door opens, and Perseus is standing on the other side, sadly now fully dressed. He glares at me from the door.

“Why are you in her room?”

“It’s my room now,” I say, sitting on the bed.

“There are dozens of other rooms to choose from. Why this one?” He braces his hands on the top of the door frame. I’m not sure if it’s to cage me in or keep him out.

“Because I can.” I sit back, bracing my hands on the bed behind me. “Please leave.”

“You can’t be in here.”

“This is my house, and this is the room I chose. Get over it, or move out.” I absolutely do not look at the way his defined arms are stretched out, and I have no desire to know what it would be like to be under him while he works out all his pent-up anger issues.

Nope, not interested. My heart is pounding because he is annoying, not because he is looking at me like he wants to eat me alive.

“This isn’t your house yet.” He means it as a threat, but why does it make heat race down my spine?

“What are you going to do, Perseus? You can’t touch me. You don’t have the balls. If anything happens to me, you end up with nothing. So either man the fuck up and do something, or go back to your room, turn your stereo up and blast angry emo music while you massage your small dick like the petulant child you are.”

For the first time since I’ve met Perseus, he smirks. “I can assure you one thing, princess. There’s nothing small about my dick.”


Chapter
Six

PERSEUS


“We need to get rid of this girl now,” I say as I enter the billiards room. Eros and Heph are playing, and Paris is like always—focused on his laptop.

“Come on man, she isn’t that bad, is she?” Eros lines up a shot. “She’s kind of hot. I bet she would look better naked and panting between us.” He slides his cue back and right as he takes the shot. Heph hooks his cue under Eros’s legs, making him stumble, and his shot go wide.

“She isn’t welcome here,” Heph growls in Eros’s face. “She’s a thief stealing Perseus’s inheritance. This is his home. Our home.”

Eros doesn’t back down, and to be honest, I wouldn’t expect him to. He shoves Heph back, and they square off against each other. They could come to blows. They have before, mostly when Eros is being a little shit, and Heph can’t tell when he is joking.

Normally, it’s fine. If they fight, it will be over after a few solid hits and then acting like it never happened within the hour.

Tonight, however, I just don’t want to deal with them.

“I didn’t say we hand over anything. I’m just suggesting that maybe we have a little fun while she is here.” Eros shoves Heph back again. In an instant, Heph is in his face again.

“Fun?” I ask, pulling both their attentions back to me.

“Yeah, fun. Like we had with the little redhead at the party last week.” Eros’s eyes light up, and I know he is thinking about the woman we had kneeling on the bathroom tiles at the governor’s mansion. She was pretty, and we were bored. And she just wouldn’t stop talking, so we gave her the opportunity to put her mouth to better use. She went back and forth between sucking me and Eros off, and she did such a good job, we brought her home and shared her with Paris and Heph.

We don’t always share women, but when we do, it becomes a game. None of us has the time or even desire for a steady girlfriend. But that doesn’t mean we don’t have needs that must be met. And we learned a long time ago, sex can be so much more fun if it’s a game. Whenever we share a woman, it becomes a sport. Who is the better lover, who can make the girl come hardest, who can make her come more, and whose name will she scream first?

Eros can almost always make them come the most, but he is aided by his piercings and love for eating pussy. Paris can make them come the hardest. The redhead came so hard for him she squirted and drenched the bed. Heph makes each one scream his name while he brutally fucks them with that thick, coke-can cock of his. But when they are asked who the better lover is, my name comes from their lips. Every damn time.

I make them earn my cock.

I whisper the filthiest things in their ears until they beg me to fuck them. I edge them over and over, telling them how amazingly tight their pussy is, how beautiful they look sucking down Paris, or riding Eros’s face. I tell them how well they take Heph and how much of a good girl they are being for me.

By the time I slide into them, they’re shaking and on the verge of another orgasm. Some nights I give in and give it to them without much of their pleading. Others, I pull their hair and make them stare at Heph, who loves to watch me work. I will lie to these girls and tell them how he only watches the most beautiful of women. That he thinks when a woman comes, you can see her soul, and it is stunning.

That poor girl walks out of here the next morning a little bow legged and completely ruined for the next man.

We even manage to get Paris off his computer for a solid two hours.

Heph argues with Eros again, but I think he might be right. “I think you could be on to something,” I say, pouring myself a few fingers of whiskey.

“You can’t be serious,” Heph scoffs.

“I am very serious.” I pour the others a drink. “I want her gone. We all want her gone, but we can’t hurt her, and we have to handle this… delicately.”

Eros and Paris both make a noise in the back of their throats, so I add, “Not that we would hurt a woman.”

Both men nod, but Heph looks like he might consider it, if the situation is right. We’ve had to hurt people in the past. Rough some people up who owe money. It’s hard to keep your hands clean when you’re a high-end loan shark as a career. But women have always been off limits—both lending to and collecting. Our cocks rule our minds. We know this. It’s our weakness. So we keep it clean.

But maybe… an exception can be made for this see you next Thursday who just burst into our lives.

“So, what are you thinking?” Eros takes a seat on the leather couch. I go sit next to him, and Heph and Paris both move to the seating area as well, with their drinks.

“The will has all these rules. Let’s drive her to break them. She isn’t allowed to live outside of this house. Heph, I want you to make her miserable. Follow her, embarrass her in front of the staff, anything to piss her off. Make her want to leave.”

“Done,” he says without a single hesitation, and I know he means it.

“Paris, can you keep an eye on her comings and goings? Can you find out if she is still working for Medusa Enterprises in any capacity? The second she does anything work-related, I want to know, and I want proof to go to the lawyer with. She can’t work for six months, and my guess is that rule will be very hard for her to follow. I can see it in her eyes. The girl has something to prove, and she’s going to get nervous knowing her brothers are stepping in and could replace her completely.”

“I already hacked into her bank accounts, and her work e-mail and accounts. So far, all she’s done is tell her father of her hiatus, set up an auto email saying she is going to be gone for the next six months, and to e-mail her brother, Apollo, letting him know what he needs to take over while she’s away,” Paris answers, looking up from his screen. “Did you know that Medusa is buying The Titans hockey team?” He shakes his head and returns to his computer screen. “I also hacked her phone, have her real-time location, and all her text messages and records of her calls.”

“Good. Eros, she also has the morality clause. I want you to shatter it. Gain her trust, make her want you, and then I want our friends in the media to catch a few scandalous pictures. It has to be huge, though, so make them run it instead of just selling the pictures to her. You need her doing something shockingly kinky for it to create the kind of buzz we need.”

“Boss,” Eros looks at me with a stern face, his jaw set like he is about to tell me no, “I just have to say, this is the best assignment you have ever given me. I will not let you down.”

I don’t even try to hold in my laugh.

“I know you won’t. None of you have ever let me down, but I am not your boss. We are equals.” I grab his arms. “We have always been equals. Our business may not compare to Medusa, but we are all powerful men who can get shit done. There is no one else I could ever trust with this.”

I mean every word. These men have been by my side since we were kids. Heph and I were together on the streets since before I can remember, and it wasn’t long until we found Eros scamming cougars outside bars when we were barely fourteen. Freya found us. She pulled us out of the dirt and gave us a home and an education in a fancy school full of entitled assholes. Assholes except for Paris. The second we saw him, we recognized him as one of our own, a man who was already older than his years and had seen some shit. We instantly pulled him into our circle, and we have been together ever since. With Freya’s help, we went from juvenile delinquents to powerful, educated men with the ability to rule the world. Sure… we still hustle in our own way. But the difference is we now have money and aren’t just street rats.

I trust these men with my life. With the four of us working together, Athena will be a distant memory before the first year is up.

“Two hundred dollars says we drive her away before the end of the month,” Heph says.

“I give her the year,” Paris says. “She is Freya’s daughter. I don’t think she will be easy to crack. Also, from what I’ve dug up on her… this chick is dangerous. We need to be smart about this. Messing with a Godwin isn’t the wisest move.”

“Six months,” Eros bets. “Godwin is just a name. Nothing to fear.”

“I give her three months until the deed is in my name.” I smile. “Between the scandal, monitoring, and the harassment, three months easy. She’s nothing but a spoiled rich girl.”

“What about you?” Eros asks. “What are you going to do?”

“I am going to undermine everything she does. She has to throw a party every single month. I am going to make that extremely difficult. I’m going to humiliate her constantly, and I will push her over the edge. I’m going to become her enemy in every way. She will hate it, but I will love it. She will break so beautifully for me.”

“As long as I get to break her in first.” Eros laughs. “She has a sexy little body that is going to look so perfect tied to my bed.”

I snap my head to look at my friend and have to fake a smile.

For the first time, a burning sensation rips through my chest, and my jaw clenches. A single thought screams in my head. Could it be?

Jealousy?

I saw her first. She should be mine.

Nah… fuck that. Let’s all share in breaking this woman.


Chapter
Seven

HEPH


I wish Perseus would just let me drop this dumb bitch off a cliff somewhere and be done with it. It’d be so easy to frame one of her father’s many enemies. It’d never come back on us, and Perseus would get the money he is owed. Just one word, that is all I need, and I will take care of this the easy way. Hell, I don’t even need a word, just a nod. One nod, and all this bullshit will be over.

But Perseus loved Freya. Even in her death, he will remain loyal to her, like I will remain loyal to him. So it’s time to get to work.

It only takes me a few minutes to find Athena. She is sitting at the kitchen table eating one of Mrs. Medea’s signature omelets. I shoot Mrs. Medea a glare. She shouldn’t be feeding the traitor. She should be starving her out.

“Good morning, Heph, isn’t it?” Athena’s cheery voice rubs me the wrong way.

“It is. So what’s your plan today, princess? Going to rob anyone else of their inheritance? I mean why should they just be grieving the loss of a loved one when they can also be grieving the loss of their home and livelihood?”

“Well, we all need hobbies.” She smiles sweetly before taking a sip of her coffee. I can see why Eros is so into her, but I’d still rather see her silky brown hair sinking under the surf.

“You didn’t answer my question,” I say as I nod at Mrs. Medea, who is offering to make me an omelet.

“Was it a question or an accusation?”

“Both.”

“I have to get this place ready for a party.” She sighs. “I don’t suppose you are willing to be helpful?”

“Depends on what you need?” I’ll help you jump in front of a bus.

“Well, I need to hire a planner, start getting the grounds ready, and talk to the staff about what I need done inside, and⁠—”

“Oh, poor little princess, so much work to do to plan a simple fucking party. Life is so hard, isn’t it?” Ridicule is dripping from my words, and I know she hears it. Her back straightens as she glares at me.

Mrs. Medea puts a plate in front of me, and I take a few bites, not really tasting the meal. Being this close to this… thing has put me off my appetite. Mrs. Medea steps out of the room to no doubt get out of the line of fire. She already told Perseus that she was staying out of it. Her job is to care for the house and the people in it. Nothing more.

“Throwing these events, especially on such short notice, is a lot of work,” Athena says as she texts something into her phone. I hope it’s Medusa-related, and Paris will catch it.

“I know you have to go order other people around all day.” I roll my eyes. “You wouldn’t know a hard day’s work if it bit you in the ass.”

She looks up from her phone, an eyebrow arched. I haven’t frazzled her one bit, and I’m growing annoyed and frustrated by the steel wall that surrounds this woman. “You don’t know anything about me.” There’s a challenge in her voice.

“Don’t I? I know you have only ever worked for your daddy. And I am sure the shit that whatever he makes his daughter do to earn her pocket book money is rough. I’m guessing he offers you as a signing bonus to clients. And I’m sure that takes a lot, but don’t compare what you do on your back with what the rest of us do.”

Her chair scrapes against the tiles as she stands. I expect her to go run off because I’ve been mean. What I don’t expect is her closed fist slamming into my nose hard enough I hear a snap.

I’m up in a second with her throat in my hands, holding her against the wall. I’m not hurting her, I’m under strict orders from Perseus not to, but that doesn’t mean I am going to let this little bitch get away with breaking my nose. Blood is dripping down my face, and I intend to use it to help drive my point home.

“You do not belong here. Pack your shit and leave before this gets any uglier.”

She smiles. The little bitch gives me a wicked grin that makes my cock twitch with interest.

“I drew first blood. Why the fuck would I leave now?” She has more fight than I gave her credit for. It’s no matter, I’ll stamp it out quickly enough.

“Because, princess, this is no place for little rich girls. I don’t play nice.” I press my body against hers in an obvious threat. It’s empty, but she doesn’t know that.

“I don’t play at all. Get your fucking hands off of me.” Her knee comes up, but I block it before she makes contact with my balls.

“Bad, girl,” I growl, and for just a second, I swear her body responds to mine. She likes this. I’ll be sure to let Eros know, but my job is to torment her, not seduce her.

“Fuck you,” she bites out.

“Nah, brat isn’t my type. I like my women a little less desperate.” I let her go and take a step back, before turning and grabbing a towel for my nose.

It smarts, but it’s not too much blood. Maybe she didn’t break it. Perseus enters the kitchen before she can say anything.

“What’s going on here?” he asks.

“I want him gone.” Athena points at me.

“Nothing,” I answer Perseus, ignoring Athena as I pour a cup of coffee for him and one for myself and make his coffee just the way he likes.

“You need to leave my house. Now!” Athena demands.

I set down my coffee, about to lay into her again when Perseus turns on her.

“No,” he says simply.

“This is my house.”

“Not yet, it isn’t.” Perseus is in her face, his fists clenched at his sides, but he’s controlling his temper. “This house is still half mine until you screw up and lose it. Freya also stipulated that all of us get to live here. All of us have free rein in this house. I live here, Heph lives here. Eros lives here, and Paris will always be welcome to come and go as he pleases. If you don’t like it, then give up your claim and leave.”

“I’m not going anywhere.” She pushes him back, and I am on my feet in an instant in case she tries to take a swing at him. Athena doesn’t attack him. She doesn’t even leave the room. She steals my cup of coffee and sits back at the table, pulls a planner from her bag and a tablet, and starts typing away on her phone like I found her. “I will be spending the day planning this next party. If you have any allergies, please let me know now so I can make sure the caterers can put it in everything.” She levels a look at Perseus and me.

“I have shit to do,” Perseus says to me. “You good here?”

“Yup.” I take a seat at the table in front of Athena. “I’m just going to help the princess plan the party. Make sure she doesn’t kill you with shellfish.”

“Awe, no shellfish? What a shame,” she says, staring at her screen. I look behind her and Perseus winks at me. Normally, driving someone crazy isn’t my idea of a good time. But maybe this could be a little fun. There isn’t really anything I won’t do for Perseus. I owe him everything.

The rest of the day I make sure I am wherever Athena is like an annoying fucking shadow.

She wants to hire a grounds crew. I tell her no. We have a grounds crew. They just need a list of what needs to be done.

“Just give me the list, and I will get it to them,” I say with a smirk.

“No, you won’t.” She doesn’t even look up at me. “You will toss it away, and nothing will get done.”

“Are you saying I’m lazy?” I lower my voice issuing an obvious challenge. She takes the bait just like I knew she would.

“No, I’m saying you’re dishonest. I’m saying you’re a dick who doesn’t give a fuck what happens to anyone but himself. So no, I will not be accepting your help.”

I cross my arms and wait just a beat. The grounds crew are here and just outside the door. It’s their morning routine to fill up their water bottles and get some coffee before they start the day. I know this, but Athena doesn’t.

As soon as I am sure they can hear us clearly, I say, “Look, princess, this house has a full staff. The grounds crew we have will take care of everything you need. They are the best at what they do. You just need to let me know what needs to be done.”

“Everything,” she snaps. “Everything needs to be done. And the best?” She huffs. “Hardly. Best at being incompetent maybe. The grounds are a mess. The hedges are overgrown and shabby looking, the lawn desperately needs to be mowed and⁠—”

“I’m sorry Miss, but Freya preferred the grounds to look wild. She had us tending to the plants to see they were healthy, and the gardens in the very back,” Myra, the head of the ground keepers, says, her daughter Polly behind her grabbing her skirts and hiding from Athena. “But if there is anything you would like changed, we just need to know, and we will handle it. My crew has been tending this house for almost five years. There is no better crew for this estate.”

Athena turns her eyes on me, her face growing bright red and her teeth grinding as she realizes I set her up. I knew they were there, and I let her walk right into that.

“I’m sure that won’t be necessary, Myra,” I butt in before Athena can say anything. “Athena is just new and over her head. Keep doing what you are doing. We will let you know what needs to be altered. Don’t worry, you are not losing this job.”

“N-no, of course,” Athena stammers. “I’ll let you know as soon as I have that list, but can we start with the back patio area. I want to have it open to guests for the first party in a few days.”

“Of course.” Myra takes her daughter and practically runs from the room.

“You know I hate you, as does everyone else in this house,” I say as I take a seat on the counter. “And you just made Myra’s daughter, Polly, cry. Once that gets around, the staff will hate you, too. Why don’t you just leave now and save yourself the trouble? I can’t imagine anyone is going to want to come to your little party, anyway.”

Athena takes a step toward me and leans in. Her eyes are locked with mine. “I’m glad you hate me.” She glances down at my lap, zeroing in on my cock beneath my pants that suddenly hardens as if this vixen is Medusa herself and can turn anything to stone. “But something tells me that hatred makes your dick hard.”

She then turns and stalks out the door.


Chapter
Eight

ATHENA


“Thank you for coming early.” I glance at Phoenix wearing the rare tuxedo perfect for tonight’s party. “And for agreeing to come to the party. I know it’s not your thing.”

“We aren’t staying long,” Phoenix says, his arms across his chest. He appears angry, but it isn’t directed at me. Being away from the four walls of his attic puts him on edge. I know this, which is why I appreciate him making the effort.

“What is this place?” Apollo asks. “You bought a mansion outside of Seattle? This doesn’t fit your style. And why the fuck did you just decide to quit Medusa?” His eyes go to my stomach. “Are you pregnant or something?”

“No, of course not,” I say, running my hand over my belly and wondering if there is reason for him to say that. Do I fucking look pregnant? “And I didn’t quit Medusa. I simply took a leave of absence.”

“You told us this was urgent,” Phoenix adds.

I release a deep breath. The only way to say this is by spitting it out. Godwins don’t sugar coat things, and there is no reason for me to start now.

“This was our mother’s house,” I begin.

Apollo and Phoenix both look around the room with fresh eyes now knowing it isn’t my new house. The confusion washes over both their faces.

“She was alive. The entire time.” I look to Phoenix. “Just like you thought. She didn’t jump off that cliff and commit suicide like we were led to believe.”

“What the fuck are you talking about?” Apollo asks. “Alive?” He looks at Phoenix. “And you knew this? You knew Mother was alive this entire time?”

Phoenix shakes his head. “I didn’t know anything, but I’ve been reading her journals, and there was a line in one of them that made me think there was a possibility.”

“So I dug into it,” I say. “And long story short, I found out she lived in this house.”

“Lived? As in she’s not alive now?” Apollo asks.

“She died about a month ago,” I say. “She left me the house in the will.”

“Will?” Apollo shakes his head and runs his fingers though his hair. “She was alive, now dead, and there is a will? Journals? And this is the first I’m hearing of this? What the fuck, Athena!”

“Does Dad know about this?” Phoenix asks.

I nod. Our father knows everything. Stupid question.

“And no one felt the need to share this information to her fucking sons?” Apollo’s face is reddening, and I can’t say I blame him.

“I know it’s a lot,” I begin in a soft voice. “I’m still trying to process it all myself, but she wanted out of the marriage or something, and our father decided to banish her from our fucked-up kingdom instead.”

“So, she’s been living here the entire time? While we all believed she died?” Phoenix takes a seat on the nearest chair. I can almost hear the wind being knocked out of him.

“It appears so.”

We aren’t a huggy type of family, but a part of me wants to console Phoenix by taking him into my arms. Instead, I open Pandora’s box fully and tell my brothers everything I now know. I rattle off about the ridiculous rules of the will, the terms of madness, and the assholes that I now have to live with. I tell them every little detail of every single thing to help ease my guilt for keeping it from them for so long. There’s pain in their eyes, rage in their movements, and the stench of betrayal is thick in this room once I am done.

“I don’t care what that will says,” Apollo finally says after pacing the room in silence for several long moments. “We’ll contest it. We can argue she wasn’t sane. Or she was held here against her will and forced to make it. Frankly, who cares? It’s not like any of us want her money. We’ll do it just to fuck with that Perseus guy and his band of shitheads.”

“I considered that option,” I say.

“Then pack your shit. Let’s go.” Phoenix rises from his chair. “Come to Heathens Hollow. Some time on the island could be good to clear your mind. All of our minds.”

I shake my head. “There’s a party about to start.”

“Your point?” Phoenix asks.

“Don’t ask me why, but for some reason I want to follow the terms of her will. I want the house,” I confess.

Apollo extends his hands at his surroundings in disbelief. “This is like some haunted mansion out of a bad horror movie. Why the fuck would you want this house?”

I shrug, not knowing the answer myself.

“To win,” I finally say. “I won’t walk away and let those men think they got the upper hand on me. I refuse.”

Phoenix reaches for a bag I hadn’t noticed before. “Her journal I mentioned is in here. If you read it, you’ll see just how fucked up our parents were. We need to step away from this. Not dive into it.”

I take the bag, unsure if I’ll read the journal. “I’ve never been afraid of the dark before.”

Apollo and Phoenix exchange a look. “All right. We’ll stand by you. Not like we have a choice,” Apollo says. “But tell me more about these men.”

“Just your basic thugs,” I say. “My PI dug up that they have some money, they act as investors, but really are just low-level sewer snakes. Nothing I can’t chew up and spit back out.”

Phoenix smirks. “I have no doubt you can handle yourself. The question is, why bother? Our mother stayed away for a reason. You want my opinion? Fuck her. Fuck her for making us believe she died for all these years.”

“I get it,” I say. A part of me feels the same way as Phoenix. “But something inside of me tells me I need to finish this. I don’t know how this ends, or what is in store, but I don’t want to just ignore this one.”

“What does our loving father say about all this?” Apollo asks.

I roll my eyes. “What you expect. Very little. He’s not ever going to tell any of us the truth, and you know it. We could get angry, make demands, and then what? He’s not going to change.”

“Fuck him, too,” Phoenix adds.

“Fuck them both,” I agree with a nod, “but that still doesn’t answer questions I have. It doesn’t take away this feeling in my gut that I need to remain in this house and follow her stupid rules.”

Apollo sighs. “What can we do to help?”

“Run Medusa while I’m away. I can’t check in. I can’t do anything. I know they are watching. One of the asses is savvy on the computer. I know he’s hacking into my shit.”

“I’ll stop it,” Phoenix snaps.

“Yes, get on it, but regardless, I’m not going to give them anything to use on me. Especially something as simple as that. I see through their weak plan to break me, even though they think I’m blind. They are digging, they are trying to push me to hate them, and I know they are going to try to seduce me as well. They think I’m a weak-willed girl who will cave to their every desire if my pussy is pleased.”

“If they so much as touch you,” Apollo starts.

I smile and try not to laugh. “My dear ol’ brother, I’ve gotten this far in life taking care of myself.” I wink. “Maybe I’ll seduce them right back.”

Phoenix groans, clearly being pushed to his comfort line.

I inhale deeply. “I need a vacation anyway.”

Apollo smirks. “This place is far from a vacation.”

I give an evil giggle. “I don’t know. I think I may have some fun while here.”


Chapter
Nine

EROS


The past few days, Heph has been driving that little Athena mad. He has made every single step she has taken towards this party, and even literal steps, an absolute nightmare. It would be funny if I wasn’t just a little afraid of him now. The man truly is relentless, but I also see something else in his eyes. Lust. There’s no denying that fact.

But despite all of Heph’s best efforts, and they are impressive, it’s time for the party. Which means it’s my turn. I can’t help the smile that’s been on my lips all day. The party is a masquerade, which makes my job that much easier. The false anonymity gives the party a titillating feel. The liquor is flowing, and my job is going to be a piece of cake.

Our plan is simple. Perseus and Paris made sure every single tabloid will be in attendance, and I am going to lure the fair maiden away from the party. Then with my charm and wit, I will seduce her and get her into a particularly scandalizing position just in time for the doors to open and each tabloid to get the perfect money shot, as it were.

The only question now is what kind of position will I put her in? I can’t just bend her over the desk. That won’t be salacious enough. Getting those perfectly juicy lips around my cock, is on my to-do list, but that is still too tame. The tabloids would make more money selling those pictures back to her than publishing them. It has to be something really dirty.

I considered having them walk in on my going down on her, but honestly, that would probably just make her a hero to unsatisfied women everywhere.

Though it would do wonders for my reputation.

No… It must be something kinky.

Naked and tied in Shibari knots would be fun, but I don’t have that much time. If there was a chance in hell I could get Perseus’s help and tag team her, that would work, but it will never happen. They hate each other too much.

Then it hits me as I’m tying the bow tie on my tux and adjusting my mask. It’s all about perception. Maybe I could convince her to test out a new toy for me. A remote-control vibrator. Then I could use it to turn her on, play with her, make her delirious, and just as she is about to come, I will make a hasty exit just as the photographers come in. It will look like she is masturbating at the first party in her deceased mother’s house. It will show everyone how little Athena cared for the mother who suddenly died and left her almost everything. Who masturbates at a party you are hosting, anyway? It’s devious, and I am so proud of myself for coming up with it.

With the toy in my pocket, a new one that I have been looking for the right time to use, I head downstairs to a party that’s in full swing. I have to admit, the place looks good, and the crowd seems to be having fun. I snag two flutes of champagne from a server so Athena and I can toast her success. I look around, but I don’t see her.

I know she came down. She greeted her guests. She has to be here somewhere. I search the ballroom and the patio, even the kitchen. She is nowhere to be found.

In a last-ditch effort before calling for backup, I look for her in the library. She is there with a book on the desk I plan on spreading her out on for all to see. I send the text to Paris letting them all know where I am, and to give me thirty minutes.

“Hiding from your guests?” I ask, sliding up to her.

“What do you want?” She doesn’t even look up.

“I wanted to congratulate you on a grand party, but you don’t seem to be enjoying the fruits of your labor.”

“Well, your little buddies made throwing it such a pain in the ass that it’s ruined the entire thing for me.”

“Yeah, Heph is a little protective of Perseus, and I think Perseus is just grieving Freya and hurt by her betrayal.”

“That has nothing to do with me,” she argues, looking up from the old book.

“Doesn’t it, though?” I ask. “He thought he knew Freya, and he trusted her, but then he finds out that not only does she have other children he didn’t know about, but that she gave the bulk of her assets to her only daughter. This mansion isn’t just a house to him. It’s his home. The only home he’s ever had and known. Until you live one day homeless on the streets, you can’t understand the importance of that.”

She looks up at me, the cutest little crease between her eyes. “I’m not kicking him out.”

I set the champagne flutes on the desk. “But you’re planning to, baby girl. Don’t try lying to me.”

“I’m not your baby girl,” she says immediately, but there is no fire behind it.

Deciding we need something stronger than champagne, I cross over to the good stuff. I pour us each a glass of bourbon from the crystal decanter on the side table and hand her a glass.

“Look,” she says, taking the glass. “I know this is a lot for him, and all of you, I guess, but that isn’t my fault. I didn’t write the will. I didn’t do this. She did. Maybe he should sort out his mommy issues then start acting like a grown-ass man.”

I can’t help the laugh that comes from my lips. She surprises me at every turn, and I like it. She’s full of fire, and it’s a damn turn-on, but I have to remember that I’m here for a reason, and I am working on a clock.

“You’re not wrong but give the man a break. He wasn’t expecting anyone, and then to have the most devastatingly beautiful ball-buster kick in his door. Baby, you got the poor guy on the ropes.”

I toss back the bourbon and she does the same, then as I put down my glass, I see what she is looking at. It’s a diary, and I recognize Freya’s handwriting.

“I didn’t realize Freya kept a diary.”

“It appears so. Apparently, there’s a lot about this woman we don’t know.”

I stand behind her, placing my hands on the desk on either side of her so I am caging her in while looking over her shoulder.

“Anything good in there?” I lean down so I know my breath is caressing her skin. I press myself up against her, and her breath catches.

“I don’t know,” she says.

“Not going to read it?” I ask.

“Maybe I plan to give her her privacy.”

“Speaking of privacy,” I say, my lips right next to her ear. “I’ve been wanting to get you alone since the minute you walked into this house.”

My dick is hard and pressing against her. There’s no way she doesn’t know what my intentions are.

“I’m a virgin.” The words come from her lips so causally, but they take me off guard. I see a hint of smile on her face. She knows what she just did. It’s her weapon.

“What? How? Why did you just blurt that out?” I can’t rebound. Not only am I shocked by her announcement, but I’m also surprised she’s being so open and honest about it. At her age… is virginity even a possibility?

She turns her head to look up at me, meeting my eyes. “I am a virgin by choice, because it gives me power. It’s part of who I am. I make the choices with my body, and I decide if someone is good enough to please me. So far, no one has measured up.” She shrugs. “I have no shame in admitting that fact.”

Rebound. I need to rebound quickly.

“How do you know if you won’t give them a chance?” I ask before I gently kiss her neck. Her head tilts to give me more access, so I place a few more kisses as she thinks about her answer.

“Because every single man I have ever met is egotistical and self-serving. They see women as objects to use. And if the woman gets off in the process, great, but if not, they don’t really care. I have no desire to just be a vessel so some asshole can shoot his cum in me and then walk away.”

“Seems to me then you need more than one lover,” I say, kissing my way up to her ear. Her pulse is fluttering against my lips.

She smiles. “Possibly. But until I can find my own personal harem of men willing to work together to please me, then I guess I am just left with my imagination and my fingers… and maybe a few toys.”

My cock is rock hard, pressing against her ass that is so beautifully shown off in the tight, floor-length gown.

“Tell me more,” I growl, moving my hands to her hips and pulling her body into mine.

“Tell you more about what? How I like to tease myself at night. How I edge myself over and over, spending hours exploring my body?”

“Yes,” I say, as one of my hands moves up her dress to just under her breast. “Tell me what you think about when you come all over your fingers.” I lift her right hand and bring it to my lips, kissing the offending fingers.

“No.” She pulls her hand out of mine but doesn’t step away from me. “I want you to tell me what you think of at night when you’re alone.”

“I’m rarely alone,” I say.

“Bullshit, you’ve slept here every night since I got here, and you haven’t had anyone over.”

“Are you checking up on me, baby girl?” I can’t believe a woman so inexperienced can radiate such sexual prowess. I need my dick inside her now.

“I like to know who is in my home. Now tell me.”

“Lately, I’ve been thinking about how fucking sweet your pussy would taste when I have you tied to my bed.”

Her laugh is a deep, sexy sound that makes my cock ache.

“Well, that would never happen.” She presses her ass against my cock. “If I was going to let you taste me, then you would be the one tied to my bed while I rode that pretty face.”

“I might let you ride my face,” I say, “but only if you put that sexy mouth to work on my cock.”

“Maybe.” She smiles at me. “If you were a good boy.”

I place my hand into my pocket, fingering the vibrating balls I brought for her. I’m pretty sure I can get her to wear them for me simply by daring her. The chemistry in the air is thick, and I know I can use it to my advantage. But I suddenly don’t like the idea of other people getting to see her come. At least not yet.

No, I am going to earn each orgasm I coax from her, and there will be many. I am the only one who gets to see her come apart. Only me. At least to begin with…

She looks down at the diary again, her deep neckline giving me a perfect view of her large perky tits that I just know will be sensitive and a dream to slide my cock in between.

“Why don’t we go up to my room right now, and I will show you exactly how good I can be?” I say as I look directly into her beautiful blue eyes when she twists her head to look at me again. “Let me give you a taste of what it will be like when you find your harem of men.”

“And why would I do that?” She picks up the glass of bourbon and takes a sip while arching a perfectly shaped eyebrow at me.

“Because you want to, and I promise my mouth is better than your fingers. I might have a few other things you would like to try as well.”

Before she can reply, the doors open, and several men walk in snapping photos of me and Athena both leaning over the table looking at an old book.

Paris, Heph, and Perseus are there, giving me bewildered looks.

“Can we help you, gentlemen?” Athena’s voice is cool, the heat and passion coloring it a moment ago gone.

“Well, I guess we will have to finish our conversation later,” I say, as she turns her head to meet my gaze. “Let’s pick up our discussion later tonight, after the party.”

“Maybe,” she says as she strolls out of the room and back to her guests. I don’t even try to hide how I am watching her ass sway.

The photographers all follow her out, leaving me with my pissed-off friends.

“What the fuck?” Heph shoves me back into the desk.

“What?” I ask. “We had an enlightening conversation. Sorry, boys, I think my powers of seduction aren’t going to be as useful as we thought.” I push past Heph, who is glowering at me. “Maybe try annoying her some more?” I add as I head back to the party.

I mingle for the rest of the night, talking to socialites and millionaires while mostly trying to catch Athena’s eye, but she ignores me. It’s as if our conversation didn’t affect her the way it had me.

She’s cool.

She’s collected.

She’s a goddamn goddess.

The other guys keep looking at me funny. Perseus looks confused. Paris looks worried and, well, Heph looks pissed. But Heph is always pissed. It doesn’t matter. The only thing I am thinking about is getting her alone again.

Athena won this round tonight, but my dick doesn’t care. Right now, I’m prepared to admit defeat. My eyes follow her every move. I’m waiting. Waiting. This party needs to end.


Chapter
Ten

EROS


It feels like years before the guests finally leave, and I can sneak off to Athena’s room feigning guilt about not being able to get the job done.

I don’t knock, not wanting Perseus, who has a room nearby, to hear. I slip into the room just in time to see Athena step out of the bathroom wrapped in a towel. I almost drop to my knees at how beautiful she is. Her skin slightly pinked by the hot water, the towel wrapped around her appears so soft and like with one simple little tug, it would fall to the floor, showing me what I just know is the sexiest body that has ever existed.

“What do you want?” She doesn’t seem surprised to see me.

“You know what I want.” I take two large steps to close the distance between us. I grab her by the back of her head, lacing my finger in her wet hair, and pull her lips to meet mine in a searing kiss that has my cock hard as steel in seconds.

She pushes against me when I let her go. Panting, she says, “I’m not going to fuck you.”

“Tonight isn’t about me, baby girl. It’s about you.”

I pull her back to me, and this time, she presses up on her toes to kiss me first, her hands instantly in my hair. With one swift tug, I pull off the towel and let it fall to the ground.

Her breath hitches, her chest rising and falling rapidly.

I feel her hands slide down my back to my waist, then she pulls away.

“Is this what you want?” She snakes her hand down beneath my pants to grip my cock.

“Fuck, yes,” I tell her, my voice low and hoarse. “But I’d rather taste you first.”

She wraps her hand around me and squeezes before she releases her hold on me.

“Get on your knees,” she says. It’s a command, not a request. I like when Athena is bossy. It’s fucking hot.

I obey, my heart racing as she stands completely nude before me.

“Tell me,” she says as she stands before me, her small hand between her legs, rubbing her clit. “Tell me what you want.”

“I want to suck that pussy of yours until you come, and then I want to lick it clean,” I confess.

Her hand stops rubbing her clit. She looks down at me, her lips parted, her eyes wide.

I open my mouth to say something else, but she says, “Then do it.” Without pause, she straddles my face.

Her taste is sweet. It’s addictive.

I groan, the first of many sounds she’s going to hear me make tonight.

I spread her open with my fingers and lick her from her clit all the way up to her fucking perfect tight little hole. I press a kiss to it, and she shudders.

She’s moving her hand between her legs again, stroking her clit as I lick and flick my tongue over her pussy lips.

“You have the sweetest fucking taste in the world, baby girl.”

Her hips buck up, and she moans. “Oh, God,” she cries out.

I wrap my lips around her clit and suck hard. Her little cunt gets wetter beneath my tongue as her knees start to shake.

I release her clit, and I press my tongue past the silky folds of her pussy. “Come for me, baby girl,” I demand.

“Then you’re going to have to do better than that,” she says, but it’s obvious it’s all for show. My little viper is about to come all over my tongue.

I grab her hips and hold her steady so I can get in there deeper as I suck her clit. I then move my tongue in a circular motion as I insert my finger into her virginal hole, loving the idea of keeping her cherry intact… at least for tonight.

I feel her tighten all around me as her pussy starts to quiver beneath my tongue. I continue to finger fuck her as I lick, careful to not go too deep. Though I want to add a second finger and hear her cry out in delicious pain, I decide to only give her pleasure for now. I’ll save the erotic affliction for another night.

She’s panting, her body arching up as she squeezes her thighs around my head, and I lick and suck that hot fucking pussy as her juices drip down my chin and into my mouth.

I can’t get enough of the taste of her. I want to bury my face in her cunt and just fucking eat her until she’s spent and until I can taste the last of her sweet fucking cream.

Her legs are still shaking as she tugs on my hair. I look up at her, and she’s staring down at me, her chest moving up and down as she tries to catch her breath.

Not wanting to even give her a second to regain her senses, I lap at her little cunt, devouring her pussy like a starving man. And just as she’s about to come, I move back up to her clit and suck hard.

“Eros!” she screams, her fingers digging into my shoulders.

I continue to fuck her with my mouth, pressing my lips around her clit and using my tongue to stroke her until she explodes, her pussy juices coating my lips.

I release her clit and take a deep breath, her sweet taste still on my mouth.

She looks down at me, smiles, and moves her hand to my head so she can gently stroke my face. “You’re really something.”

I smile up at her. “That was just the prelude to what I have planned, baby girl. But that’s enough for one night. I have to keep you wanting more.”


Chapter
Eleven

PARIS


Athena is running a little slower today than normal.

I check the tracing data on Athena’s phone. She went on her run about an hour ago, and she always stops here for a coffee before running back. I sit, getting some work done on my laptop, just waiting for her. In the meantime, I’m checking her work correspondence. So far it looks like she hasn’t even logged in since she set up the away e-mail.

Honestly, I am a little impressed. I pegged her as a workaholic. A rule-breaker. I was sure when Eros couldn’t get it done, this would be the way to take her down.

I’m going to keep monitoring, of course, but I don’t know what I’ll be able to find like this, so I am going to have to get to know her a little more.

The bell above the door chimes as Athena steps in.

“Your usual?” The barista calls out to her, holding up a medium cup.

Athena shakes her head no. “I need a large today, and can you add an extra shot? I had a long night and not much sleep.”

“Athena?” I pretend I’m not expecting her, and I close my laptop.

She steps up to the counter, pretending she doesn’t hear me. I’m not letting her off the hook that easily. I stand up to bring my cup to the counter for a refill of the drip.

“Hey, I thought that was you.” I offer her a smile, effectively cornering her.

“Paris, hi.” She gives me a wary but polite smile.

“Would you care to join me?” Before she can make an excuse, I add, “I was actually hoping to catch you outside of the manor so I could talk to you about a few things. About Perseus, and why he has been⁠—”

“A huge asshole?”

“Yeah.” I rub the back of my neck. She is blunt. I’m not used to women being so upfront.

“Sure, I have a few moments.”

We get our drinks and head back to my table.

“Come here often?” I ask.

“You had something you wanted to tell me?” She takes a sip of her coffee. “About why you and your buddies have decided that being giant dicks is the best way to honor my mother’s wishes.”

“Well, I honestly don’t think that, but it’s not my inheritance on the line. And you have to understand⁠—”

“Do I though? Do I have to understand?”

“Okay, well let me explain why Perseus is the way he is, and maybe it will make more sense.”

“Sure,” she says, sitting back. I can’t help but notice the way the light is catching her hair, giving her a halo, making her blue eyes seem bigger and brighter. She looks so innocent, like an angel.

“Perseus met your mother when he was a young teen. He had been living in a box with Heph. Literally a cardboard box. Anyway, one night he was attacked by some asshole who thought Perseus was moving in on his turf. He was just a scrawny underfed kid at the time and was pretty much getting the shit kicked out of him. When your mother stumbled out of a bar, drunk with some fresh bruises of her own on her jaw, she saw what was happening and pulled a gun. Without a warning, she fired four shots into the drug dealer. Then she panicked, screaming and crying. So Perseus grabbed her and ran. He took her back to his makeshift house, and they hid there next to some dumpsters while the cops searched the area.”

I stop to take a drink of my coffee and see how Athena is taking all of this. She is chewing on her lip, so I keep going.

“They fell asleep in that box, but when Perseus woke up, she was gone. He was sure it was a dream, and she would never be back. He just lay in that box nursing his broken ribs for who knows how long when Freya finally found him again. Heph tried to scare her off, but he was skinnier that Perseus was. She gave Heph a few hundred dollars and told him to go shopping, get food, and head to this shitty little motel. She handed him a room key. She said she was taking Perseus to the urgent care, and then she would meet him there. Heph didn’t want to, of course, but Perseus told him to go. It would be okay.”

“Then what happened?”

“Well, the way Freya told it, Perseus looked her in the eye and said, just to do it. Just kill him and get it over with. He thought she was there to kill the only witness to her committing murder. She pulled him to his feet, put him in the back of a Town Car, and took him to the hospital, paying a lot in cash to make sure there was no record of either being there.”

“So what? She saved him, then he saved her, then she saved him again?” Athena is leaning forward in her chair like she is hanging on every word.

“Pretty much. That was the start of a long friendship. He actually didn’t see her again for a few months. She would send money, keeping both the boys in that motel room, and they were able to start taking care of themselves a little. Eros had moved in with them a while after. Then one day a man shows up. They think they are finally getting the boot, but he tells them Freya is in trouble and needs them.”

“When was this?” she asks.

“About ten years ago,” I answer, having already put the dots together in my head. I wait for her to come to the same conclusion.

“After my father banished her.”

“Yeah, apparently, she was a mess, but having her boys there to take care of gave her purpose.”

“Okay, so where do you fit in?” she asks, catching me off guard.

“I met them at school.”

“There is more to that story.” She narrows her eyes at me.

“A lot more,” I admit, “but I agreed to share all Perseus’s secrets. Not mine.”

“Well, that’s not fair.”

“It has been my experience that life is usually not fair.”

“Which side of that equation are you on?”

I set down my coffee, trying to figure out what she means. “I’m not sure I⁠—”

“I mean, do you get more or less than your share? Is life kind to you, or a raging cunt like she is to so many?”

Talking to Athena isn’t what I expect. She has the face of an angel, the mouth of a sailor, and the brain of a shrewd businesswoman. All strategy and seeing more than most would like. It’s clear she reads people the same way I read code. I have no doubt that for her, it’s incredibly easy, but it baffles lesser people.

“Depends on what we are talking about. I have always been lucky that money has never been lacking in my life.”

“But something else has been.” Her bright blue eyes seem to see through me, something I should find incredibly off-putting, but for some reason, I don’t.

“It has.”

She looks like she wants to press, and part of me wants her to, but she sits back and just watches me.

“Trust,” she finally says. “Freedom. Love. A Home.”

“Those used to elude me, the freedom one is still kind of iffy, but with those men you hate so much, I found my home with a family I trust.”

She nods like that is an acceptable answer, and I can’t help but watch the way her little tongue darts out of her mouth to lick the bit of foam her coffee left on her lips.

I want to kiss her.

I have no idea why. I shouldn’t want to. But I do.

“What about you? Has life been generous or a cunt?” I ask, hoping I can wash away the thoughts of tangling my fingers in her hair as I dance my tongue with hers from my mind.

“A bit of both. Like you, I don’t know what it means to struggle financially, and I know I am lucky for that. But everything else has been a scarce commodity.”

I nod. I know exactly what she means.

“What’s with you and that computer? I think this is the first time I have seen you put it down.”

“Hacking is a hobby.” I shrug. “Nothing too serious or illegal,” I lie.

She shifts a little and tilts her head. Something tells me she knows I’m lying, but she decides not to push me on it.

“You don’t live at the mansion, why?”

“How about this? You answer a question for me, then I will answer one for you,” I offer, not wanting her to take control of the conversation. I know one thing about Athena—she’s used to taking control.

“Sure, but if we are going to hang for a while, I need more coffee and food.” She rubs her stomach, and I look at the clock. We have already been talking for awhile. “They make great bagel sandwiches here, you want one?”

“Sure, but let me get them. What are you drinking?”

“Mocha latte,” she says.

I nod and get up to grab our food.

I half expect her to be gone by the time I return, but she is still sitting at the table with her phone out, scrolling through social media. She seems so carefree and at ease. I am in awe of this woman. I can’t pinpoint exactly why, but it’s as if she’s a siren or has some spell cast on me. Part of me feels I’m betraying Perseus and the others by not hating Athena. Actually, hatred isn’t an emotion I’m feeling at all.

We dig into our food, trading questions, some serious but mostly light. I know she is smart; she has to be in order to run Medusa like she does. And I know she is stubborn, but I had no idea she is so charming and witty. At one point, she makes me laugh so hard I can’t swallow my drink until I calm down. I don’t remember the last time I laughed this hard. We just sit talking for a little over an hour when an alarm on her phone goes off.

“Shit. I have to go. I’m going to be late for a meeting with the next party planner.”

“Would you like a ride? I am heading back to the estate.”

“That would be awesome, thanks. You know you aren’t nearly as mean and stuck up as I thought you were.”

“Thanks? Well, you aren’t as evil and vindictive as I thought you were. So⁠—”

“Don’t count me out just yet.” She gives me a playful wink. I think she’s flirting, so on a whim I do the thing I have been thinking about for the past hour.

I kiss her.

Her body freezes, but she doesn’t pull away. It only takes her a second before she is kissing me back. Her lips are soft against mine. Her breath merging with my own. The others will hate me for this, but right now, I can’t help it, and I don’t want to.


Chapter
Twelve

ATHENA


I enter the mansion after having returned from a meeting with a florist for the garden party in a month, and of course, all the guys are in the living room. Perseus is sitting on my favorite couch with some skank on his lap.

Each day at this mansion, it gets harder and harder to deal with. It’s ridiculous. Heph is still following me around, causing problems like a poltergeist that won’t get off my ass. And Perseus does whatever he can to be a complete asshole.

Well, not all the boys are bad.

Paris and I go out for coffee almost daily and end up making out like teenagers in his car. He really is so sweet and makes me laugh when our lips aren’t glued together. Then there is Eros. I might still think about the things we did after the masquerade party every time I get in the shower. He hasn’t visited my room since, but we do text pretty much constantly. Well, we sext constantly. Not all of our conversations start like that, but that’s how they end, with my pussy dripping wet and aching as I type out the filthiest things to him. He replies, taking my idea a step further, and usually with him in control.

It’s adorable he thinks he would be the one on top.

The girl on Perseus’s lap giggles and whispers as I walk past them. I ignore her. It’s none of my business, but I know that in a matter of hours, or probably minutes, he is going to take that random girl to the bedroom right next to mine and fuck her against the wall of my room, making it as loud as possible. Telling her to scream his name. I have to wonder… does it really count if you have to tell the girl to scream for you?

“Ahh, look, Candy, it’s my gold-digging whore of a stepsister,” Perseus says.

“My name is Cindy,” the girl says, but no one is listening to her.

“Not your stepsister or any kind of sister, really. Your bloodline wouldn’t know the first thing of how to blend with mine.” I smile, trying to head up to my room so I can put away my stuff and maybe run a bubble bath and text Eros.

I dart my gaze to him, and he is watching me with a little smirk and his phone sitting next to him plugged in so he will have a full battery.

Good. Eros is on the same wavelength as me.

“So then, like, why are you in his house?” the girl asks.

“It’s my house,” I say, though why I’m speaking to this mouse of a girl, I don’t know.

“Not yet,” Perseus says. “It’s just a matter of time before you fuck up, and it’s all mine.”

“If you say so, brother,” I taunt him. I am ready to leave it at that and go take my bath when the little tramp whispers about gold-digging, thieving bitches, and I let my control snap, just a little. “Okay, Mindy, let me tell you how this is going to play out. You look like the kind of person that could use a head start to process everything.”

“Oh, shit,” Eros whispers, and Paris snickers.

“You are going to stay down here for a bit, and Perseus is going to tell you god only knows what and convince you to go to his room, so he can ‘make sweet love to you,’” I say with air quotes. “Or whatever bullshit line he gives you. But he won’t take you to his room. That is down the hallway. No, he will take you to the room next to mine, where he will fuck you against the wall not to please you, but in an attempt to annoy me. He will say things like ‘that’s right, baby. Scream for me louder,’ blah blah blah. He won’t call you again, and this cheap bastard probably won’t even pay for your Uber home. And trust me, Trudy, you will be gone by morning.”

The room is quiet for a moment. I’m content with that and about to head to my room when she has to say, “Sounds like a jealous bitch to me. Everyone knows Perseus and his friends are the best lovers out there, and tonight I get their king.”

Oh, this poor dumb little bitch.

“Really? I mean, I don’t know how good these men are firsthand, but I think you chose poorly.”

“Excuse me,” Perseus growls out.

“Well, I mean okay let’s look at the options. Heph has some serious anger management issues that, if channeled into sex, would make him a fucking powerhouse. You wouldn’t be able to walk for a week.” I tap his chest, and he just glowers at me.

“Paris is sweet as fuck and would probably be the type of lover women swoon over for the rest of their lives, wondering why their husbands can’t be as loving, gentle, and thorough as he is. Don’t let the constant attachment to his laptop fool you. He would make sure his partner comes a few times before making love to them in a way that would be a soul-altering experience.”

I smirk as Paris blushes at my praise.

“Then we have Eros.” I stand behind him on the couch with my hands on his shoulders. “He is the dirtiest, kinkiest motherfucker you have ever met. He will find new ways to make you come that are so satisfying you don’t even care that afterward you are going to wonder if you need therapy. Rumor has it, that he’s not just pierced on his face.” I give a wink.

“Damn straight,” Eros says before taking a drink of his beer.

And just because I can, I add, “And he is on a personal mission to prove every woman can squirt. So you know it’s going to be good.”

Paris starts laughing as Eros chokes on his beer.

“So, yeah, as far as men go, I get the appeal for these three. But Perseus looks like he is a two-pump chump that thinks the female orgasm is a myth. And judging by how quickly his little escapades against my bedroom wall are over, I hope you are a talented actress. Because trust me, Barbie, you will be faking it tonight.”

With that, I turn to leave. Eros and Paris are visibly trying hard not to laugh. Heph has his normal menacing stare, and without even looking, I know Perseus is staring daggers into my back as I calmly walk out of the room and head to my bedroom.

Just as I drop my purse and look over my collection of bath bombs, trying to pick out one for tonight, my phone pings.

Eros: You are a very bad girl.

I smirk as I type out my response.

Me: Are you going to punish me, Daddy?

Eros: I would take you over my knee right now if I wasn’t sure you would like it.

Me: I know I’d like it.

Eros: Yes, you would.

Me: But was I wrong?

Eros: About me, nope. About the others? I think you nailed Paris. But Heph I don’t know. And Perseus, I don’t think so, but that wasn’t what you were trying to do. Was it, bad girl?

Me: I don’t know what you are talking about.

Eros: Yes, you do, but that’s okay. He had it coming, and to be honest, it’s kind of hot watching you stand up to him.

Me: Really?

Eros: Yeah, but it doesn’t change the fact that you were an incredibly bad girl. Do you know how I punish bad girls?

Me: Tell me.

Eros: I punish them by making them beg for forgiveness. I make them crawl on their knees and beg me to take them back. And when they finally realize that they are mine, I make them scream my name until they can’t think of anything else.

My breath hitches as I imagine what it would be like to have him punish me.

Eros: Do you want that, little one? Do you want to be punished?

The thought of him punishing me sends shivers down my spine. I bite my lip, trying to control the urge to beg him for it. But the truth is, I want it desperately. I want to feel his hands on me, his breath on my skin, and his power over me.

Me: Yes, Daddy. I want to be punished.

Eros: Good girl. Then get ready because you’re in for a wild ride. I’m coming to your room.

Me: I’m still not going to fuck you... Daddy.

I’m lying. I’m so fucking turned on right now that I’d fuck Eros. No doubt about it. But I think he likes the chase. And one thing about me... I know how to run.

He doesn’t even bother knocking at my door. “Strip,” he commands as he enters my room all the way.

I obey without hesitation, peeling off my clothes one by one until I’m standing before him, completely naked. His eyes roam over my body, and I feel a rush of heat spread through me.

“Beautiful, but I’m afraid you still have to be punished.”

I bite my lip, trying to hide my excitement, but I know he can see right through me. His eyes glint with a dark desire. He reaches down to undo his belt, slowly pulling it free from the loops of his pants. He folds it in half, letting it snap against his palm.

“You asked for this, baby girl. If you are going to act like a brat to one of us, just know that Daddy’s coming at the end to make you pay for it.”

I can feel my arousal building, and I know that Eros can see it, too. He stalks around me, the sound of his footsteps echoing in the room. The air moves as he swings the belt and strikes me across the ass.

I gasp. The pain is sharp, but it’s in a different universe compared to the pain of being punished when I was a child.

This is so different. So fucking different, and I love it.

My skin burns, and I close my eyes as I revel in the kinky passion flooding into my wet pussy.

Eros spanks me with the belt again. And again. I count three strikes before he replaces it with his hand.

His palm is warm and firm on my ass, and my skin burns under his touch. He pushes me down onto my knees, and I don’t hesitate to obey.

He spanks me once, twice, and three times as I block out the fact that I’m literally burning up my feminist card as I submit to a man. Yet, I’ve never been more turned on in my life.

I close my eyes, focusing on the pain, trying to get lost in it. I don’t want to think about anything but the fact that I’m kneeling naked in front of a man who demands it. A man who is not only earning my respect but is fucking taking it.

His hand comes down hard, a sharp sting spreading through me, but I don’t cry out. He spanks me again, harder still. And then again. Each time, my ass is burning hotter and hotter, but I don’t make a sound.

“Do you like that, baby girl?”

I say nothing, and he spanks me harder.

“Answer me.”

“Yes.”

“That’s what I thought.”

He lifts me off my knees and throws me onto the bed, pinning me underneath him. I gasp as the air is forced out of me.

“This is how bad girls get punished.”

I can feel him hard against me, and I struggle to draw breath.

“Tell me to fuck you.”

“Daddy, please fuck me.”

“Tell me exactly what you want.”

“Daddy, fuck me. I want your cock inside me. I want you to fuck me until I can’t move.”

“Good girls get rewarded, baby girl.”

He flips me over so that my ass is up in the air. I shiver, the cool air on my overheated skin. His fingers are slipping inside me. He plays with me, teasing my clit, and I cry out.

“Please, Eros.”

“Please what?”

“Fuck me.”

He plunges his finger inside me, and I gasp, my hips grinding back against him. He gathers my hair, pulling it back so that he can bite the back of my neck. I gasp, my pussy quivering around his digit.

“You like that, don’t you?”

“Yes.”

“What do you want me to do to you?”

I swallow hard, unable to get the words out.

“Tell me what you want.”

“I want you to fuck me, Daddy.”

“Hard?”

“Hard. I want you to fuck me hard.”

“That’s right, baby girl. You tell Daddy what you want.”

He spreads my ass cheeks, his fingers teasing me until I’m begging for it.

“Please, Daddy. Fuck me.”

“You want me to take this virgin hole of yours?”

“Yes... yes.” And I do. I desperately do.

“You’ve been a very bad girl, baby girl. You shouldn’t just give your virginity to anyone.”

He swats my ass hard, and I gasp, my fingers clawing at the sheets.

“There’s a plan for this virginity. And right now... my baby girl is going to have to wait.”

Without another word, or another touch, Eros leaves as quickly as he came.

My phone chimes and when I pick it up to read the text, it takes all my might not to throw my phone across the room.

Eros: That was your punishment, baby girl.


Chapter
Thirteen

ATHENA


Eros got the upper hand on me… again. My body is making me weak, but I can’t refuse it, either. I need to just have sex and get it over with. Maybe then I’ll stop acting like some horny teenager who can’t think of anything but getting laid. I consider masturbating to help ease the edge, but instead I close my eyes to let sleep take over. Tomorrow, I regain myself… and my body.

A loud bang pulls me from my sleep, and I sit up in my bed thinking someone is breaking in when it happens again, followed by a high-pitched feminine moan.

I roll over with my pillow on my head trying to block them out, but it doesn’t work. Perseus is possibly trying to prove me wrong, so who knows how long this is going to last. I, of all people, know spite can be one hell of a motivator. And it sounds like I inspired this man to up his game by a few notches.

Unable to stay in my room and listen to the porn set next door, I grab my swimsuit and head down to the basement for a few laps in the hope that the other side of the house and a few floors will be enough to block out the moaning.

The water is cool and refreshing. As I glide through it, I lose myself in the laps, loving the burn in my arms and legs as I push myself harder. I’ve never been much of a swimmer—running being my exercise of choice—but there is something really soothing about it. Just me. Just my thoughts. I’ve never really given myself time to just… think. Never in my life have I not been consumed with Medusa, my father, my brothers, and my dark life. My mother’s will is forcing me to take some time from all that. I’m not sure if it’s a gift or a curse. Because when this break is over… Medusa is still there. The question is going to be how messed up will it be when I return.

Out of the corner of my eye, I catch movement in a dark shadow. My heart rate picks up, and I turn mid lap to swim to the other side of the pool. When I breach the water, the shape moves into the light, and I roll my eyes at myself.

It’s just Perseus.

“What’s wrong, princess? Did I scare you?” he asks with a sneer.

“Not scare so much as annoy. Why are you down here? Already done with the flavor of the night?” I try not to stare at his body. He is only wearing a pair of gray sweat pants that leave nothing to the imagination.

“Is that jealousy I hear?” He comes to the edge of the pool.

“Annoyance,” I correct. “And pity for the girl.”

“You and I need to have a little talk,” he says before stripping down naked and diving in to the pool. His body makes a graceful arc as he slices into the water then comes up only inches from me.

“Talk about what?”

“About how you ran your mouth earlier today.”

“Oh, that.” I pretend to think about it for a moment. “Nope, I am pretty solid on everything I said.”

“You don’t know what you’re talking about.” He moves closer to me. “See, I don’t think you believed a word you said.”

“No, I am pretty sure Heph is a great lay, Paris is a romantic and a giver, and I am pretty positive Eros is incredibly kinky.” My ass still stings from the spanking just to prove my point about Eros.

“About me.” His voice drops. “I think you want me. And the women I bring back here make you jealous, and you hate yourself for it.”

“I think you’re delusional.” My voice comes out shaky as I watch the drops of water from his hair drip onto his muscular shoulder, then run down his thick chest to his toned abs before disappearing in the pool.

“Am I?” He brings his hand out of the water to my shoulder. Perseus strokes his thumb across my clavicle, and I can’t help the way my heart starts to race as little bolts of energy sizzle across my skin and heat builds in my core. “I think you want me to prove how wrong you are.”

His gaze burns into me as he leans in closer. My mind is telling me to push him away, but my body betrays me as it responds to his touch. I feel myself getting wet with anticipation as he slides his hand down my arm and takes my hand.

He pulls me close to him, so I can feel his hardness against my thigh. And just like that, I’m lost in him. His lips crash onto mine, and his tongue sweeps into my mouth. I moan as he moves his lips down my neck, and I can feel him marking me as his.

Suddenly, I don’t care about anything else. All I want is him. I know it’s wrong, but the feeling of his strong arms around me and his lips on my skin make it seem so right.

But this is Perseus. My enemy.

I try to step back, but he moves closer. He snakes his other hand around my waist, holding me in place. My breaths come in short gasps as he leans in, his lips hovering just above mine.

“Don’t deny it,” he whispers, and I can feel his hot breath on my skin. “I’ve seen the way you look at me when you think I’m not looking.”

I shake my head, trying to dispel the lustful thoughts running through my mind. I shouldn’t be feeling this way about him.

I try to push away from him again, but he tightens his grip.

“Go back to your flavor of the night,” I say, hoping I sound more authoritative than I feel.

“I sent her away. I think I’d much rather taste you,” he says.

I want to come back with something. Some sort of snappy retort. But nothing comes.

“Tell me you don’t want this,” he demands, his lips grazing my skin.

I swallow hard, my mind foggy with desire. “I can’t.” My voice is barely above a whisper.

I manage to put my back to him in the hope that not looking into his seductive eyes will help.

This is Eros’s fault. He got my body so turned on, and without quenching my desires, I’m left defenseless to Perseus’s attack.

He presses his body against mine, his chest firm against my back. He trails his hands down my arms, sending shivers through my body. I can feel his hard length pressing against me, and I can’t help the moan that escapes my lips.

“Good,” he growls, slipping his hands beneath my bikini top. He cups my breasts, teasing my already-hard nipples with his thumbs.

This is wrong, but I can’t seem to stop. His hands are everywhere, trailing down my back and cupping my ass as he grinds against me. I’m lost in the sensations, the feel of his hard body pressed against mine, the sound of our breathing and the water sloshing around us.

I feel his erection against my ass, and I push myself harder against him. His teeth find my earlobe, and he tugs on it gently. Tingles course through my body, and I buck my hips against him.

I moan as he moves his fingers down between my legs, and he pushes my bikini bottoms to the side so that his fingers slide along my slit.

He steps back, and I turn to face him once again, waiting for him to remove my suit. He doesn’t. He just looks at me, his lips parted and his breathing heavy. He reaches out to cup my breast as he leans in and takes my lips in a kiss that leaves me breathless. I moan into his mouth as I wrap my arms around his neck, clinging to him tightly as our tongues dance together.

He reaches down and picks me up. I tighten my arms around his neck as he carries me out of the pool and lays me on the floor’s heated tiles. He kneels before me and kisses his way down my neck to my breasts. His mouth finds my nipple, and he teases it with his tongue before taking it between his teeth and biting down. I gasp as my core clenches.

“I won’t stop until I’m inside you,” he whispers, pulling my bikini bottoms off my hips.

I don’t want him to stop. I want him to give me a night I won’t forget, a night I can’t remember without feeling weak in the knees.

He pulls my bikini top over my head and tosses it to the side.

Do I tell him? Do I confess a fact about me that I’ve never kept secret before? My virginity is a badge of honor. It’s never been my shame before, and yet there is a part of me that doesn’t want him to know. What if he stops like Eros did?

And is Perseus worthy of giving my virginity to?

“I’m a virgin,” I blurt out, tired of overthinking it.

He takes my lips in a deep, searing kiss. “I know.”

“Eros told you?”

“We tell each other everything, but we also dug into your past the minute you walked through the door.”

My eyes widen in surprise. I don’t know how to respond to that. I’m a little pissed, but I’m also flattered that these boys have done so much research on me, and I’m clearly a topic of their conversations.

Know thy opponent.

Impressive.

He pulls back, tracking my lips with his finger. “I’ve wanted to be your first since the first time I found out.” His eyes lock with mine. “I’ve been recently tested and haven’t had unprotected sex since. We all have.”

My inexperience is clear right now. I’d never think to stop and ask this question, and I should have.

“I’m on the pill,” I admit. I prefer regular periods and⁠—

“That’s what I like to hear,” he growls.

This is awkward. I try to turn away, but he grabs my chin and makes me look at him once again. His eyes are serious, and my stomach clenches.

He leans in to kiss me, and I relax, letting my arms loosen around him.

He pulls back and gives me that cheeky smile that I used to hate but suddenly find endearing. “Now, where were we?”

In an instant he’s inside me, and I feel a sharp pain that quickly fades as he stills, his eyes taking on a look of concern.

“Did I hurt you?”

I shake my head. “No.”

He pulls out, then slowly thrusts inside me again. The pain is still there, but as he thrusts deeper, it subsides. He continues to thrust in and out of me at a steady pace, and the pressure builds in my core.

“Then get ready. Because I plan to,” he warns.

I wrap my legs around him, pulling him closer to me. He growls as he thrusts harder and deeper, his eyes locking on mine as he drives into me.

His eyes never leave mine, and I can tell he’s watching me, waiting for me to tell him when to stop. It’s the sexiest thing I’ve ever seen, and suddenly I want to see him lose control.

I lift my hips to meet his thrusts, urging him deeper. His lips curl up into a smile, and he picks up his pace, his thumb moving to my clit. I pant and moan, my nails digging into his back. The heat inside me intensifies, and I bite my lip, desperately trying to hold my orgasm.

I don’t want him to stop. I moan as he slams into me, his teeth nipping at my neck. It’s everything I ever imagined and more.

Perseus slows his pace but maintains a steady rhythm as he thrusts in and out of me. There’s stretching and even a little pain—but I like it. I like it a lot.

The orgasm is building in my core even more, and I moan as I try to stave off the pressure. I’ve always heard virgins can’t have orgasms, but I’ve been primed, and my body is ready. Overdue, in fact. My body disagrees with the rules of virginity.

“I’m close,” I manage to say.

His thumb picks up the pace, his thrusts becoming faster and more urgent. “Me, too,” he admits, his throaty voice rough with desire. His thumb strums my clit as he slams into me, his eyes holding mine.

“Oh, my God,” I moan as heat explodes inside me, and I grip his shoulders tightly.

His thrusts come faster and harder, his groans mixing with my moans. His orgasm hits him, and he pulls out of me, his eyes focused on mine as he comes over the tile. He groans and thrusts back into me three times before stilling.

His eyes are closed, and his head drops to my shoulder as he tries to catch his breath. He collapses next to me, pulling me into his arms. My muscles are weak, and I can’t help but curl into him as my body relaxes.

He kisses my forehead. “That was amazing.”

I tilt my head to look at him. “Good.”

He grins at me and kisses the tip of my nose.

I can already feel my body responding to him. The thought is slightly alarming.

“Are we still enemies?” he asks.

“Absolutely.”

“Good. Because I’m digging this enemies-to-lovers thing.”


Chapter
Fourteen

ATHENA


Still reeling from last night and whatever the fuck that was, I go for my run, cutting it a little short, looking forward to spending some time with Paris. He is easy to be around. He makes me laugh, and he makes me feel wanted and cherished when he kisses me. He also respects that I’m not willing to give up my virginity quite yet… or at least wasn’t willing before last night. Unlike Perseus, he doesn’t push. But the way he kisses me, I know that if he does that when we are truly alone, it would go so much further.

Just because I fucked Perseus, doesn’t mean some weird monogamous loyalty begins. Quite the opposite, in fact. I want to fuck someone else fast just so I can erase the feeling of his cock inside of me.

When I get to the coffee shop, the barista points to a table where Paris is sitting, looking all nerdy hot, typing away on his laptop with two cups of coffee and a few pastries sitting in front of him.

“Good morning,” I say, taking the seat across from him.

“One second,” he says, typing faster before he closes the laptop and puts it away. It makes me feel so important when he does that. All his attention is on me, not being divided between me and the code like it is when he hangs with the rest of his friends. “Good morning.” His smile is bright and makes my knees a little weak. “Did you have a good run?”

“I did.” I take my cup of coffee, enjoying the rich mocha flavor. “Though it looks like you are trying to negate all my hard work with carbs and sugar.”

“The bakery had just dropped these off when I got here, and they were going fast. So I snagged us each one. I thought you would appreciate the hazelnuts and chocolate with your morning coffee-flavored hot chocolate,” he teases.

“I’m sorry, those of us who aren’t glued to a keyboard all day staring at code don’t need straight black coffee. We get to enjoy our morning pick-me-up.”

“Oh, I’ll give you a morning pick-me-up you can enjoy,” he says with a playful wink, making me giggle like the girls I used to detest.

“Uh huh, I bet this is part of your evil plan, isn’t it?” I tease, and his brows furrow. “You’re luring me into a false sense of security to make me fat. You’ll claim it’s a psychiatric break. That is the scandal you sell to the papers, letting your little buddy take everything.”

He cracks up laughing. “We both know your body is perfect, and you don’t run to stay in shape. I bet it’s burning off frustration and helps you focus.”

“It is helping me keep my competitive cut-throat edge while I wait to go back to work,” I admit.

“So about last night,” he starts, and my stomach flips. Does he know what happened at the pool last night?

“What about it?”

“You really threw poor Perseus for a fucking loop with your insults.” He laughs.

Picking up my pastry, I give him a smile. “Good.” I bite into the breakfast, and it’s so good my eyes just about roll to the back of my head as I let out a moan that is a little too sexual for a morning coffee shop.

“Admit it, I did good at grabbing these.” The smirk on Paris’s face is the right amount of sexy and confident.

“Maybe.”

“Well, now that I have you blissed out with chocolate, answer a question for me.”

“Depends on the question,” I say before taking another bite of the flaky heaven.

“Did you mean what you said?”

“You’re going to have to be more specific,” I deadpan as I set the pastry down on the plate and pick up my coffee.

“About you thinking I would be the most gentle and thorough lover out of all of them.”

“I was mostly saying that to point out how Perseus pales in comparison.” God, how I wish that were true, but he is just as sexy as the rest of them. Physically, anyway. His personality still sucks. “But yes, I think that you would be the sweet, gentle one.”

“What on earth gave you that idea?” He leans back in his chair, crossing his hands over his chest. I would think he was upset if he wasn’t grinning at me with a mischievous sparkle in his eye.

“The way you kiss me,” I answer. “You are sweet and attentive, and it’s actually amazing. And not a hint of the brutality that I would expect from the others.”

He nods like he is expecting that answer.

“You’re not entirely wrong. When we kiss, I want to worship you and hide you from all the bad things in this world. But you should know that when I get you alone, I will do things to you that will make you wonder if I wasn’t the monster that you should be protected from.” He leans forward in his chair, his bright eyes holding mine even behind his glasses. “Trust me, angel. I will be the reason you fall from grace. And you will love very second of it and beg for more.”

Heat rises to my cheeks and floods my panties. Holy fuck, where has that come from? I am still looking for a response, any response.

Paris gives me that sexy, self-satisfied smile as he sits back in his chair with his coffee. “So, what are your plans today? More party planning?”

It takes me a moment to process the change in topic and to regain control over my hormones.

“Nope, the planner has some samples to get, and she and I will meet up tomorrow. Today I am going to do something far more important, and I was hoping to get your help.” I lean back in the padded chair with my coffee in my hands.

“What’s that?”

“I’m going to try to find out more about my mom. I was hoping you could tell me more about what she was like, especially toward the end.”

Paris regards me for a moment, like he is deciding what to tell me. Then he gazes out the window. He could be watching the cars go by, or the clouds roll in, but I don’t think he is. I think he is watching my reflection.

“How much do you want to know?” he finally says.

“Everything.” My answer is immediate.

He nods and then looks at me again, making eye contact. “Okay, but not here. There are too many ears. And what I need to tell you isn’t going to be easy to hear. So, eat your breakfast, then we will find somewhere quiet to talk.”

“I can’t eat anymore. Let’s just go find that place to talk now,” I say, standing with my cup in my hands.

Hand in hand, he leads me out to his car. We get in, and he drives away from the coffee shop to a park overlooking a picturesque lake with ducks.

“In her last few months, Freya wasn’t doing well. Perseus didn’t want to see it, but she was sick. We took her to the best doctors, of course. They said it was a condition from the drinking, and she needed to stop. She said she would, but then I would find her in the kitchen, passed out on the table, and the stove on fire.”

I gasp, but he keeps going.

“She could have gotten better. I think she chose not to. For as long as I have known her, Freya was never a cheerful person. She would laugh, of course, and I believe she loved all of us. She is the one who called us her protectors, but there was something inside her that was fractured, and that crack just kept growing. I think she got to the point where she gave up trying to fix it.”

“What do you mean, gave up?”

“The doctors gave her meds she refused to take. She would just spend all day drinking and writing in her diaries. She wouldn’t talk to us. And we all tried. A lot. I don’t think she was trying to kill herself. I just think she fell into a depression so deep she didn’t care if she could get out of it or not. Watching her fire slowly fade drove Perseus off the deep end, too, for a while.”

We sit in the car in silence for a bit. Paris’s eyes are glassy, like he is reliving all of it as I try to picture the woman he has been describing, and I just can’t.

“You said she wrote in her dairies?” I say, making Paris snap back to reality.

“Yeah,” he says after a moment. “She had a few. She never let any of us touch them. They should be in her room somewhere. You haven’t found them?”

“I have, but I don’t really like reading them. I keep trying and… I feel like I’m invading her privacy.” My stomach twists in guilt. She is my mission, why I am here, and I have just forgotten about finding out her truth. Actually… I’ve been more focused on these guys and not letting them get the best of me, that I have lost touch with my original goal. “I guess I have my new mission for today.”

“Do you want me to take you back now?”

“Please.”

As we reach the mansion, and before we get out of the car, he stops me and pulls me into a heart-stopping kiss. This isn’t the sweet Paris I know. His touch is heated and claiming, seeming to prove his words from earlier.

“What was that for?” I ask.

“Because I wanted to,” he says before getting out of the car and leaving me there.


Chapter
Fifteen

ATHENA


Back in my room, I look through my mother’s dresser and vanity again to find more of her diaries. The ones I’ve found have all had just ramblings of a bored woman. Nothing with any meat to them. But something tells me if I keep digging, I’ll find more. Under her bed, nothing. Then I search the closets. Nothing but clothes in the first. I open the second to find it isn’t a closet. It’s another room entirely, with a desk and some bookshelves filled with beautiful leather-bound journals. I grab the first one. It is dated the day after she abandoned me. The day she left her entire family. The day we all believed she jumped off a cliff because she could no longer face life.

Dear Diary,

Today, I left my family. Forever.

I know that they’ll be better off without me. I can’t take the constant questions, the expectations, and the pressure of being the perfect wife and mother anymore. I’ve been suffocating for years, and I can’t do it anymore.

I don’t have what it takes to be a Godwin.

I know it’s selfish, but I had to do it. And now here I am, alone in this new house... alone.

Someday my journals will be found. I think that’s why I write them. Maybe someday my daughter or my sons will stumble upon them, and something in my words will ease the pain I caused them.

Or maybe not.

Maybe it will only hurt them more.

Troy got me set up in this house. It’s large. Too large. It’s outside of Seattle. I asked to be further away. So far that maybe I won’t think about them. But he refused. He still wants his strangle on my neck.

I think I may have made a mistake. But it’s too late. I’m dead. Troy told me he’s going to make it look like I jumped off the cliff. Such a tragic way to die.

I don’t want to read anymore. Something about it feels as if I’m invading her privacy. But at the same time… fuck her. And fuck her privacy.

Dear Diary,

I’ve been thinking a lot about Athena. I left her with a house full of men. Powerful, ruthless, and even dangerous men. Yes, she can hold her own. Maybe even more so than my sons. But that is what scares me. There’s no one there to teach her how to be soft. To teach her how to be feminine. There’s no one to teach her that she doesn’t need a constant shield, ready for battle.

Or maybe she does. Maybe her life will be nothing but a war.

She is a Godwin after all.

When the butler fell down the stairs, I knew it was her that killed him. I could see the look of murder in her eyes. My daughter was now a killer. She wasn’t the first Godwin to be one and wouldn’t be the last.

But I should have been there for her.

Phoenix told me what happened. He revealed the butler had tried to molest Athena. She was just a child. A little girl! He got what was coming to him.

I should have been there for her.

I should have been the one to push the man to his death who dared to touch her.

It should have been me to have the courage. But I didn’t.

It was Athena. The brave one. My brave daughter.

I didn’t even have the courage to approach her and comfort her. To let her know that I knew, and she wasn’t alone.

No. I allowed her to form a dark secret in her heart.

I allowed the Godwin curse to set in.

I knew it wouldn’t be her only secret, and it wouldn’t be the last darkness to enter her heart.

It’s probably good that I left her with the ruthless men in her life. She’ll learn from them rather than me.

She’ll become the goddess of war, and that’s a good thing.

She knew?

I thought only Phoenix knew what happened. My mother was right. I did form a dark secret at such a young age, but it wasn’t a bad thing. It made me the woman I am today. I know that. Don’t fuck with me. Don’t fuck with Athena Godwin.

Did I kill a man?

I sure as fuck did, and I’d do it again. He touched me. He made me feel dirty. Wrong. And for that, he had to pay.

I didn’t tell anyone besides Phoenix. Not because I was scared of going to jail or anything like that, but because I was embarrassed I let the man make me feel that way. I was ashamed of my momentary weakness. So, I regained my strength and pushed the fucker down the stairs, happy to hear his neck snap.

Can’t touch me again, motherfucker. Can you?

I don’t even try to stop the tears flowing down my face as I continue to read. Page after page of words all about how she was sorry she had to run. Apologies for how she failed us.

She spoke about me, Phoenix, Apollo, and Ares. But she also spoke of her new boys—Perseus, Heph, Eros, and Paris. She found these boys, raised them, loved them as her own. They didn’t have Godwin blood, and for that she was grateful. These boys would someday serve a purpose, however. With the kindness and support only a mother could give, she created an army meant for only one purpose. To protect her only daughter once she got me out of my father’s clutches.

The sun has set before I leave the study for the night with a heavy weight on my heart. My head aches, and my soul has been torn to shreds, but I realize a few important things. I don’t hate my mother. I don’t resent her for leaving any longer. That wasn’t what was fueling this mission. I missed her. When she left, there was a hole carved into my heart, and it had never scarred over.

I sit on my bed, and for the first time in a long while, I cry everything out.

I don’t know how long it’s been when the tears fade. All I know is my head is pounding, my throat feels thick, and I need to know more. She wrote that she sacrificed being my mother to keep me from a much darker life. What could have possibly been worse than believing that she chose to abandon me by killing herself?

I have all these questions in my head. They demand answers, but right now I just don’t have the strength to find them.


Chapter
Sixteen

HEPH


Walking downstairs, I am psyching myself up for another day of giving the intruder hell. I’m thinking of all the things I can do when I find her sitting at the table staring at a piece of French toast. She isn’t touching it. Her juice is also untouched. I’m kind of surprised to see her here at all.

“What the fuck are you doing here?” I ask.

“I live here. It’s my house.” Her words are right, but her tone is way off. There is no bite, no fight at all. She doesn’t even lift her head to look at me.

“I have more right to be here than do you,” I spit. Come on… let’s rumble.

“If you say so.” Again, no actual fire in her words.

“What’s wrong with you?”

“Do you actually want to know?” She glances up to meet my gaze, and she looks terrible. Her eyes are bloodshot and swollen, her hair is limp, and her skin is a little gray.

“No.”

“Then please run along and go bother someone else. I’m not up for it today.”

For a second, I’m almost worried about her. I almost miss the banter and the spirit of our normal encounters, and I have to stop myself from asking who hurt her so I can go hurt them. My goal is to hurt her. I should revel in her misery, but all I can feel in this odd pang of guilt and worry settles into my chest.

“Shouldn’t you be out running?” I try.

“Not today.” Her voice sounds different, lifeless.

“Oh, what’s wrong? Did you break a nail, and your world came crashing down around you? Did Daddy yell at you for abandoning Medusa? Or maybe you didn’t get to come this morning as you fingered yourself because no man will go near you,” I taunt her, wanting her to lash out at me and show me she is all right.

Instead, she laughs – a high-pitched manic laugh that reminds me of the Joker.

“What the fuck is so funny?”

“You think I can’t get a man?” she says between peals of crazy laughter.

“Well, you’re here alone now, aren’t you? You spend every night in bed alone. You don’t go on dates. Clearly, no one wants you.”

She laughs harder, and I am confused.

“I’m sorry, but you have no idea what your little buddies do all day, do you?”

“Of course I do.” Now she is starting to piss me off. Good. Anger is easier to deal with then whatever unease I was feeling.

She laughs harder, and I cross my arms over my chest and hover over her, trying to intimidate her.

“Poor Heph, you are so fucking clueless. I go to bed early every night because I am sexting Eros. He’s got a filthy mind and keeps me amused. He and I have also played around, and it was fucking hot. I also go on a date every morning with Paris. He and I meet for coffee and end up making out like teenagers in the back of his car.”

“You’re lying. They would never betray Perseus like that.” I bang my fists on the table, and she starts laughing again.

“Perseus, your leader, the one who is supposed to hate me? Okay, he hates me, but he wants me just as badly. After I insinuated that he was a lousy lay, he felt the need to prove me wrong in the pool by showing me just how good he could fuck.”

“You lie.”

“Ask them.” She rises from the table and pushes back her chair. “You seem to think that no man could possibly want me.” Her hand is on my chest, and I hate how my heart hammers. “But you seem to the be only one who hasn’t made a move. Tell me, Heph, is it because you’re too loyal to Perseus? Or are you just not man enough to take what you want for yourself?”

“Lying little bitch! You think you can come between me and my friends?”

“Now there is a fun thought. Coming between a few of you all at once. I bet Paris, Perseus, and Eros would work so well together. They would make me come between them a few times.” She winks at me, and I can feel my face flush with anger.

“Tell another lie and see what happens,” I say between my clenched teeth.

“I’m not lying. Go ask them if you know them so well. You should be able to tell if they’ve touched me or not, right?” She pats my chest a few times, still chuckling before turning away from me. “Thanks for that. I really needed the laugh.” She heads upstairs.

I hate how seeing a bit more life in her makes that unease unravel.

She is lying. She has to be lying.

I send a text to the others, demanding a meeting now, and it takes about fifteen minutes for each of them to reach the billiards room.

“What?” Eros whines. “Some of us need our fucking beauty sleep, man. Not all of us get up with the sun like you and Perseus.”

“Why did I have to rush over here? I have plans in like an hour,” Paris says as he enters into the room.

“Plans?” I can’t believe the audacity of this man right now. “Plans, like your little date with the woman we are trying to destroy? And you…” I turn to Eros who is lying on the couch half asleep. “What’s wrong? Tired from spending all night sending dirty dick pics to that whore?”

“She isn’t a whore,” he yawns out. “She’s a virgin, and I wish I could get her to send nudes. Trust me, I am trying.”

“So, fucking what? How am I the only one not trying to tap that?” I ask.

“Because you know she won’t want you?” Paris offers.

“Nah, it’s because he just can’t get the stones to try something,” Eros says.

“You two know she has been messing around with all of you, and you don’t care?” I can’t believe what I am hearing.

“Well, she told me about sexting Eros,” Paris says, taking a seat on the couch.

“And I knew she had coffee dates with Paris,” Eros confirms. “I also know what she tastes like,” he adds as he licks his fingertips with a devilish grin.

“Calm down, Heph.” Perseus puts his hand on my shoulder.

“No.” I knock away his hand. “Fuck those two disloyal bastards, but you, too? I’m trying to take this woman apart for you, and you are fucking her in the goddamn pool?”

“What?” Paris and Eros say together, finally both taking this seriously.

“Calm down. Nothing has changed,” Perseus says calmly.

“How the fuck has nothing changed?” I snap. “You popped the girl’s cherry, and act like it’s no big deal?”

Perseus rolls his eyes, and I clench my fist. I would never hit him, however. Paris I might hit, Eros I will probably hit, but never Perseus. But that doesn’t stop the anger and frustration burning through my veins.

“My plans haven’t changed.” He looks me dead in the eye. “Nothing has changed. If she thinks our little moment in the pool means something, then that will make our job easier.”

I’m still not convinced, and he knows it.

“Paris,” Perseus calls out, not looking away from me. “Has anything changed on your end?”

“No,” he answers without hesitation.

“Is your plan still on track?”

“Yes.”

“Eros,” Perseus says.

“Yo,” Eros replies.

“Are you still on board?”

“Yup.”

“Has anything changed?”

“I’m jacking off a lot more and not sleeping around as much, but that’s it,” Eros answers. “Virgins aren’t my cup of tea, but now that I know she’s not one…”

I narrow my eyes at Eros. He has this goofy smile he gets whenever we talk about Athena. And now that I know he is texting her every night with jiz on his hands, I can’t shake the feeling Eros can no longer be trusted.

“Fuck you guys. Seriously. Can we all stick to the damn plan? We aren’t supposed to fall for the girl.”

“Heph…” Perseus begins.

“She’s a viper, and she needs to be forbidden,” I say before storming out of the room.


Chapter
Seventeen

PERSEUS


My gut twists as I look Heph in the eye and lie to him. I’ve never lied to him before, but I have to. I can’t admit that the night in the pool, having her in my arms moaning my name, watching her come apart beneath me, has done something to me. I didn’t know about Paris and Eros, and part of me wants to rip them to shreds. Not because they betrayed me, but because they get to touch her, and to connect with her.

I tell myself over and over that it’s nothing. It’s only because she left me wanting more. Craving. So desirous that my mind can’t focus on anything other than her. I should be plotting her demise, but what I really want to do is plunge my cock into her body again and again. Especially knowing that no man has had a taste of what I have.

She was a virgin.

But now that virginity is mine.

I simply took what I wanted.

I don’t know why knowing she was a virgin makes me hard, but it does.

Since the pool, I have avoided her like she has the fucking plague. I stopped bringing women home. Though I haven’t touched another woman since the pool, I haven’t wanted to. I know they will never compare to how Athena’s body squeezed my dick like a goddamn vise. I obsess over that woman like no one I have ever had before.

Sitting at a local bar with a beer in my hands, I am thinking about her again. Not playing pool, taking money off some of the regulars here, or flirting with the woman three stools down who is trying to eye fuck me.

Eros and Paris both sit down on either side of me.

“You wanted to talk to us out of the mansion?” Eros says.

“Yeah, I wanted to talk to you two about her.” I can’t even bring myself to say her name.

“Okay…” Paris says, waving down the bartender for a beer.

“She’s getting in my head,” I admit. “I didn’t want to say that in front of Heph with him being so mad.”

“Getting in your pants, too,” Eros says with a snicker. “Have to be honest. I’m a tad jealous. I may have to rectify that.”

Jealousy burns in my core. “See, that shouldn’t piss me off, and oddly… I think it does.”

Paris chuckles. “Suddenly stingy? Can’t share?”

“It’s not that. You know there isn’t anything of mine I wouldn’t share. I just have never felt this way about a chick before. Ever. Like I said. She’s fucking with my mind.”

“There’s something about her,” Paris agrees. “I’ll give you that.”

“How do you touch her and not crave her every single moment?” I don’t mean for those words to come out of my mouth, but they do.

“What makes you think we don’t crave her?” Eros asks. “That woman is sexy as fuck, kinky as hell, and she has this fire that is⁠—”

“She is beautiful, smart, so fucking sweet, and responsive,” Paris cuts in. “Of course, we crave her. There is no one else like her, but at the end of the day, it doesn’t mean shit.”

“What?” I turn to look at him, confused.

“You need to get the fuck over yourself,” he says, “and figure out what you want.”

“I know what I want,” I say.

“Do you?” Eros asks. “You don’t get to pine after her like a teenager that saw his first tit and try to destroy her. You need to pick one. This emo shit has got to go.”

“It’s not that simple,” I argue.

“It is,” Paris says. “If you want to fuck her, fine, go and get her. I’m looking forward to watching her knock you on your ass. If you want to destroy her, we have a plan. Work the plan. But if you want to love her, then you have some decisions to make.”

“You can’t cherish and protect her and still be the one who is trying to take her down,” Eros adds.

“You two are.” I’m definitely not pouting.

“No, we are enjoying her company, but that changes nothing. We have made our choice, and we are loyal to you first.” Eros sounds offended.

“Right now, we can be loyal to our friendship and bond, or her. We both really like her, but the four of us are our family. We aren’t willing to give that up for some girl, no matter how sweet her kiss is,” Paris adds, before draining his beer.

They’re right. I need to get my shit together. These guys are my family. Not this girl who just came in to take everything from me.

She is the enemy.

But then why don’t I hate her the way I should?

All I have to do is avoid Athena and start acting like myself again. The weird feeling I have will fade. It has to. In the meantime, I’ll just fake it until I make it.

I play pool, have a few more drinks, and even half-heartedly flirt with the girl at the bar then let her go down on me in the bar’s back alley. I even lie and tell myself that I didn’t wish the girl in front of me on her knees worshiping my cock was Athena. Telling myself not to close my eyes and picture her rich-brown locks slipping between my fingers while her lush red lips wrap around me. When I pull this random chick up and push her against the cold brick wall, I don’t think about what it would be like to push inside Athena’s tight, innocent body again. And again. And then once again.

I fuck this nameless woman hard into the wall, punishing her with my cock for not being the woman I want.
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The next few days go by in a blur. I avoid Athena the best I can, and I think it might be working. If I don’t have to see her, I don’t have to face her, then I can continue trying to destroy her. It’s going well until I hear a loud explosion and a scream from outside. I run outside to see her standing next to her Porsche, shaking. The car has smoke streaming out from the back, and I run over and pull her away from the car in case it catches fire. She whirls around, and her hand slams into my face.

“Which one of you did it?” she screams.

“Did what?” Paris asks as he and the others come up beside me.

“Tampered with my car to try to kill me?”

Paris and Eros both go pale, eyes wide open.

Heph just stares, mouth slack.

“None of us,” I say.

“Bullshit. I am calling a mechanic to figure out what the fuck happened, then I am going to make whoever did this pay!” Athena is so shaken, her face is bright red, and tears are streaming down her cheeks.

She swipes at her tears. “You assholes think you are the first to attack me?” She huffs. “Think again, motherfuckers. I’ve played nice up until now. But no more. You just unleashed the viper from her den.”

Paris reaches out to comfort her, and she pushes him away and storms inside, making calls.

“Did one of you do this?” I ask.

They all shake their heads no.

“Fuck no,” Eros says, his eyes darkening and his jaw locking, “but I’ll kill anyone who did.”

The mechanic arrives in a few hours, and I’m sitting in the living room on my phone, waiting to eavesdrop to find out what the fuck happened. He tells her there is something wrong with her car’s mechanical controls. Athena asks if it looks like someone tampered with it. He says he honestly doesn’t know but will have the car towed and let her know if they find anything.

The second the door closes, she turns on me again.

“Why?”

“Why what?” I cross my arms over my chest.

“I get you hate me, but is murder really the way you and your little band of psychopaths want to go? Do my mother’s last wishes mean so little to you?”

“We didn’t do this.” I grit my teeth as she glares at me.

“I don’t believe you. I think you did.”

“Then you don’t know shit about me or how I work.”

“Really? Let’s look at the facts, shall we?” She starts pacing in front of the couch I’m sitting on and lists her points with her fingers. “One, you want me gone. Two, the will says you can’t hurt me, but if it’s a freak accident with my car, the lawyer will give you everything. Three, it wasn’t Paris or Eros.”

“Oh, because you think your little flirtation is enough to turn them against me?” I sneer.

“No, because if Paris was going to do me harm, it would be through some sort of hacking. And an explosion in my car is too fast for Eros. He likes to take his time, and he would make it personal. And after the texts last night, I’m confident in saying he wouldn’t kill me before he got his hands on me again. He’d make sure he at least gets to fuck me before he’d kill me.”

I ignore the jealousy that burns through me and the idea of Eros touching her. She should be mine, and only mine. I laid claim.

“It’s either Heph or you. And since Heph doesn’t do anything without your approval, it was you.”

“You don’t know what the fuck you are talking about.” I stand and tower over her, expecting her to cower, but she doesn’t. “And if you ever fucking slap me again, I will make you wish you were in that fucking car.”

“The second I have proof of what you did, I will have your balls in my fucking hands. The last man who truly fucked with me is dead. Just know I will make you pay for this. This violates the will, and you will be out on your ass!” she screams in my face, then marches away, slamming doors behind her.

I send out a text. “All of you, the billiards room now.”

It takes less than five minutes to get all of us in a room.

“Who did it?” I ask.

Silence.

“Who fucked with her car?”

“No one,” Heph says. “Wasn’t part of the plan.”

“Really?” I turn on him. “You would know how, and you are the only one who⁠—”

“Who what?” Heph stands and squares off against me. “Who isn’t trying to fuck her? Who remembers what the fuck we are supposed to be doing and how it had nothing to do with getting our dick wet? Yeah, I am. I am not a killer, and her car is a fucking German import. I don’t know shit about German cars, I only work on American. So fuck you and your accusations.”

He stomps out and I feel like an asshole. Eros and Paris are both looking at me, hostility pouring from them. They don’t say anything; they just walk out.

Heph and I have fought before, but he has never yelled at me like that. He has never gotten so defensive, and Eros and Paris… I don’t know.

Sitting on the couch, I put my head in my hands and think. Is this my fault?

Are they telling me the truth? Did I make them think this was what we needed to do?

For the first time since the four of us came together, I’m not sure if I can trust the men I call my family.


Chapter
Eighteen

ATHENA


Pacing around my room, I am fuming. I don’t know who I can trust, who just tried to kill me or if it was an accident. There is no way for me to know. My heart is racing with a mixture of rage and terror. Part of me thinks Heph sabotaged my car. He is the type, but he looked genuinely shocked. Maybe he was shocked that I was still alive? But if he did it, it’s because Perseus told him to. But I don’t think Perseus is the type to have someone else do his dirty work. I’ll have my answers soon enough, once the mechanic gets back to me, and there will be hell to pay.

In the meantime, I have another mystery that needs to be solved. I sent my PI some information from my mother’s diaries and asked him to keep looking into her death. Her later entries sound paranoid, saying things like her pills were poisoned. Someone was watching her, and she was afraid for her life. Could banishing her not have been enough for my father, or did he know I was looking for dirt on her death and took care of her before I found her?

I throw my phone across the room and let out a frustrated scream. It’s too much. It’s all too much, and I need to talk to someone about all of this. Someone I can trust. I trust my brothers, but no way can I get them involved in all this. They hated the idea of me staying here and getting involved, and I sure as hell don’t want to admit that they may have been right. My father would just have everyone killed for daring to hurt his precious Godwin daughter and then order me back to Medusa as if nothing ever happened. No… my family is off the table.

Paris, he is the first name that pops in my head. He is sweet, kind, and chivalrous. I don’t think Eros tried to kill me either, if I’m being honest, but it’s Paris whom I need right now, so I find him.

He is sitting on the back patio with his laptop open on the table, typing away.

“Hey, you got a minute?” I run my fingers through his short hair.

“For you, of course.” He closes his computer and pulls me down onto his lap. “How are you?”

“Scared,” I answer honestly, leaning into him, letting his body heat soothe my nerves.

“I bet that was… intense.”

I don’t really reply to that. There is nothing to say.

“How do I make you feel better?” he asks, kissing my shoulder and holding me tighter.

“I don’t know. I’m thinking about hiring a bodyguard.” I’m not considering this. The words just fell from my lips, but it is a good idea. I have to stay here, but I don’t know if I can if I don’t feel safe.

“No one is going to hurt you while you are in this house. I don’t think any of the guys messed with your car, but if it will make you feel better, whenever you go out, I’ll be your bodyguard.” He kisses my cheek then whispers in my ear, “I will keep you safe.”

“Really? You would do that?” I move out of his arms so I can look him in the eye. “What if it means going against your friends?”

“Without hesitation.” There isn’t a hint of a lie on his face. He means every word.

“Why? What changed between the day you met me when you instantly hated me, to now?”

Paris rubs his jaw while he thinks about his answer. I wait patiently, wanting him to think about this. I want the truth, but I know it can take a moment to put such a sudden, complex shift into words.

“I got to know you,” he eventually says. “When you came here, we all assumed you were just here to steal the money Freya left to Perseus. Now that we have really talked and gotten to know each other, I know that isn’t you. I know you came looking for your mother because you needed answers. I also know you are stubborn as fuck, much like your mother. If Perseus hadn’t challenged you when you first met, and instead talked to you like a person, I think you would have let him have it all. Except for maybe your mom’s personal diaries and a few mementoes. Thankfully, Perseus is as stubborn as you are.”

“Thankfully?”

Paris gives me a slow smile and nods. “I guess I am a little thankful for all this bullshit and drama. If civility had won out over hot heads, then you wouldn’t be living here, and I might not have gotten the chance to know how amazing you are.” He looks at me with his bright eyes shining through his glasses. “And I have enjoyed getting to know everything about you. So let me protect you. Let me keep you safe from the monsters under your bed.”

He pulls me in for a slow feverish kiss that leaves me gasping for more. I don’t know what happened with the others, but Paris doesn’t seem worried about his friends walking in on us making out. Part of me wonders if this is his way of staking a claim on me in front of the others, or just showing that he doesn’t see me as the enemy anymore.

After a while, Paris tells me he must go home to check on his mother. She’s been sick lately. But he won’t leave until I promise him I will stay inside the mansion for the rest of the night. There is another party tomorrow, so I swear to him I’m going to stay in to make sure everything is ready. He kisses me again at the front door before leaving for the night with his computer tucked under his arm.

“Well, that was a hot kiss. Where’s mine?” Eros’s voice comes from behind me, making me jump.

“You don’t get one.” I push past him and start heading for my room.

“Hey”—he grabs my arm to stop me from going upstairs—“stop for a second. I just want to talk to you.”

I pull my arm from his hand. I don’t think he’s the one that messed with my car, but I can’t be sure. “So, talk.” My words come out harsher than I mean them, but with Paris leaving me here with the rest of the men who may all want me dead, I’m on edge.

“I just wanted to see if you’re okay?”

“I’m fine. Is that it?”

“You’re fine? Then you have bigger balls than I do. I would be terrified if I thought someone was trying to kill me.”

“Are you?” I ask.

“Am I what?”

“Trying to kill me?”

Something almost like hurt flashes across his eyes.

“No, I’m not.” His voice is hard now. “I wouldn’t hurt you. I thought you knew that.”

“I know nothing about you other than how you sext.” I shrug. “To you, I’m nothing but a distraction while you bide your time for this shit show to be over.”

He says nothing and clenches his jaw as he turns away.

Guilt twists in my stomach as I watch him walk away from me. But it’s the truth. I don’t really know him. Yeah, we stay up most nights sending each other dirty messages, but that’s it. We haven’t talked about our personal lives, where we come from, what we want. It’s all sex. So how can I know if he cares about me or it’s an act to let my guard down?

I go back to my room and think about it. Do I trust Eros? I want to. I really do, but all I know about him is he is dominant and sexy as sin. And, apparently, he has several fetishes he likes to explore mostly on the darker side. His words make my body ache for the things his texts promise. That is all surface level for him. I know so many men like that who hide their true motivations under charm and sex. I can’t afford to let him do that to me.

The rest of the night, I spend going through more of my mother’s journals. Once she says how she misses the lavish parties she used to throw for my father’s business. For her, it was an escape from the dull, colorless drudgery of the day to day. You got to dress up, pretend to be a better version of yourself with people being the bright-shiny versions of themselves. For her, a party was an explosion of color and wonder, with people there to mingle, laugh, gossip, eat, and celebrate everything life is.

For me, the parties are nothing but a chore. A task. A means to the end.

I’m not sure if I agree with her sentiment, but from now on, I’m going to try to see these parties through her eyes. Maybe it will help me understand the woman who was taken from me.


Chapter
Nineteen

EROS


Athena has been locked away in her room all day. I can’t even imagine how scared she is. I know she needs space, so I only sent her one text last night, not really expecting an answer. When she comes out of her room, I’ll try to talk to her again. Until then, I help make sure the party tonight goes off without a hitch. Perseus and Heph keep looking at me funny, but fuck them. I may not have chosen her over them, but that was when it came to pushing her out of the house and keeping Perseus’s money and home his. I did not sign on to kill her, or physically hurt her. The only physical pain I am willing to inflict is when she has a safe word, is lashed to my bed, and I can deliver the most exquisite pain with the most excruciating pleasure.

The guests arrive, and I am about to go get her when I see her at the top of the stairs. For the first time, I know what people mean when they say something takes their breath away. Her deep red dress has a narrow, plunging neckline that shows only a sliver of skin but is so tantalizing. It makes you think that if she moves in just the right way, you may just get a glimpse of her perfect breasts. The slit on the bottom is the same. It goes almost all the way to her hip, but only shows the tiniest hint of skin. That dress is made to torment me, and fuck is it working!

“Hello, gorgeous.” I slide up to her side and offer my arm to escort her down the stairs.

“Good evening.” Her tone is cold, but she takes my arm.

“I made sure everything was set up the way you like, and after those salmon puff things you had last time went so fast, I have the caterers staggering the trays so they last the whole night.”

“Why?” She turns to face me directly. Her face is perfectly calm, but I can feel the annoyance radiating off of her.

“Because some people like to eat at parties,” I answer, not knowing where the attitude is coming from. I thought she’d appreciate me picking up the slack for her.

“You know I’m not going to fuck you, right?” Her words come out in a hushed whisper, but the venom is still there. “If you want to keep helping out to get in my pants, you are welcome to, but it will never happen.”

I lean in to whisper in her ear, letting my hand slide from the small of her back to her ass. “Oh no sweetheart, you are mistaken. When we fuck, it won’t be because you ‘allow’ it. It will be because you are begging for my cock. And I will make you fucking beg for it.” I squeeze her ass and feel her breath hitch before I move my hand back to the small of her back before we make a scene. “You think all we have is dirty words on a phone. That all you are to me is something pretty to play with while I bide my time. Well, you are wrong. But I believe actions speak louder than words. After your little tantrum yesterday, I could have let this entire event fall apart. You miss one party, and Perseus gets his home and money. Did I let that happen? Did I allow one scare to derail your chances in this little game? No. I didn’t.” My words must be registering with her. Her hands on my shoulder are shaking, and the skin under her ear down to the collar of her dress is pebbled.

“I—”

“No,” I interrupt her. “You are going to be a good fucking girl, and you are going to play the part of hostess or else I’m going to spank that ass in front of every single guest in this room. Then you can find me later to apologize for accusing me of trying to kill you and assuming so much about me without getting to know me. Only then will I consider not taking my belt to your bare ass as you beg for mercy. Then you are going to remember that I am not the only one sending dirty texts, and you haven’t tried once to get to know me outside of my sex drive, either.” I let her go and turn her toward the party, giving her a little slap on the ass when she doesn’t immediately go and join everyone else.

She glances over her shoulder at me, a sliver of submission. beneath her hooded eyes. A woman like Athena isn’t used to a man standing up to her. I think she fucking liked it.

Following my order, she mingles and talks to almost everyone. Usually, she would be seen slinking off to somewhere to be alone. Tonight, she seems to be enjoying the party and getting to know her guests. Every time she gets too comfortable, I make a sly comment or pass her with my hand subtly grazing over her ass or pinching it. I’m having fun teasing her, and plan on doing it the rest of the night, when a skeevy-looking journalist manages to corner her. I don’t like the way he is standing too close. Too fucking close. When his hand touches her shoulder and she tries to shy away but he presses forward, I see red.

The only thing that saves this asshole’s life is how she brushes him off more firmly, and he doesn’t touch her again. I’m considering backing off until I hear his questions.

“I’m just confused Ms. Godwin. First, we are told you lost your mother when you were fifteen. Now we find she only died a few months ago? Which is it?”

I march to Athena’s side and stand between her and the reporter.

“This is not an angle you want to pursue,” I tell him.

“The public deserves to know⁠—”

“The public deserves a paper that reports newsworthy events, like corruption, crime, politics. Not the private family matters of those who have refrained from the public eye.” I herd him toward the door.

“You don’t think a woman faking her death is news?” he scoffs.

“There are three senators and a mayor here. If you want to harass someone, either pick someone who chose the public life or leave.”

The threat in my voice is clear, and judging by how pale this man is becoming by the second, he has heard it. Without another word, he turns and scurries away, which is when I notice it is far quieter than it should be, and everyone is watching me.

“Fucking reporters, am I right?” I say, laughing it off. Several of the others also laugh, and the chatter starts again. Not wanting to make more of a scene, I leave the party and find a place I can go destress for a moment.

It takes less than fifteen minutes for Athena to find me leaning against the railing of one of the balconies, smoking a joint.

“Thank you,” she says, standing in front of me. Her words sound sincere, but I am still considering punishing her ass for thinking the worst of me.

“If you really want to thank me, you should be on your knees with my cock in your mouth showing me exactly how thank—” My words are cut off by her hand slamming into my chest hard enough to nearly throw me off the edge of the balcony.

I instantly have my hand around her throat and her body pressed against the brick wall.

“That is no way to treat a man who saved your ass twice.”

“It’s exactly how I should treat a man who ruins every nice thing he does by acting like my body is made to be used by him,” she growls in my face. There is that fire that I adore.

“Your body was made for me to use, toy with, please and worship. You just keep assuming that’s the only thing I want from you.”

“It is the only thing men like you want from me,” she fires back.

“For someone so smart, you are really fucking dumb, you know that?”

“Fuck you. Let me go.”

“Is that what you want, baby girl?”

I lean into her, one hand still holding her by the throat, not hard enough that she can’t breathe, but enough she can feel how much power I have in the situation. My other hand I run down the thin slit between her breasts when I find she isn’t wearing a bra. I grin as I slip my entire hand in to cup her breasts. I pinch her nipple between two of my knuckles while I squeeze her breasts and revel in the low groan that escapes her lips.

“What was that?” I taunt. “You’re going to be a good girl and let me eat this pussy on this balcony where anyone can find us? Then once I make you come on my tongue, you’re going to get on your knees and show me how thankful you are for me saving you. Then you are going to let me protect you.”

I expect her to press into my hand and tell me yes. Instead, she laughs. She fucking laughs at me, then takes my hand and bends my finger back, forcing me to let her go.

“I do like the idea of you on your knees telling me how sorry you are for causing a scene downstairs. I might even let you taste me if you beg. But I don’t think you deserve to make me come. You haven’t earned the privilege.”

Fuck, her fire makes my cock rock hard. I want that. I want to make her come. I want to fight her for dominance. To have a woman under me who is strong enough to fight her urge to submit.

“Baby girl, you don’t know what kind of man you are playing with.” I grab both her wrists and pin them behind her back. “But if you want to find out, I can take you to my room right now.”

She laughs again, and it is infuriatingly sexy.

“I will make you mine and ruin you,” I promise.

“That’s what I am afraid of. That I will spend one night in your bed, and I’ll be so disappointed that it will just ruin sex for me forever.”

“We both know that isn’t what’s going to happen. I have made you come almost every night since you got here with just my words on a screen. Imagine what I can do when I have you under me, begging.”

“I think you are confused about who will be doing the begging.”

I let her hands go and lace my fingers in her hair, pull it back tight, just a little rough like I know she will love.

“I bet if I reach under that dress right now, I will find your pussy dripping wet for me. Wouldn’t I? I bet your body is already begging for my cock, and you are just too stubborn to give in to it.”

She brings her hand around again, and I am braced for another slap when instead she palms my cock and starts rubbing it.

“Looks like it’s not my body begging for release,” she teases. “Aww baby, is this from feeling up one breast?”

“No, it’s from that smart mouth and the way you fight me. I will make you give in to me,” I say, trying to keep my focus as her hand strokes up and down my cock.

“What if I want to give in just a little?” Her hands keep moving, and I will do anything for her. Anything.

“Name it,” I say.

“Let me feel your tongue,” she whispers.

And in a flash, I am on my knees moving her dress aside, so very thankful for that long slit. I don’t have the patience to tease her right now. I will save that for when I have her in my bed and I can take my time. With her panties yanked to the side, I put my mouth on her perfectly bare pussy. Licking and sucking at her clit then sliding my tongue inside her.

I can feel her shaking and the soft moans and whines she can’t hold in. I work her up hard and fast, knowing she needs this as much as I do. I wasn’t planning on fucking her on a patio with a few hundred people in the house, but if this is what my girl wants, this is what she will get. I’m tonguing her clit again, and her thighs are shaking. She is going to come soon, and I need it.

“Stop,” she gasps.

I keep going.

“I want to come on your cock. Please stop.”

Those are the magic words. I’m back on my feet in a second, and she pulls my face down to hers, tasting her wetness on my lips. Her hands scramble to get my cock out, then slide up and down my shaft. I don’t think I have ever been this hard.

She strokes me a few more times, and I growl, “Please baby, let me fuck you. Let me make you come on my cock. I’ll make it so fucking good for you.”

“Nah.” She pushes me back and straightens her dress. “But I do like hearing you beg for me.” She winks at me before sauntering back into the house, heading for the party, leaving me with painful blue balls and my jaw on the ground.


Chapter
Twenty

PARIS


I had hoped to see more of Athena at the party last night, but Eros was hovering around her all night. Then they both disappeared for a while. I ended up getting way too drunk and sleeping in one of the spare rooms here, then waking with the worst hangover ever. Mrs. Medea, being the godsend that she is, gave me all the hangover cures, which is where I am now. Sitting on the patio with sunglasses shading my eyes, soaking up the sunlight with a vitamin water, a cup of Irish coffee for the hair of the dog that bit me, and the biggest, greasiest, most amazing-looking bacon-and-egg sandwich I have ever seen.

God, it is nice to have a staff who looks after you.

Athena comes and sits next to me with her coffee.

“You’re here early.” She takes a sip of her coffee.

“Never left.” I lean back in my chair, enjoying the warmth, but not the brightness of the sun.

“Get lucky?” she asks. I think that was meant to sound teasing, but it comes out a little harsh, and I have to bite back a smile. I think she’s jealous.

“Nope, I was kind of hoping to, but the only woman I wanted seemed to disappear. So I somehow got into a drinking competition with a few politicians. Never do that, by the way, those men can hold their liquor.”

“Aww, are you hung over?” There’s that teasing tone, as she puts her hand on the side of my face, and I lean into her touch.

“Spend the day with me.”

“I have things to do.” She takes back her hand.

“No, you don’t. The party for this month is done, the planner is taking the day off, and you deserve one, too.”

She chews her bottom lip for a moment, considering it.

“Didn’t your mom’s will say she wanted you to discover who you are? What better way to do that than spend the day with the man you’re totally smitten with?”

Her eyes light up as the beautiful laughter rings out. “Smitten? Who says smitten?”

“Well, I thought ‘totally hot for’ was a little presumptuous.”

We both laugh, and I pull her out of her chair into my lap and kiss her cheek. “Spend the day with me?” I ask.

“Sure.” She smiles. “What did you want to do?”

“For now, let’s just sit here and enjoy our coffee and each other.” I pull her closer to me, settling in so I have one arm draped around her, the other holding my coffee cup, with my chin resting on her shoulder.

“I like this.” She relaxes into my hold. “Tell me something.”

“Like what?”

“Something about you. I know how the others found my mom, or how she found them. But how did you get mixed up in all of this? You didn’t grow up on the streets.”

“When I was young, my father left, and it broke my mother. She has always been… eccentric. But when he left, it developed into mental instability then illness. Yeah, I had money, but having all those thrown at me so young made me a little bit bitter. Actually, a lot bitter. When Perseus, Heph, and Eros started at my school, I think they saw my pain and anger and saw how badly I needed a family that could support me. They pulled me in.”

“So you were a lost boy, too, just in a different way.”

The way she looks at me makes me feel like she can see right through me. I set my coffee on the table, then pull her face down to mine, kissing her gently. Her lips are so soft, I deepen the kiss, half expecting her to back off. It’s one thing kissing at the coffee shop or in my car where we really aren’t alone, but here we aren’t being watched.

She pulls back, but only to put her coffee on the table, then she turns to face me more directly, running her fingers through my hair. I let out a groan. Something so simple, but feels so good, sending shivers down my spine. Tightening her fingers in my hair, she pulls me toward her and kisses me. Her kiss is demanding, almost feverish, and I happily let her take the lead. When she turns to straddle me, her thighs on either side of mine, her skirt rises. I grab her tight ass and pull her down on my cock tenting my pants. She grinds against me, the only thing better than her heat and my cock is her thin panties and my jeans.

I can feel the warmth from her pussy through my jeans, and I need her, but I don’t want to push her too hard, too fast. I move my hands under her skirt but just resting on her thighs, my thumbs stroking the delicate flesh on her inner thighs getting closer to her core with each pass.

She breaks the kiss and throws her head back with a moan as she grinds against me. As if by invitation, I kiss her cleavage.

Athena laces her fingers in my hair again, this time gripping tight and pulling my mouth away from her chest long enough for her to pull down her top a little more and stretch the neck over one of her breasts, pulling the bra aside to expose that perfect pink nipple to the air. The second she loosens her grip on my hair, my mouth is around that pale pink nipple, licking and sucking and even biting a little, loving the way it puckers between my lips as she gasps, and her hips start grinding into me harder.

I take back a little of the control and pull her shirt down more, needing to get my mouth on her other tit while I squeeze and pinch the first.

“Fuck, Paris,” she gasps, and I love the sound of my name on her lips.

With one hand massaging her breast, I slide the other down her back, then between us, cupping her pussy. She has soaked through her panties, and I need to feel this hot, dripping cunt on me.

Staying on top of her underwear, for now, I palm her pussy, pressing hard, making her clit rub into the base of my palm with every single grind of her hips. Breath is coming out in pants and the skin on the tops of her breasts flush this beautiful rosy color.

“Oh god.” The words come out in a broken cry from her lips.

“Yes, angel, show me how beautiful you are going to look when you come for me. Let me make you come on my hand and then in my bed on my cock. Come for me, beautiful.”

She looks down at me, her eyes are a little glassy, her cheeks bright pink, and her lips kiss swollen and parted. I lean up and claim her lips with my own. The movement in her hips is becoming erratic.

“Let me show you how good it can be,” I whisper in her ear. “Let me show you how a lover can make his woman feel.”

The word “yes” is on her lips. I can see the second she knows she is ready to give me everything when a yell comes from across the patio startling us both. I press Athena’s head to my neck, hiding her exposed breasts with my body giving her a little privacy as she gathers herself and rights her shirt.

“What the fuck, Heph,” I yell, pissed. I was so close, so close to claiming this woman as my own.

“Yeah, what the fuck, Paris?” Heph yells. “This is a public space. Why are you with her?”

“You sound a little jealous, man. Don’t get all mad at me because you were too fucking stubborn to realize how amazing she is.”

“Go home, Paris. You’re clearly still drunk.”

Athena stands, her shirt is now righted and other than her hair being a bit messed, and her lips swollen, you would have no idea what we were just doing. I, on the other hand, am a mess. My cock is still rock hard, pressing painfully against my jeans. And there is a wet spot from the pre cum soaking through the denim and another from her.

I keep arguing with Heph, trying to get him to fuck off, but it’s no use. The moment is gone and while he and I are bickering back and forth, Athena leaves.

FUCK.
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Twenty-One

HEPH


What the fuck is happening with my family?

Does no one else remember the fucking plan?

We are supposed to be taking down Athena and securing Perseus’s legacy. Eros follows her around like a lost puppy, and I caught Paris seconds away from fucking her on the patio. Hell, even Perseus has his dick buried in her and isn’t going as hard as he should be with these plans.

I’m sitting in the library flipping through my phone when Athena comes downstairs. Doing my fucking job, I get up and follow her. I just can’t bring myself to be an ass right now. I wouldn’t say I’m losing my touch, but something has changed, and I need to check with Perseus before I push Athena further. After the past few months, I’m sure my presence is enough to rile her.

Truth be told, I have grown a soft spot for Athena, too. I really like her. She is quick-witted and sticks to her guns. She also doesn’t fold under pressure, which is something to be admired. This morning, when I caught her with Paris, I may have watched a little longer than I should have before making myself known. She looked amazing with her shirt pulled down, her body flushed as she was about to come for Paris. Part of me wonders if I interrupted because he was being disloyal or because I wanted to be the one she was dry humping.

“Here to slut shame me?” she asks.

“Nah, not my style. If I was going to shame you, it would be for being a gold-digging thief, not because you’re a woman who likes to feel good. Double standards aren’t my thing.”

She seems surprised. She looks like she is going to say something, then thinks better of it before deciding on a simple, “Thank you.”

“Don’t go all soft on me. You may have seduced the others, but I’m loyal to my family and not so easily swayed.”

“I can respect that, though part of me wonders,” she says, leaning against a counter, “if Perseus and I hadn’t started with a vendetta, if you and I would be friends.”

“The world will never know.” I roll my eyes at her blatant attempt to turn me from Perseus. “But I’m going to say no. I don’t like how you have changed my friends.”

“I haven’t changed any of them. Maybe you’re just seeing sides to them you normally don’t.” She heads back upstairs, now with an apple and water bottle.

I think about what she said. She didn’t change them, that I am seeing different sides, and the more I think about it, the less I believe her. Eros is always a flirt and a player, flitting from woman to woman after having them. Athena hasn’t fucked Eros. He is working to get in her panties, so maybe… but Paris and Perseus?

No. Paris is always the calm one, even-tempered and refined. He is the gentleman out of all of us. His anger this morning, the way he yelled at me and the rage in his eyes. That isn’t the Paris I know. Something is changing.

Perseus is nothing like the real him. He’s avoiding Athena. He never avoids problems. He never ran from something, even when we were skinny homeless kids. He faced everything head on even when he should have run.

Right now, Perseus is in the basement gym working out in a place he knows he won’t run into Athena.

I need to talk to him, find out if our plans are changing.

Downstairs in the basement, Perseus is on the bench press, and I try not to focus on the way his muscles flex under the strain of his workout that looks like it’s been going on for a while.

“We need to talk,” I say.

He pulls the earbuds from his ears and sits up while I toss him a bottle of water.

“Thanks, what’s up?”

“Have our plans changed?” Leaning against the wall, I cross my arms over my chest.

“What are you talking about?”

“With Athena. Have you changed your mind about what we are going to do?”

“Absolutely not. I will get what is mine.” He throws his towel off to the side. “Why? Are you saying you don’t want to go against her now?”

“No, I am loyal to you, but you don’t seem to be focused on taking her down anymore. Eros is being led by his dick, and I just caught Paris sucking her tits while she dry humped him on the fucking patio.”

Perseus’s face twists into rage. I stop for a moment and wonder if he is mad that the others like her, or mad Paris was touching what he covets. Dismissing that thought, I go back to riling him up.

“How much longer are we going to let her live in your house, our home? How much longer is she going to get to pretend this money is hers?”

“Not long.” He jumps up and starts pacing. “Are Paris and Eros still on board?”

“I don’t know,” I answer honestly. “I hope so, but…”

He nods. “We will keep an eye on them. In the meantime, are we still on track?”

“My part is good to go. Yours?”

“Yeah. When Eros or Paris are with her, I want one of us close by at all times,” he says. “No more make-out sessions in coffee houses, and I want a copy of her texts with Eros. I want to make sure they are only sexting, and she isn’t seducing them to her side. We need this plan to go off without a hitch. So if they have jumped teams, we need to know.” He is pacing through the gym at this point, with his fingers running through his hair. Not for the first time, I wonder what his hair would feel like against my skin.

“I’m tired of hiding in my own home. We need that bitch out now!” Perseus roars. There he is. That is the man I would follow anywhere.


Chapter
Twenty-Two

ATHENA


“I’m tired of hiding in my own home. We need that bitch out now!” Perseus’s words keep ringing in my ears.

I went down to ask Perseus and Heph if they wanted to order Indian food, my treat. I was planning on making a peace offering after I heard from the mechanic saying he couldn’t find any evidence of foul play, but then I heard Perseus and Heph talking, and I slipped away. I don’t know what they are planning, and I don’t really want to know.

Which is crazy. The old me—the woman who entered this house a couple of months ago—would be taking notes and preparing to go to battle. But now… I don’t know what’s happening.

I’m tired.

Maybe I’m growing soft.

Maybe I’ve lost my edge.

Maybe I’m simply done fighting.

Is all of this worth it? I have grown accustomed to this house, but it’s not my penthouse apartment big enough for just me. The money really isn’t that important.

The only thing I wanted when this all started was to get to know the woman my mother was. I think that through her diary I got that. I learned so much about the woman she was and the sacrifices she made. I learned how she loved me unconditionally and did what she felt would give me the best life.

Maybe I should just leave. I can pack up all her diaries, take a few dresses from her closet and the jewelry as my inheritance, and just move back home. It will void out the will. Perseus will get everything, and I won’t have to wonder if Eros and Paris want me or want to destroy me. I’ll find out one way or the other within days.

Giving up isn’t in my nature, but neither is pouring time and effort into losing projects.

I’m considering what else I want to take with me when my phone rings. It’s the P.I.

“This is Athena,” I answer the phone.

“Ms. Godwin, I have been digging more into your mother’s death as you asked, and I have something. I found these letters in a safety deposit box. I think your mother was killed, but not by your father. I’m not sure which, but I believe one of the men you’re living with may have been the perpetrator. I need to do more digging, but I had to let you know. You may not be safe there. You may want to stay somewhere more secure.”

I take a moment to digest his bomb of intel. One of the boys, my mother’s boys, could be the snake that killed her.

“What makes you think that?” I ask. “From what I’ve seen, these men loved her.”

“The letters I found are threatening her, demanding money. Few people knew she was alive, and your father paid her a handsome monthly stipend. Why would he need money? He would just stop the payments.”

“I want to see pictures of the letters.”

“I already sent them to you,” he says, “but you’ll see that whoever sent them, knew her closely. And since she lived the second part of her life as a hermit with those men in the house as her only associates. She remained hidden, as per your father’s wishes.”

I release a heavy sigh. “Okay, keep me posted on what else you find.”

“Ms. Godwin… I really think you should consider leaving the mansion.”

“I’m not going anywhere.” I hang up the phone and look at the pictures the P.I. sent me.

They’re everything he said… and more.

Threats on her life. Fucked up threats about exposing her as a fraud.

Who the fuck would threaten her? Is it truly possible that one of her boys is responsible?

Perseus. Eros. Paris. Heph.

I didn’t have any of them pegged as a killer. Yet…

It can’t be all of them. No way could it have been a group effort. That much I know. But then at the same time, do I know anything anymore? Have I allowed each of those men to get in my head? Was that their plan all along?

Have I misjudged each one of them?

My father always taught me to listen to my intuition. It’s the most powerful tool I have. Instinct is a tool that the mighty can use to get ahead in business and in life. My instinct has always been good. Laser sharp, in fact. I just need to listen to it.

I close my eyes and focus. Who can I trust? Who out of those boys do I know without a doubt had nothing to do with Freya’s death?

One name is clear…

Eros.

He didn’t say he was on my side, or that I can trust him, but he has proven he is at least not a complete ass. And my instinct knows that he’s not a killer.

I send him a text.

Me: I need you.

Eros: for…

Me: please.

Not even a full minute passes before a knock sounds at my door. I open it to him standing in the doorway, his arms braced on the doorway.

“You called, baby girl?”

I step back, letting him into the room.

“So, is this a social visit or a booty call? Planning on leaving me with the world’s worst blue balls again? Or is it my turn to leave you wanting again?” I know his words are meant as a tease, but I can’t help the tears that spring to my eyes.

He turns to see the tracks rolling down my cheeks, and his entire demeanor changes. He isn’t the cocky asshole anymore. His natural arrogance turns to concern as he pulls me into his arms and holds me.

“What happened, sweetheart?”

I can’t talk about it. Not yet. I need to feel something other than overwhelming grief, so I lean up and place a questioning kiss on his lips. Eros returns this kiss. I pull him over to the bed and yank him down on top of me.

“Are you sure?” he asks.

I don’t want to answer that. I don’t want to make a decision about anything right now.

“Make me feel good,” I say before kissing him again.

He takes over the kiss, running his hands down my side while lying over me.

“How good, sweetheart?”

“Eros, please,” I whine.

He stops for a moment, and stares into my eyes, clearly looking for the game or the angle I have. But instead, I think he can see how I am begging to turn my brain off and feel.

Eros begins to run his hands down my body, tracing every inch of skin with his fingertips. I shiver with anticipation, feeling my body come alive under his touch. He slips his hands beneath my shirt, his palms warm against my skin. His touch is fire, igniting a passion within.

He kisses me deeply, exploring my mouth with his tongue, and I moan softly. I wrap my arms around him, pulling him close, needing to feel his body against mine.

He breaks the connection and starts kissing his way down my neck, his lips leaving a trail of fire in their wake. I arch my back, offering him more access, and he takes advantage, nipping and sucking at my skin.

He slips his hand beneath my waistband, and I gasp as his fingers brush against my most sensitive spot. My body reacts instinctively, and I buck my hips against him.

He chuckles softly, knowing exactly what he’s doing to me. He continues to tease me, his fingers tracing maddening circles around my clit. I’m so close to the edge.

He stops suddenly, and I groan in frustration.

“Not yet, baby girl” he says, a wicked grin on his face. “I want to make you feel so good that you forget everything else.”

I nod, unable to speak, and he resumes his ministrations. He brings me to the brink of orgasm again and again, each time pulling back just before I can tip over the edge.

Eros smiles and begins to slowly undress me. Every touch of his fingers sends shivers down my spine, erasing all thoughts of the pain I was feeling moments before. He continues to kiss me, his tongue exploring every inch of my mouth as he skillfully removes my clothes. I become more and more aroused with every passing second, the heat between my legs almost unbearable.

Eros slides off my panties and moves his mouth to my core, expertly flicking his tongue over my clit. I grip the sheets, lost in the pleasure he’s giving me.

But I want more. So much more.

As he reaches for the hem of his own shirt, I stop him.

“Let me,” I say, sitting up and pushing him onto his back.

I take my time, savoring every moment as I undress him, tracing every line of his defined muscles with my fingers. Once he’s naked, I straddle him, feeling his hard length pressing against me.

I nudge myself against him, teasing him, allowing him to feel my wetness against the tip of his cock. His eyes darken, and I have my answer to the question I’m about to ask.

“You want this, don’t you?” I whisper as I let myself sink onto him. I feel myself stretch to accommodate him, and I groan softly.

“Oh yeah,” he answers, grabbing my hips and pulling me down all the way.

I begin to rock my hips, taking him in and out, in a slow and steady rhythm. He lets me set the pace, and I’m grateful for that. I want to feel every inch of him, to feel him fill me completely.

The piercing on his cock is everything I’ve heard rumors it can be.

My body is overwhelmed with sensation as I ride him, the vibrations of the piercing sending tingles throughout my body.

He leans forward to suck on my nipples, pinching them gently with his fingers, playing with them while I bob.

I lean back, resting on my hands, and watch Eros’s face as he watches me.

His eyes are locked on mine, and I can see the same pleasure that I’m feeling reflected back at me. Heat suffuses my body, and I’m approaching the edge once more.

Eros’s hips thrust forward in time with my movements. I look down to see his hand gripping my hip, nails digging into my skin.

“Do it, baby girl,” he says. “Give it to me.” His cock is twitching as he approaches his own orgasm, but he’s holding on. It’s clear he wants me to come first.

He moves his hands to my ass, and he begins to thrust in time with my movements. We move together, finding our rhythm, the pleasure building between us.

“Eros,” I moan, the sensations coursing through my body too much to take.

“Come for me, baby,” he demands.

He thrusts again, and so do I. I let go, my entire world narrowing to a single point of pleasure.

And then I’m falling.

I come back to myself slowly, Eros’s strong arms holding me as I lie across his chest.

My entire body is covered in goose bumps, and my breathing is ragged. He kisses my forehead gently, running his fingers through my hair.

“Are you okay?” he asks.

“That,” I say, “was...incredible.”

“Good,” he replies, “because I’m just getting started.”

He sits up, pulling me with him. I straddle his lap, feeling his softening cock still inside me.

“Ride me, baby,” Eros says, and I do.

I begin to move my hips, grinding against him, every nerve in my body still alive with pleasure. He hardens inside of me, and I ride him harder, giving him everything I have.

Hands on my ass, he helps me find the perfect angle, then begins to thrust in time with my movements.

He’s hitting the spot inside me that makes the pleasurable vibrations return, and I gasp as the sensation washes over me.

“That’s it,” Eros says, his voice hoarse with desire. “Let go, baby girl. Just like that.”

I move harder, grinding against him, reveling in the way he grips my body, in the sounds he’s making.

“You feel so good,” he groans. “So fucking good.”

He thrusts inside me, and I rock my hips down to meet him, needing every inch of him. “Fuck, that’s it,” he whispers, his hands on my hips, guiding me.

“Harder, Eros, please,” I plead. He gives me what I want, and we fuck each other hard and fast, the intensity of what we feel exuding between us.

The harder I grip him, the harder he thrusts back. He begins to quiver, and I know he’s getting close.

“Come for me again, baby girl.” His voice is low and seductive. “I want to feel you coat my dick with your cream.” His words are my undoing, and my body tighten as I come once more. He groans as he releases, his body shuddering against me.

He stays inside me as I collapse against his chest, both of us breathing hard. We lie there, wrapped in each other’s arms, not talking, just savoring the moment.

His lips are at my neck, and I shiver. “Perfect. Just perfect.”

He wraps the blankets around us, his arms tight around me. I feel safe and protected, like nothing could ever hurt me again.

“Are you ready to tell me what’s wrong, Athena?”

I shake my head, but he grabs my chin and looks into my eyes.

“Baby, what just happened between you and me changes everything. You are mine now. Something primal, animalistic and raw surged through me. I have one goal from now on. You. I will keep you safe. I will take care of you. But to do that, I need to know who I need to make suffer.”

In a moment of weakness I crack, the tears flow. I tell him how I don’t give a fuck about the money anymore. I wasn’t even planning on keeping it. I had planned to use it to honor my mother’s memory. After reading her diary, I thought it was loneliness and neglect that killed her, but now there is evidence saying she could have been killed. I’m pacing the room like a caged tiger, blurting out everything, rarely taking the time to take a breath.

“Your father?” Eros asks, his voice shaking. I look into his eyes, and I can see his heart is breaking, too. He loved my mother.

“No, my P.I. thinks it was one of you.”

“He’s wrong.” Eros pulls my head back down to his chest, sweeps me off my feet, and sits on the bed with me curled on his chest. “We would never hurt her.”

“She got these letters threatening her, demanding money,” I explain. “My father doesn’t need money from her. He was the only one from her past that knew she was still alive.”

“You don’t know that. Maybe he made a bad investment, or there was a revenge plot for everything the Godwin family has done to their enemies,” he tries to explain.

I shake my head. “No. Absolutely no one knew she was alive. Everyone, including her children, thought she jumped off a cliff and died. Yes, many questioned if she really jumped or if, in fact, she was pushed off the cliff. But regardless, she was dead,” I explained.

“So, it wasn’t your father.” He sighs. “But that doesn’t mean⁠—”

“Doesn’t it?” I grab my phone and show him the picture the P.I. sent me of one of the letters. I can see the moment Eros realizes it’s true.

“Fuck.” His eyes are wide, and his face grows pale. “It can’t be.”

“It is. Who did this?”

He just shakes his head.

“Eros, who took my mother from us?”

“I don’t know,” he says, barely above a whisper. “But we will find out.”

“How?” I ask.

“When do invites for the next event go out?” he asks.

“Tomorrow. Why?”

His face breaks into a smile that would be scary if it wasn’t so fucking hot. “Don’t send them. Only send them to Freya’s boys. We are going to catch ourselves a rat.”
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Athena is asleep, still naked and cuddled in my arms, and I can’t bring myself to move and risk waking her. Normally, I would be out the door with my pants still at my ankles minutes after my partner has come, but it’s different with Athena. It’s more than just sex. It’s having her trust me enough to turn to me when her heart is broken and then give me something she has fiercely guarded her entire life. Athena giving me her body means something. Though I didn’t take her virginity, I know she has given me her heart and soul. She gave it to me.

Who knows? Maybe I’ve earned it.

Which isn’t something I ever cared to do before with another woman.

I am falling for Athena Godwin, and there is nothing I won’t do to keep her safe or make her happy. Nothing. I won’t even stay loyal to my found brothers if it means hurting Athena.

Plus, there is a harsh truth that must be faced now. My gut tells me it’s legit. One of them killed Freya. That alone is a betrayal of everything we are. She raised each of us out of the dirt and gave us everything we could need that we couldn’t get on our own. Those of us who grew up on the street, yeah, she gave us food and clothing and the best education money could buy, but it was more than that. She made sure we all had a home and a family who loved and supported us. I don’t understand how one of us could turn against that and destroy someone so good. And for something as dirty and common as money.

There is nothing she wouldn’t have given us if we asked for it. Why would any of us need to steal from her?

I’ve been thinking. Stewing.

And as much as I don’t want to admit it, I know which of us is the rat. Without a shadow of a doubt, I know.

But the others will never believe it. I have to show them. Soon. If he killed Freya to get his hands on her money, there is no telling what he is willing to do to Athena.

Athena is mine.

He will never lay a fucking finger on her.

If he touches her, I will kill him, slowly, painfully. I will show him what is worth killing for, and it isn’t fucking money.

There was already an attempt on Athena’s life. I thought it could have been a freak accident at the time, but not now. It was a deliberate move to do to Athena that which was done to her mother. But it won’t happen again. Not on my watch.

I don’t leave her fucking side until the party. Heph keeps trying to cock block me, or get me away from her, but it isn’t fucking happening, not until she is safe. She doesn’t leave this house without me. She doesn’t hang out in the common rooms without me. If Heph wants to sit across from us on the couch, fucking fine, but I am not leaving her unprotected.

I sneak in her room every night and sometimes we fuck like rabbits, and I show her all the ways I can take her apart and put her back together. And my little vixen likes to show me what the books on her e-reader have taught her. Other nights, we make love. It is slow and passionate and a new experience for me, but one I don’t think I could have with any other woman than her. Some nights we just cuddle. I hold her and thank whatever god brought this woman into my life.

Time moves deliciously slow while we wait for the next event, but it also moves too fast. I don’t know what the future brings, and for that, I’m fucking terrified.

One thing is for sure. Working with Athena on the plan for the party makes me respect her even more. This girl is devious. She’s highly intelligent. And I love how ruthless she can be when she’s backed into a corner. Though I’ve felt extremely protective of this woman, I have also seen that her bite could take down a room full of men without needing my assistance in the slightest. Not that I’m going to allow the opportunity to arise for her to have to prove she can decimate any opponent, simply knowing she could is a damn turn on.

Finally, it’s time for the party, and we dismiss all the staff for the night, saying the caterer will bring their own people, so they get the night off, paid, of course. Part of me wants to warn the others who I know are innocent, but I don’t. I won’t risk this blowing up and Athena getting hurt. I can’t.

“Are you ready?” I ask her, though I already know she is.

She smiles, stands up on her toes to kiss me, and flicks her tongue on my lip piercing. “We got this.”

We wait for everyone in the library, dressed like the party is still happening. Heph is the first to arrive. He keeps staring at my arm on the small of Athena’s back. I have no intention of moving it. Let him look. Everything will be out in the open soon enough, anyway.

We serve dinner before the ‘party’ that will never happen.

Athena tells them that she wanted dinner just the five of us, and surprisingly is able to chit chat as if nothing is out of the ordinary. Her acting skills are quite impressive. The woman truly can go in for the kill with a smile on her face. I’m glad she’s on my side.

The drugs work quickly, and within moments they take effect. Paris is out first, his head falling back in his chair. Heph, a moment after landing in his soup. Perseus tries to fight the drugs, but he is under shortly after the others.

“Ready?” I ask Athena, and she pulls the zip ties out of her back pocket with a bright crazy smile like a little psychopath.

God, I really am falling in love with this girl.

They wake within the hour, all tied to chairs in the library.

“What the fuck?” Heph slurs. It makes sense he wakes first; he is the biggest, and we gave them all the same dose. Perseus after that. He and Paris both wake swearing and making threats.

I stand off to the side, out of sight. This is Athena’s show. I will step in when I am needed. If I am needed.

“Hello, gentlemen. I have a few questions, then I will be happy to let you go.” She speaks in a calm, almost professional tone. “Which one of you killed my mother?”

“Let us go, you stupid bitch,” Perseus yells.

My fists tighten. I don’t like him calling her names, but I stay where I am.

“Sure, I’ll cut you free just as soon as you answer my question. Which one of you switched my mother’s medication to poison?”

“Nobody.” Heph grunts, trying to pull the zip ties apart. It will never happen. There are eight ties on his arms alone. I may have gone a tad overboard. I just didn’t trust him not to hurt Athena. Not after we drugged and tied up Perseus.

“Athena, angel, let me go. You know I didn’t do this,” Paris says, and I can’t help the scoff that comes out of my mouth.

Paris turns as much as he is able in his chair, and I step into the light.

“What the fuck!” Perseus screams.

“Traitor,” Heph roars, and I pull a gun out of the back of my pants. I won’t use it. Probably.

“Tell her,” I demand, looking at the gun. “Tell them all what you did to the woman who we all considered a mother.”


Chapter
Twenty-Four

ATHENA


I freeze when Eros pulls the gun from the back of his pants and takes over. He is pacing around like a caged tiger with all tight lean muscles and determination. He is in complete control of the room, and it is the sexiest thing I have ever seen.

I should be pissed that he took over. This is supposed to be my interrogation. But the way he is moving, I decide to take a seat and see what is going to happen. Sometimes it’s better to watch and learn, let someone else do the dirty work and jump in when it benefits me.

“Freya pulled all of us out of our own personal hell. We were each lost, abused, and unwanted. She gave us a home, a purpose, and a mother’s love. Who did this?” Eros’s voice rises with each word until he is practically screaming, his face is turning red and the thick vein in his forehead is pulsing in time with the tendons in his neck.

The room is silent. Each of them giving piercing glares at Eros as he paces like a general before his soldiers.

“Tell me which of you betrayed the only person who ever gave a shit about any of us.” He lowers his voice to a deadly whisper as he cocks the gun.

I glance at each of the men, trying to read their expressions, looking for some sign of weakness or doubt. Some guilt, something. All I see are matching expressions of rage. I can’t tell if they are angry they were drugged and tied up, angry because they think Eros betrayed them, or angry they have been caught.

“Put the gun down and untie us now,” Perseus says between gritted teeth.

“I will happily let you all go as soon as I find out which one of you betrayed us,” Eros snaps back. “I will have my confession.”

“Oh, I don’t know how about the one who drugged us and tied us all to fucking chairs,” Heph booms. His face is turning flushed from trying to pull at the zip ties. If he breaks free, I think it’s fair to say that Eros is a dead man.

“I need to hear the traitor say it. Admit what you did,” Eros says, staring at the floor this time. His voice is still low, quiet, and somehow far more menacing than when he is shouting.

I grew up knowing about every part of my father’s business. How it runs, who runs it, and what tools are used both above board and far below. I have spent my fair share of time around violent men, and I have watched them work, with everything from curiosity, boredom and sometimes when I was much younger, fear.

My father raised me to know what these kinds of men are capable of, not only to keep myself safe, but so I know what was needed and what is expected of the next head of the family. I refuse to shy away from the less ladylike aspects of reality because of a weaker disposition. That being said, I have never seen a man quite like Eros in charge.

The way he moves, the way he commands attention, which I am pretty sure he could do without the gun in his hand. He looks like a vengeful angel, beautiful, graceful, and deadly. Watching him work like this is making heat build in my core. When all of this is over, I swear I am bringing this man home to make him an enforcer for Medusa just so I can watch him work. I want to see him work over someone trying to steal from me. I want to watch his muscles glisten with sweat as he takes out vengeance in my name. Then I want to take him home and reward him for doing such a good job.

“Eros, look at us,” Perseus tries again. “We would never hurt Freya. We loved her. She was my fucking mother! She adopted me so that one of us would legally be hers. I was the chosen one. Do you really think I’d be the one to then kill her? You got it wrong. She died after years of drinking herself to sleep every night. She abused her body, and it caught up with her far before her time.”

“Yeah, why did she choose you?” Eros asks as Heph turns to look at Perseus. “Why not the rest of us? Did you convince her of that?”

“I don’t know, man. We had a connection. But if you really want to know the truth, it’s because she knew without a fucking doubt I’d never turn on any of you. She knew I’d protect and watch over.” His eyes dart to me and then back to Eros. “She knew I’d share.”

“Well if it wasn’t you, then who?”

“No one!” A vein in Perseus’s forehead appears as if it’s going to pop.

“Lies. Someone was threatening her. Someone in this room was stealing from her and they wanted more. So they killed her,” Eros spits before taking three long steps across the marble floor to grab Perseus by the back of the neck and press their foreheads together. “See, brother, I know. I know who did it. Just like I know that if I tried to talk to you or anyone about it, you wouldn’t listen to me.”

“I will, I am listening now.”

“You are”—Eros nods—“but only because you don’t have an option. I know you won’t believe one of us is capable of this. I don’t want to believe it, so you have to hear it from the traitor’s lips.”

“You’re the only traitor here,” Heph says. “You did this to us and for what? Some half-rate pussy? You betrayed us all just so you could get your dick wet.”

“Okay, first of all.” Eros crosses over to face Heph. “It’s first-rate pussy. Best I have ever had, in fact, but this isn’t about me and Athena. It’s about Freya. My loyalty was to her first, all of you second.” He looks back at me and shoots me a wink. Fuck me this man is so hot. “Now I will admit lately my loyalty might be a little torn between my boys and Athena, but Freya came first.”

“You are a traitor,” Heph growls out.

“I’m not the one who murdered Freya,” Eros says calmly. “The real traitor needs to confess now.”

The room is dead silent again.

Eros lets out a breath and shakes his head like he is disappointed. “Confess now, and I will make sure you never feel a thing again.” Eros moves to the center of the room. He keeps his eyes trained on Perseus as he slides the safety of the gun off with an audible click.

“Last chance.”

The room is silent.

“So be it.”

He extends his arm straight out with the gun pointed directly in Paris’s face.


Chapter
Twenty-Five

ATHENA


No. Not Paris, please, not sweet, caring Paris. My hands and feet are suddenly freezing and my head gets a little dizzy. It can’t be Paris. I was so sure it was Heph. I figured Heph’s loyalty didn’t extend to my mother, only Perseus. There was even the passing thought that Perseus was sick of my mother and wanted it all for himself. But Paris? The thought didn’t even crossed my mind.

“Tell them what you did.” Eros holds the gun steadily pointed between Paris’s eyes.

“Really, Eros.” Paris’s lips are pressed in a flat line, his eyes narrowing in on Eros as he glares. “Afraid that even after sleeping with you, she might still want me more?”

“Do you really think so little of Athena that she would still want you after you killed her mother?”

“She does want me. That is why you are trying to put this shit on me.”

“I don’t care if she wants you, too. I don’t give a fuck how many of us she wants or has regularly. I’m cool with sharing.” He shrugs like it’s nothing. “What I’m not cool with is the lies, deception, and the murdering of family.”

“I didn’t do it!” He leans forward like he is trying to snap the ties binding him to the chair. “How could I? Why would I?”

“I don’t believe you.” Eros draws the hammer back on the gun.

Perseus starts screaming at him to put the gun down. He is swearing and promising pain and vengeance. Paris, however, is calm. Even with the gun pressed to his forehead, he looks bored.

“You have no proof,” Paris says through clenched teeth, his voice full of rage and only a hint of fear.

“I will, once I have your confession,” Eros replies just as calmly.

“I can’t confess to something I didn’t do. What are you going to do, Eros? If I don’t confess, you are going to kill me. And if I do, you’re going to kill me. So, what exactly are my options here?”

“Put the gun down, Eros. This has gone far enough.” Perseus turns to me. “Stop this before someone gets killed.”

“That’s your problem. You know that you are all action and no fucking reason. All brawn but no brains. Hell, even Heph thinks shit through more than you do,” Paris adds.

“No one says you have to die quickly.” Eros lowers the gun and points it at one of Paris’s kneecaps.

“Eros, baby, don’t. He didn’t do it,” I try to reason.

“Yeah, baby, I didn’t fucking do it.” The venom in Paris’s voice is enough to make cold shivers run down my spine. I keep forgetting who this man really is.

I keep forgetting that Paris isn’t just the sweet, nerdy loving one that gives tender kisses and makes me feel cherished. He isn’t just the man who buys me coffee and calls me angel. He has another side to him. One that I don’t see at the coffee shop when it is just the two of us.

He’s just like the rest of them. He is capable of the same things Eros is. He may look more like a cute nerd, especially compared to the avenging fallen angel that is Eros, but he is so much more under the surface. To survive what life has thrown at him, to run with these men, he has to be cold, calculating, and ruthless. None of the men in this room is innocent. All of us have become the master of our own games. The question is, whose hands are dripping with my mother’s blood?

My heart breaks a little for the man I thought Paris was, what he could have been, what I thought he was.

“Put down the fucking gun,” Perseus pleads. There is more fear in Perseus’s eyes than in Paris’s, but I guess that makes sense. Perseus has already lost a mother; losing a brother, too, might be enough to push him over the edge.

Heph lets out a roar as he manages to get to his feet, still tied to the chair, and rushes Eros, knocking them both to the ground. The chair shatters, and the men start to grapple. Heph is still bound, which limits his movement. Heph is trying to knock the gun out of Eros’s hand by using his larger mass, but Eros won’t let go. He won’t give it up. Paris and Perseus are both yelling. I jump back, lifting my feet to avoid the shards of broken chair that are sliding across the wood floor.

My heart is pounding as I look at the two men brutally attacking each other on the floor. Heph is so much bigger, having at least forty pounds of muscle on Eros, but both are holding their own. Heph may have the bulk and strength, but his movements are being hindered by pieces of the chair still zip-tied to his arms and thighs. Even without the extra challenge, Eros is clearly a natural born brawler. He can take a hit and keep going. Heph has Eros’s arm in his hands, and he is smashing it against the wood floor, trying to loosen the grip Eros has on the weapon.

This is the stupidest and most dangerous thing I have ever seen. These assholes are going to shoot someone or each other.

Eros throws an elbow into Heph’s neck and then swings the gun wide.

The gun goes off and a scream rips from my throat.
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The ringing in my ears finally subsides to my heart pounding in my head.

Heph is still on the floor with Eros fighting, but with the exception of a small cut on his brow, I don’t see any blood. He hasn’t been shot. He is fine.

Thank fuck. Tears of relief well in my eyes for a moment as much of the tension I didn’t know I was holding slowly releases. I blink away the tears. Now is not the time. I will deal with why I was so scared at the idea that Heph was hurt later. I want to punch Eros in the fucking mouth and pull Heph into my arms just to reassure myself that he is unharmed.

I check on Athena next, she looks pale, and a bit shaken. A pit forms in my stomach until I see color starting to return to her cheeks. She isn’t hit, just terrified. There is a small bullet hole in the couch next to her. She was almost shot. Another few centimeters, and she would have had a new hole in her shoulder.

Shame, all of my problems were almost solved.

The thought makes my gut twist. I didn’t mean it. Why didn’t I mean it? Why am I relieved she wasn’t shot?

It doesn’t matter. I will have to unpack those emotions later with a six-pack and a pretty little girl with golden-blonde hair sucking my cock.

That will all have to wait. The important thing right now is that Athena is fine.

Paris is still tied to his chair, looking pissed but not injured. With a deep breath, I try to calm my racing heart. Everyone is fine, no one has been shot. Yet.

“Let me go, now!” I yell again, trying to use the adrenaline still in my veins and redirect that energy into rage instead of fear. “Before you all kill each other.”

No one even looks at me. I start pulling at the thick plastic holding my wrists and ankles in place, trying to break free, but it’s no use.

“Athena.” I call her name several times before she even looks at me. “Cut me free.”

She looks like she is about to say something when Eros manages to roll Heph over, knocking into Paris and tipping his chair back. He makes a strangled yelping sound as he hits the floor, and I hear a massive crack.

“Are you okay?” I call to Paris.

“No, I am not fucking okay,” he yells back in what is probably the only time I have heard Paris yell in anger or frustration. The situation definitely warrants it, but the malice in his tone still shocks the hell out of me. It’s just out of character for the only even-tempered one in this group.

“Did you break something?” I ask.

“No, but I am about to.”

Another loud banging starts up, and I take a moment to realize he is trying to break the chair. I start rocking in my chair, too. Maybe if I can twist enough to make it fall over on the back corner, I can get free. Another loud bang comes from Paris before a louder crack that sounds like wood being split.

These dining room chairs were clearly not meant to hold men our size, so with a little man handling and a little luck, I should be able to free myself. Then I have some serious ass to kick. Heph had better not maim Eros too badly before I get my hands on him. Tipping this chair is harder than it looks, my ankles are tied down as well as my hands. There is no ledge or step to try to push the chair off of. I can only shift my weight back and forth to tip and pray it will hit at the right angle.

That, and I really don’t want to hurt myself while doing this.

I am still trying to knock my chair over when another loud crack sounds and Paris stands up on the other side of the brawl, his face twisted in rage as he watches Eros and Heph fight. The malice in Paris’s face makes me pause. It’s understandable. I know why he is livid, but I have never seen Paris look like that. For half a second, it feels like I’m not looking at Paris, the man I call a brother, but a stranger.

“Paris, cut me free.” He looks over at me, and the snarl on his face intensifies for a moment before it disappears completely. Still not sure what I am seeing, I ask again, “Help me.”

He nods as he removes the last few pieces of wood still zip-tied to him, manages to cut the remaining zip tie off his wrists with the wood, and takes a step toward me. That’s when Heph gets on top of Eros again, and the gun goes sliding across the wooden floor.

Paris and Athena see the gun at the same moment, and they both lunge for it. The two are on the ground fighting each other. For a moment, I can see how Paris is trying to restrain himself, and quickly losing patience. Athena has one hand on the gun, but so does he. She won’t let go, and he rears back like he is going to backhand her, but before he gets the chance, she jerks her knee up between his legs hitting him square in the nuts. Even my balls ache just watching the hit. He falls to the side, and Athena stands with the gun in her hands. Her hair is all over the place, her eyes are wild, and her chest rising and lowering with each rapid breath.

Fuck she is beautiful, strong, powerful, and just a little crazy. My fingers flex. I want to own her. I want to pin her underneath me and tame her wild ways with my cock. Fuck her until she obeys, knowing she will never give in. Even if I am pleasuring her, even if she loves how I can make her feel. Just like in the pool, she will give in to the pleasure I can give her, and she will even thank me for it. But that is it. The second she has what she wants from me, she will go back to doing whatever she pleases. Why does that make my mouth water?

Why does the challenge of breaking Athena Godwin make my cock hard?

Athena raises the gun and fires three shots, one after the other.


Chapter
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ATHENA


“Angel, give me the gun.” Paris has his hand out to take the gun from me. I can’t give it to him. My head is swimming, and a tightness around my ribs is making it hard to breathe. I don’t know what to think or who to trust.

I fired three shots to make everyone stop. It worked. The yelling and fighting is over, and everyone is watching me, waiting to see what I’ll do with the gun. I’m waiting to find out for myself. I have no idea what I’m doing. There is no plan here, and no time to make one.

“Why?” I ask Paris. Looking him in the eyes, I know he is keeping something from me.

“Hand me the gun so no one gets hurt,” he says slowly, approaching me with both hands out like he is trying to calm a wild animal.

“No. Did you kill my mother?” I ask.

He flinches back at my words. I can see the betrayal in his eyes before they harden.

“No, I didn’t. I would never have hurt Freya,” Paris says. “I could never hurt her. I loved her. She gave me a home when my mother wasn’t there. She took care of me when my mother wasn’t well enough to. Why would I hurt her?”

I don’t know if I believe him. My hand is shaking so hard, I’m a little worried I will accidentally hurt someone, so I let my arm drop the gun now pointing at the ground, and the entire room seems to take a breath.

“Hand me the gun, baby girl.” Eros comes to stand behind me. A small trail of blood runs from a cut on his temple, and bruises are already blooming on his jaw. I’m sure there will be plenty more soon. Even tied, Heph is a beast.

“No, I don’t want…” I am not sure how I want to finish the sentence. Everything’s happening so fast, and for the first time, I feel like I don’t have control. I’m not the one dictating what happens here. I can only react to it, and I hate the feeling of being a pawn in someone else’s game, especially when I am so uncertain who is controlling the board.

“It’s okay, baby girl, I’m putting it away. No one is getting shot tonight,” Eros says before taking the gun from my still-shaking fingers.

I clench my fist to stop the tremors. They make me feel weak. My father’s voice is ringing in my head.

Never let them see your fear or worry. Never let them see you as anything less than steel. If they think you are weak, they will exploit it. You are a woman, so they will try to break you, never show them a single crack.

Sorry, Father.

“That’s it, baby,” Eros whispers, placing a kiss on my temple as my eyes slide closed and I try to compose myself. “It’s over now.”

A cold laugh comes from Paris that almost sounds a little manic. “You have got to be fucking kidding me. Him? You choose him to give yourself to?” He scoffs, his hands falling to his sides with his fist clenching.

“Stop talking now,” Eros says in a low growl.

“No, fuck that,” Paris says at Eros before looking at me. “You wait so fucking long to give yourself to someone claiming you want someone worthy of being your first, and then you give it up to the two of the biggest whores in the city. Perseus and then Eros! Why? Because Eros pretended to love you? Or did he just bat his eyes at you, and you fell over with your legs open like every other dumb slut he wants something from? Don’t even get me started on why the fuck you’d allow Perseus to steal that flower of yours.”

There isn’t any hatred in his eyes or even backing his vile words, but they still cut deep. I feel my cheeks flush, my arms numb as my stomach tightens. He doesn’t mean it. He is angry. Jealous. He can’t mean the harshness.

“I thought you were so much fucking smarter than to be just another piece of ass that passes through his bed. I don’t think any one of us killed your mother, but if it was anyone, it was him. He is incapable of love. He is too broken inside to love anyone, even himself.” Paris motions to Eros.

He reaches up to touch my cheek, but Eros catches his hand before it even gets close to me, and Paris pulls out of his grip.

“Do not touch her.”

“Please.” Paris’s top lip curls in disgust as he looks at Eros. “I’m the only man here worthy to touch her. At least if she had chosen me, she wouldn’t have needed a penicillin bath and a therapist after.”

“Paris…” I start but I don’t know what to say.

Should I say: sorry, I didn’t think Eros was going to accuse you of killing my mother. Sorry I thought you might have been the one to do it. Sorry I didn’t fuck you?

“Don’t.” He saves me from having to say anything. “Perseus, I’m leaving. Get your house in order. I expect an apology once Eros gets his head out of his ass.”

Paris doesn’t wait for a response. He simply walks over to Heph with the sharp blade of wood in his hand, and cuts Heph free from what’s left of his zip ties. He then just leaves and slams the front door behind him. Tears sting the back of my eyes, and I don’t really understand why. I feel so betrayed, but by whom and for what?

Is Eros right? Did Paris kill my mother? Or have I made a mistake in trusting Eros? Has he blamed Paris to cover his crimes? Has he seduced me to get my money? It isn’t out of the realm of possibility. My mind is racing, reliving everything, every conversation, every stolen moment of passion with both men, and I’m just so confused. The only thing I know for certain is I am far too sober for this.

I’m about to say we should cut Perseus loose and get a drink when Heph pulls out a blade from his back pocket. For a moment, I am worried he is going to attack Eros again. The way Eros stiffens behind me, I think he has the same thought.

Instead, Heph goes to Perseus and cuts him loose.

Perseus stands and straightens his suit before closing the distance between him and Eros in two large steps. His jaw is clenched, the cords in his neck standing out. There is no real warning before Perseus’s fist slams into Eros’s face hard enough that Eros falls to his knees, clenching his jaw.
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“That was for fucking drugging me and tying me to a goddamn chair,” Perseus bellows, leaning over me, spittle flying in my face.

I may have had that one coming. The pain is instant followed by my mouth filling with the coppery taste of blood, and I spit most of it on the floor. I think he knocked a few of my back teeth loose.

Fuck, he has always had a killer right hook. Hits like a fucking sledge hammer.

“I thought Paris was the one…” I try to say, but my jaw is throbbing. There is a ringing in my ears, and a fresh wave of the metallic taste in my mouth.

“No!” he yells in my face again, his eyes so wide I can see the whites all the way around the blue. “You know one of us would never hurt Freya. And if you had evidence, you should have come to me.”

“Would you have listened to me?” I shove him back far enough so I can get to my feet.

The room sways a little around me, and Athena reaches out to steady me. I look down at her and smile. Her brows furrow like she is worried, but I just pull her into my side where I can feel her warmth and know she’s safe.

“Of course I would have listened,” Perseus says, and I have to stop myself from rolling my eyes. Athena leads me out of the library, away from all the broken wood in the parlor, and helps me down to the couch.

“You all sit there.” She points to the couch across from me. “And don’t kill each other until I get back.”

I don’t know why, we listen to her. I tip my head to the back of the couch and allow my eyes to slide closed. I’m not falling asleep, but I have a headache starting. My ears are ringing, and the adrenaline is wearing off. I can feel every punch Heph landed. That motherfucker hits like a Mack truck. I am going to be sore as fuck in the morning, but with any luck, maybe I can get Athena to dress in one of those sexy little white costumes with the stethoscopes and plunging necklines, and she can nurse me back to health. It’s going to take time, rest, aspirin, and blow jobs. Lots of blow jobs.

I don’t know how long it is until I hear her return to the room with a silver tray from the bar with a bunch of different things on it, including the ice bucket, nice and full.

She comes over to me first and wipes something over the cut on my lip that stings like a bitch.

“What the fuck?” I grunt in a manly way, and not at all like a whining child.

“I am cleaning this so it doesn’t get infected. Stop being a bitch, and I will give you a lollypop when I’m done.”

“Really?” Maybe a nurse fantasy isn’t too far off.

“No, now hold still.”

I try not to make too many noises as she cleans the cut on my lip, putting some type of ointment on it as well as the gash on my temple. Guess she doesn’t want my pretty face to scar. Which is fair. If she is going to use my face as a seat, she shouldn’t have to deal with cracked upholstery. When she is done with that, she puts a bag of ice in one of my hands and moves it to the cut on my head, then puts a tumbler in the other with a healthy pour of something strong. It’s perfect, but she really does need the stethoscope and tight plunging neckline.

Then she moves to Heph. She gives him the same treatment and the same scolding about being a bitch, hands him ice and bourbon. Perseus, she just hands the bourbon.

“What, no ice for me?” he asks.

“You weren’t in a fight. You threw a single punch after a fight like a pussy. Be grateful you get the booze,” she says before collapsing on the couch next to me.

It’s silent for a moment while we all take a few drinks and let the alcohol dull the pain. Eventually, it’s Heph that breaks the silence.

“Why do you think Paris killed Freya?”

“Freya got a letter from someone threatening her life if she didn’t pay up,” I answer.

“So it was probably her ex, Troy,” Perseus says. “Still mad he paid out so much to her in the first place.”

“But he didn’t,” Athena answers. “I had my P.I. do some digging. Yeah, she got a sizable payout when she left, and this house, but she also got a stipend of around $55,000 a quarter. Enough to keep this place running, but not much else. To put that into perspective, my father pulls a salary of twenty percent of the profits of Medusa Enterprises. To cut to the chase, the Godwins are wealthy as fuck. Every single one of us… especially my father. There was no reason to kill her. Troy Godwin will absolutely get his hands dirty if the situation calls for it, but killing Freya didn’t get him a thing. He wouldn’t have done it after all these years.” She shrugs like that is just how it is. She knows her father better than I do, so I believe her.

“Okay, then one of your brothers,” Perseus says.

“They think she died years ago. Just like me. When I told them she was alive until recently, they were just as surprised as I was. When Dad came clean, they didn’t really care. My brothers detached a long time ago. And like my father, not one of them needs any more money.”

“It had to be one of us,” I say, looking at Perseus.

“No. I want you to go look. Find proof, actual proof of who did this. I’m sure the evidence will lead you outside one of us.”

“I have proof.” I throw my hands up in annoyance. “We are the only ones that knew she was alive. I know I didn’t do it. I know you didn’t do it. You loved her too much, and I know Heph didn’t do it. He would never betray you.”

“That doesn’t prove shit,” Heph yells.

“Why would Paris want her money?” Perseus asks. “He is the only one of us that grew up with money. He doesn’t need it.”

“I… I don’t know,” I admit. I haven’t gotten that far in my investigation. I’m still sure it was him. I just know in my gut it was him.

“Okay stop, everyone.” Athena pours us all another double. “Take a drink and calm down. Let’s figure this shit out.”

“Why the fuck would we need you to do that?” Heph holds out his glass for more. “Just because you fucked two of us does not make you part of us, and it certainly doesn’t make you our boss.”

Athena rolls her eyes before pouring more. “Really? Asshole? How many do I have to fuck for you to listen to me? Do I have to fuck you, too?”

I love the fire in this woman. It is sexy as fuck to watch her stand up for herself and fight back. I can’t wait to bring that fight out of her in the sack. It is going to be so amazing when I have her working through the anger of a bad day by riding my cock.

Heph grumbles something under his breath that I can’t quite catch, but Athena does. She takes his glass from his hand and downs the contents before throwing it at the wall, where it shatters.

“No, fuck you, asshole. I am so sick of your shit. You want to have this fight? Let’s go.”

“Okay sit down, little girl, or leave,” Heph snarls from his seat.

“Do not tell me what to fucking do, asshole. And don’t ever think of calling me little girl again.”
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Really? With everything going on, even with me being nice and getting him ice and a drink and cleaning his cuts like a decent human being, he is still going to start shit. Well, fuck that. I am over his petty bullshit.

“Sit down and shut up. This is all your fucking fault.”

“No, Heph, I am sick of your brutish temper tantrums. You seem to be under the impression that I am some evil seductress here to lure everyone into my magical vagina.”

“Then why don’t you fucking leave?” he yells.

“Because this is my house. You fucking leave!” I yell back like a mature adult. Ugh this man is throwing me off my game.

“Okay, can we not do this tonight?” Eros says behind me, then he stands up just long enough to pull me back to sitting next to him.

“Can we please fucking focus?” Perseus sighs, and he sounds as annoyed as I feel. He pours himself another drink and slams it back before refilling his glass.

“Fine, who else could have gotten to my mother? Who else knew about the money?”

“Only us.” Perseus pushes the heels of his hands into his eyes.

“Any staff like the lawyer or anyone like that?” I ask.

“The lawyer is one Freya had forever. I think since she was with your father. The only time he was here that I can recall is after she died.”

“Once before, about two years ago,” Heph adds.

“That must have been when she set up the will. Did she have an accountant who had access to her accounts or bank statements?”

“Yes.” Perseus lets out a sigh. “But Paris oversees all of her accounts.” He takes a large swallow of his drink.

“Okay.”

“That doesn’t mean he—” Heph starts.

I say, “I know it doesn’t mean anything. I am just trying to figure out who was in my mother’s life that could have done this.”

“Just us,” Perseus says.

“So, Paris—” Eros says.

I turn on the couch to look directly at him. “How do we know it wasn’t you? You would have had just as much opportunity as he would, and more motive.”

Eros looks at me, swallows a few times, then bites his bottom lip and looks at the far wall before returning his gaze to mine. “Baby girl, after everything, do you really think so little of me?

“No, but⁠—”

“All of what?” Heph barks out a laugh. “Let’s not pretend you fucking someone is anything special. You have fucked half the women in this city. That’s what you do, isn’t it? If a woman has something you want, you fuck them and take it.”

“Heph…” Perseus says in warning.

Eros’s entire body goes still.

Heph continues, “No, that is who you are. Just a common whore that tricks women into wanting you. Promising them the world, then fucking them and getting whatever it is you were after, usually just some cash or jewelry. But maybe this time it was a little bit more. Wasn’t it? Is that why you are all over Athena? Trying to get to the daughter and have her give you what her mother wouldn’t.”

Eros jumps off the couch and lunges at Heph, who is on his feet in an instant. “I haven’t done that in years, and you fucking know it!” Eros screams in Heph’s face.

The two men glare at each other, and the air is thick with tension. Any second, someone is going to throw another punch, and I am fucking over it.

“If you guys are going to keep staring into each other’s eyes like that, either kiss or sit the fuck down,” I say.

The tension fizzles out as Perseus huffs out a laugh, and Eros takes a half step back and turns to grin at me.

“Baby girl, you are the only person in this room I have any interest in kissing.”

I roll my eyes and lean back into the couch, letting the alcohol work its magic and loosen the tension in my limbs. Heph still appears pissed, but I don’t really care why anymore.

“Good, then come sit your ass back over here, and let’s figure shit out.”

He sits back down next to me, then pulls me into his lap and snuggles into my neck. “You don’t think I⁠—”

“No.” I’m not sure why, but I don’t think he had anything to do with Freya’s death. And I don’t think he fucked me to use me. In the beginning, that might have been his plan, but if one of us was using the other, it was me.

“I don’t know if you are qualified to make that judgment,” Perseus slurs. “You could have chosen any of us, and you picked Eros. Your judgment is off.”

“What can I say?” I shrug. “Getting hate fucked in the pool was fun and all, but getting eaten out on the balcony, so much hotter.” A part of me is saying to stop there, but I am a little too tipsy to listen to the voice of reason. “I mean, the whole broody grumpy thing might work for some people, but I just find it exhausting. Personally, I prefer when my men have a big dick, not men who are a big dick.”

Eros throws his head back with laughter.

Perseus stands, stumbling only a little. “Keep talking, princess, and see what happens.”

“Okay. I would bet the only women who are excited to fuck you are hookers that really need to make rent. You have the sex appeal of a dead… I don’t know anything gross.” My mind is a little fuzzy, so my insults aren’t rolling off the tongue as fluently as I’d like.

“That’s how it is?” he cocks his eyebrow at me.

“That is how it is,” I confirm.

“Last chance to take it back.” He kneels on the couch and leans over Eros to hover over me.

“Or what?”

“Or I will show you and everyone else in the room how full of shit you really are. Take it back.”

“Nah, I said what I said.”

His lips are on mine in a flash, in a devastatingly passionate kiss. I don’t even have the brainpower to process what is happening before he pushes me back, so I am lying across Eros’s lap with Perseus pressing to my front. His hard cock is digging into my thigh, while Eros’s is hardening under my back.

I don’t know if it’s the way Perseus is devouring my mouth, the liquor warming my veins, the adrenaline from before or being sandwiched between two of the hottest men I have ever seen, but I have never been more turned on in my life. My heart is racing, and I feel alive.

I need more.

I reach up with one hand and run it through Eros’s hair, while I wrap my legs around Perseus, pressing my aching core against him. He rocks against me, just enough to feel the friction between our clothes. I’m so sensitive that even the little movement is enough for me to let out a whimper against his lips.

I still hate him, but I can’t deny how my body responds to him.

When Perseus breaks the kiss, I tighten my legs so he can’t go anywhere as I pull Eros’s lips down to mine and kiss him with the same fervent intensity that Perseus kissed me.

Perseus leans up just enough to grab my throat and squeeze for a moment before trailing his hand down my body and under my shirt to pinch one of my nipples as my back arches for more.

“Do you like that, princess?” Perseus asks before pulling down my shirt to expose my breasts so he can start to lick and suck my nipples. Perseus’s tongue is teasing while Eros is exploring my mouth. The combination is making my head swim, and my pussy is dripping. I am so turned on, I can feel my heartbeat in my clit, the subtle thrum making me ache with need.

I need more. Eros moves his hand to the waist of my pants and undoes the button. Breaking the kiss, he whispers against my lips. “Do you want us to make you feel good, baby girl?”

Another high-pitched whine escapes my lips as my hips buck into his touch.

“God, you are so fucking perfect,” Perseus says before biting my nipple just hard enough it sends a sharp pain down my spine mixing with the pleasure, making it far more intense.

“I need more,” I pant.

Eros slips his hand into my underwear, and his fingers immediately find my clit. He draws teasing little circles over it while Perseus focuses on my tits, licking one and pinching the other.

I look across the room, and Heph is still there, sitting on the couch, watching with a heated gaze. His jaw is clenched, and he looks mad, but the outline of his very large, very hard cock on his thigh pulls my attention.

Perseus is controlling.

Eros is demanding.

But I need to know what Heph is like.

Is his touch as hard and forceful as the others? Would he demand my pleasure like the others, or would he coax it from my body? I need to know.

I look at his face, and I reach out to him. “Join us.”


Chapter
Thirty

HEPH


Athena is waving me over, begging for me to join them.

I want to.

I want to feel her soft skin, to have her shudder under my touch like she does the others. My cock aches to have her lips around it, sucking while the others pet and pleasure her. I want to feel the vibrations from her moans traveling up my dick to my balls as I come inside that pretty little mouth.

But I don’t move.

My stomach is in knots and my skin feels too tight, too hot. I don’t know what this feeling is. It could be rage. These two just drugged us. They tied us up and pulled a gun on Paris, accusing him of being a traitor. One fight and a bottle of booze later, and Eros is forgiven, and we have the little gold-digger wet and begging for cock. Eros has admitted his loyalty is divided, so instead of getting rid of the problem, Perseus is going to fuck her?

Why her? Jealousy is definitely coloring everything. Perseus looks so fucking hot pinning this woman under him. The way his mouth is tasting her skin… why her?

I know why Eros wants her, but why Perseus? What is it about her that makes him lose all sense? And why do I want her this much, too? With another sip of my bourbon, I sit back and just watch all my fantasies, or a version of them, play out in front of me.

Eros stays focused on Athena, moving his hands in her panties. He is going to make her come soon. She has that glassy-eyed look, and her chest is rising rapidly.

Her eyes are on me. They are hungry, begging, but she isn’t the only one looking at me. Perseus is still sucking on her tits, but he is watching me as he moves his palm to cup his cock that is straining against his zipper.

My mouth is watering, and I can’t remember the last time my cock was this hard. I take another sip of my drink when I see Athena whisper to the others. I can’t hear what she says. The others nod and take their hands off of her, leaving her pants open and her shirt pulled down, showing off her glorious tits.

I try to swallow my nerves as she approaches me, watching as her tits bounce a little with each step.

“Do you want me?” Her voice is deeper than usual, a little husky and sexy as fuck.

My mouth is suddenly dry. I can’t speak, and I don’t even know what I would say if I could. So I just nod. She bends at the waist, letting her breasts hang down, and places her palms on my thighs dangerously close to my cock, and leans in to kiss me.

She tastes like sweet smokey bourbon and something else, something more than just her. I can taste Perseus on her lips, and it makes something in me snap. I grab her hips and pull her onto my lap, grinding her down hard on my cock. When she gasps, I take control of the kiss, palming the back of her head and deepening it. I don’t know if I want her or to taste more of Perseus, and I don’t think it matters. Her body is melting into mine.

The only thing I can hear is my pulse thundering in my ears. My cock aches to plunge into her tight little body. I want to make her come over and over. I want to make her feel so good, then keep going until her pleasure turns against her and becomes too much. Then I want to use it to punish her.

She hurt Perseus; she kissed Perseus. Part of me wants her, but the rest of me still wants to make her pay.

The couch dips on either side of me, and the other two join us. I don’t open my eyes. I just continue to bruise her lips with my kiss and grind her body down on mine, taking what I want from her. When she tries to lean back, I let her, moving my hands to her waist to hold her to me. She looks a little dazed as she sits back on my lap. Her lips are bright red, her cheeks flushed, and her eyes hazy as she tries to steady herself.

“Fuck, who knew Heph was the best kisser.”

“What?” Eros says in mock outrage. “You must be drunk.”

I’m about to say something witty or teasing back to him when Perseus says, “No, I can totally see that.”

My heart stops. Has he just said that, or have I imagined it? And the way his breath caresses over my throat as he speaks in that low, seductive way that drips with sex, sends a shiver through me.

“Nope, I demand a recount.” Eros grabs Athena by the hair, pulling her back just enough to meet his lips.

The way he kisses Athena is all fiery passion and battling tongues. I can’t deny seeing her lost to him while sitting on my lap is kind of hot. It’s like the best point-of-view porn a man can ask for, except this is happening now. I can touch her, feel her. I can make her moan my name while Eros tries to take control of her. Right now, I can not only fuck one of the sexiest women I have ever seen, but I can put Eros’s smug ass to shame. Something about that gives me an odd sense of masculine pride. I’m going to show this cocky jackass he isn’t the best lover in the group. Then long after Athena is gone, I still won’t let him live it down.

I trail my hands up her body. I am about to show her what my mouth can do to those tits when Perseus leans in closer to my side.

“Eros might want a recount, but I need to find out for myself.” His words are barely more than a slurred whisper in my ear before Perseus does the unthinkable.

His hand is on my jaw as he pulls me in for a soft kiss. The world around me melts away, and my plans of putting Eros in his place are instantly forgotten. The only things I can feel are the jack hammering of my heart, the dull needing pulse of my cock, and Perseus’s lips finally on mine.

He tastes like everything I could ever want. The kiss starts off slow, gentle and unsure, then when he opens to me, I pour everything I am into that kiss. Every time I have wanted him, every time I have jacked off thinking about him or even hooked up with another man or woman pretending it was him. Without thought or hesitation, I pour all my hopes, all my dreams, and every filthy fantasy I have ever had about this man into our kiss.

And he is responding just as passionately.

For a moment, I forget where we are, I forget who is on my lap and who they are kissing. It is just me on this couch with Perseus’s lips to mine, his fingers in my hair, and his heart hammering as hard as mine.

His kiss is better than anything I have ever dared to imagine. I am lost to him when Athena rocks against my cock again, nearly taking me over the edge and pulling me back to the present.

Fuck.

My eyes meet Perseus’s first. They are wide with shock. Fuck! I took it too far, and he is drunk and doesn’t know what he is doing. What the fuck is wrong with me?

It’s not me, it’s her. This is all her fault.

Athena is still perched on my lap, her judging eyes looking down on me with a smirk and her eyebrows raised like she knows what she just did. What she discovered.

No, fuck her. She doesn’t know shit.

“Heph.” Perseus says, and I can’t breathe. My throat gets tight, and it feels like I am suffocating. I can’t do this. Not now, not with an audience, probably not ever.

I get to my feet, effectively dropping Athena in a pile at my feet. Eros is there to help her, and Perseus is still looking at me with those confused, accusatory eyes.

My fight or flight kicks in, and for the first time in my life, I choose flight. I step over Athena. Eros is calling me an asshole, and Perseus is calling my name. But I don’t walk; I run out of that room like it’s on fire.

I need out.

Now.

Fuck my life. That bitch has ruined everything.


Chapter
Thirty-One

PERSEUS


“Well, that killed the fucking mood,” Athena says as Eros helps her to her feet.

My head is spinning, my chest tightens, and I have no idea what the fuck just happened.

“You okay, sweetheart?” Eros asks Athena, pulling my attention back to them.

She has already righted her clothes, tucking away those perfectly soft breasts, and I can’t help but feel a little disappointed.

“Yeah, I’m okay.” She lets out a disappointed sigh. “But I’m going to bed. It’s been a really long day. Let’s deal with all of this”—she waves her hand around the room—“in the morning.”

“Sure.” Eros places a kiss on her cheek. Part of me is jealous, but mostly I am still reeling from that kiss followed by Heph’s abrupt departure. “I’ll be up in a bit, if that’s okay.”

She must have said something because the next thing I know, Eros is handing me a glass of ice water and demanding I drink.

“Is it poisoned?” I still feel bitter about earlier.

“Not this time. That whole thing may have been an ill-advised clusterfuck,” he admits.

“You fucking think?”

“Well, at least I’m not the only one who fucked up tonight.” Eros shrugs, then plops down on the couch next to me.

“How do you figure that?”

“Dude, you and Heph have had this ‘will they, won’t they’ vibe since I met you.”

“I don’t know what you are talking about.” I sit back and drink water. The cold instantly clears away some of the fuzziness from my head, but I am still so confused.

“Bull shit.” Eros rolls his eyes. “I know you have hooked up with men before.”

“Yeah, and…” I have never gotten any shit from any of the guys for occasionally preferring a night with a hot guy instead of a pretty girl. Why the fuck would Eros bring it up now?

“So has Heph,” Eros says.

I didn’t know that, but it’s not like I would judge him for it. I rarely see him hook up with anyone. So I guess it isn’t surprising, though I am a little hurt he didn’t tell me.

“What’s your point?” I’m still not quite getting what he is trying to tell me.

“Jesus, you are thick.” Eros leans his head against the back of the couch and closes his eyes. “You can’t possibly need this spelled out for you.”

“Look, just because I’m bi, and Heph has experimented a little, doesn’t mean we should be fucking each other.”

Eros opens his eyes and looks at me like I am the dumbest baby in preschool. “You’re right, it doesn’t. However, think about it. Who has always been the most loyal to you? Not Freya, not me…”

“Heph, but⁠—”

“I’m not done. When you hit on a woman in the bars, where is Heph?”

“Around. Usually not too far.” I still don’t see what his point is.

“And where is he when you hit on men?”

“He usually leaves. Why?”

“Right, and why do you think that is?”

“I don’t know.” I shrug.

“Oh, Jesus fuck.” Eros rolls his eyes before turning to face me directly. “Do you want Heph? Do you want him as more than a friend and an honorary brother?”

I think about that for a second, sipping my water, letting the coolness soothe my sudden cottonmouth.

Do I want Heph? The answer is an ecstatic YES.

I thought about him every time I was with a man. In fact, I only ever hit on men when I see Heph hitting on a woman, and I am jealous. Every time I am with another man, it is his name I am biting back when I came. There is no one I trust more, no one I care about more, and that second earlier when I thought he may have been shot was the most terrified I had ever been.

“It’s not that simple,” I finally answer.

“You want him. He clearly wants you. Where is the complication?”

“Athena,” I answer honestly. “Well, women in general,” I backtrack with a lie.

“What do you mean?”

“I don’t want to give up being with women. I don’t know if I can be faithful to just one person.”

“Heph has been with women,” Eros points out. “You saw how he responded to Athena on his lap. You saw how he kissed her. How he touched her. He clearly likes women, too.”

“So…”

“So… maybe Heph doesn’t want to be monogamous. Maybe he likes the idea of having more than one partner. Athena does.”

“What?”

“Athena told me a while ago she doesn’t think one man can ever be enough for her. She wants several lovers.”

“And you’re okay with that?”

“Am I okay with a woman self-aware enough to know what she will and won’t be happy with and open enough to be honest about it. Yes. It actually takes the pressure off. And if I am being honest, group sex is hot as fuck. Monogamy isn’t something I need, but open communication is.” Eros shrugs, like he is talking about something as unimportant as picking paint colors. “Polyamory is not the end of the world.”

“What if it is?” I ask, fear creeping up my spine. “What happens if I tell him I want him, but I want Athena, too? What if I tell him I can’t give up women, and it breaks him? He thinks he isn’t enough, and it breaks his confidence and his heart and he leaves?”

“What happens if he tires of waiting around and he finds someone willing to love him the way he deserves, and he leaves?” Eros’s words rip through me like a blade to the gut.

Would he find someone better than me? Someone who isn’t a coward?

“Fuck.”

“Yeah, that about sums it up.” Eros claps me on the back. “But those are your choices. Either way, it’s a risk.”

“How do I know which risk is right?” The icy feeling is running down my spine again, and my heart is racing.

“You don’t. You just figure out which outcome you are willing to live with.” Eros stands and stretches.

“How the fuck do I figure that out?”

“Well, would you rather lose him because you were brave and took a chance, or because you were a coward and never told him how you feel?”

“Either way, he leaves, and I don’t think I can live with that,” I admit.

“Do you want him to leave because he thinks you don’t want him, and he isn’t good enough?”

That question makes my breath catch and my lungs burn. Can Heph think he isn’t good enough? That he wasn’t wanted or desired?

Eros leaves the room, probably going after Athena, abandoning me to my thoughts.

I make myself another drink for some liquid courage. There is no telling what is going to happen tonight, but fuck it. I can’t not try.


Chapter
Thirty-Two

PERSEUS


I find Heph in the gym, working through his frustration on free weights. A normal person would just go in and talk to their best friend. Instead, I stand just out of his view and watch him. The way he works through each muscle group with heavy weights and a punishing pace. I used to think it was just a hobby, but watching now, I wonder if it’s a coping mechanism. He is frustrated with me or something else. He hits the gym until he is too tired to care.

God, with the size of this man, he must be in the gym constantly. I wonder when it started. I don’t really remember a time before Heph. We were in the same group home dealing with the same asshole who was charming when the social worker came by but beat me when no one else was around. He called me stupid, said I was lazy because I had trouble reading. I wasn’t stupid. I’m dyslexic. He never wanted to believe me. He said I was a white-trash loser and making things up.

Heph wasn’t stupid. He could read and got good grades. He didn’t get beaten.

When our foster father nearly killed me, I thought we were free. I thought they would see the bruises and fractures and finally take us away, but that man fooled everyone. He told them I fell, and they believed him. None of the other kids had visible bruises, so that must have been the case. It had to be my fault. I got three nights of peace in the hospital before they sent me back.

Heph was waiting for me. He had our bags packed, and we left. Traveling from Brooklyn to Seattle on a train, we managed to stow away on eating saltine crackers and peanut butter packets we stole from the food cart. Who assumes eight-year-old boys travel alone?

He has been at my side ever since. The only night I wasn’t with him was the night I met Freya.

Tears fill my eyes, and my heart aches for Freya. I miss her. I miss her more than I ever thought I could miss anyone, except Heph. If he leaves, if he rejects me, I don’t think I can survive it.

I can almost hear what Freya would have told me. You boys are a family. Shit might piss you off, or make you mad, and something may try to split you up. But it will never work, not for a real family. You will always come back together. The blood of the covenant is thicker than the water of the womb. You boys are a family in the only way that matters. Don’t make the same mistakes I did.

Then she would have given me a big hug and tell me to get my head out of my ass, grow some balls, and go after what I want.

“Yes, ma’am,” I whisper under my breath as I push open the gym door.

Heph has his earbuds in, so he doesn’t hear me. I wait for him to finish his set. Safety first in the gym, always. And I am enjoying the view.

Heph puts the weight on the ground with a solid thunk, and I go for what I want before I lose my nerve. My heart is racing as I approach Heph. I don’t give him a chance to react. I just kiss him with everything I have. I push my tongue into his mouth to taste him. The sultry musky sweetness that is uniquely him, and I am rock hard in an instant. I push him back onto the bench, and it takes me a moment to realize he isn’t kissing me back. I open my eyes and he pushes me off of him.

“What the fuck are you playing at?” he yells.

“I’m not playing at anything,” I say. “I want you.”

“So you think that just because you kissed me earlier, and I let you, you can just come and do it whenever the fuck you want with no regard to how I feel about it?” His cheeks are turning red at the top and his golden eyes swim with a mix of fury and pain. It would have been enough to tell me I fucked up and I need to leave, but he is also suddenly pitching a tent in his gym shorts. Just seeing it makes my mouth water.

“Then tell me how you feel about it. Tell me how you feel about me.”

“I’m not playing this little fucking game with you. I am not some consolation prize you can pick up because Eros got the toy you want to play with.”

“Who the fuck is playing?” I try to keep my voice calm and even. “I want you.”

“You want Athena.” He shoots before turning his back to me and picking up his next set of weights.

“You’re right. I do want Athena. She is beautiful, smart, fiery, and she keeps constantly surprising me, which would be annoying as fuck if I didn’t want her so badly. But what does that have to do with this?”

“I am not a consolation prize.”

“No,” I counter. “You are a hypocrite.”

He drops the weights on the floor and turns towards me. “That is fucking rich coming from you.”

“And why is that?” I say, deciding that I want to fight with him. If we are fighting, we are talking, and I can figure out where he is coming from.

“You tell us to destroy her. You tell us you want her gone. Then you’re trying to get into her pants. Which is it? Revenge fuck isn’t your style. What do you want?”

“I want you,” I answer simply. “And I want her.”

He rolls his eyes and turns his back on me again.

“And so do you,” I add. “I see the way you look at her, how you kissed her, how your hands were gripping her waist like you were ready to impale her on your cock and help her ride you. I know you want her, like I want her. Like we want each other.”

“You don’t know what you’re talking about,” he says, but he doesn’t turn around. He can’t lie to my face.

I move to stand in front of him. “If that kiss meant nothing, if Eros was wrong, if you don’t steal glances at me, if you aren’t jealous as fuck when I hit on men, if you don’t love me, the way I love you, then tell me now, and I will walk away. We will blame it on the booze, and I will never bring it up again. But if there is a chance that you think we could be together, in a relationship, then please don’t turn away from me. I love you. Give us a chance.” I’m begging, and I don’t give a fuck.

“What? Just me, you and Athena?” Heph shakes his head and crosses his arms against his massive chest.

“I don’t think Athena is going to give up Eros any time soon. If you are okay trying something poly, I would really like that. If you want to keep it just us, we can talk about it. Just…”

“Just what?” Heph asks. “Just let you take my heart and break it, killing not only my soul but taking my home from me, my family, all for one stupid drunken kiss. You don’t think of me like that.”

“You think I haven’t wanted you for years?” I ask. “You think this is a spur-of-the-moment thing?”

Heph just nods.

“Let me show you what I have thought about doing almost every time I have been alone in the shower since we were sixteen.” I kiss him again, and this time he kisses back. He brings his hands to my back, fisting my shirt as he pulls me closer and opens his lips to mine.

I want to get lost in this kiss, but when his body presses into me and I feel his hard cock against my thigh, my plans change. With my hands on his shoulders, I guide him to sitting on the weight bench. I drop to my knees in front of him and start kissing his neck, loving the slightly salty taste of his skin. I let my hands roam his thick abs and down to the cock that is pressed against the silky material of his gym shorts. It is begging for my undivided attention, with pre-cum already soaking the thin material.

I run my mouth over his cock, breathing hot damn air through the shorts while I untie the drawstring at his waist.

Finally, I get the knot free and pull the elastic waist down just enough to rescue his cock from the constraints. Fuck, I knew he was big, but Jesus I had no idea he was so thick. I am a little nervous for my gag reflex, but fuck it. I am already here, and I am going to swallow this cock like a man.

I start with just the head, swirling my tongue around it before sucking it between my lips. He tastes perfect, a little salty and just so damn good. I let out a small groan of satisfaction before drawing more of his cock into my mouth and sucking.

“Oh god yes.” The words escape Heph’s mouth like a prayer, and if that doesn’t do amazing things to my ego.

I take more of him, sliding to the back of my throat and holding him there, trying not to gag myself before slowly sliding back to the tip and swirling my tongue around it.

“Don’t fucking tease me,” Heph growls out, the sound going straight to my own balls.

I reach under me and grip my cock through my pants, trying to get much-needed friction. I suck harder and start moving faster up and down his shaft, trying to take as much as I can. Heph’s hips thrust up with each pass I make, and soon his hands are in my hair, holding me still while he can fuck my mouth.

I love it so much, my cock leaks pre-cum into my pants. The only thing that could have made this moment better was if Athena was licking the cum from my cock while Heph fucked my throat. Just the mental picture of that makes my cock twitch so a fresh wave of pre-cum gets absorbed into my jeans.

“Fuck-fuck-fuck.” Heph pulls me off his cock, and I immediately try to get it back in my mouth until he says, “Stop.”

“What, what’s wrong? What did I do? Why did you stop me?”

“Nothing, I was just about to come,” he pants.

“And…”

“And what? I was about to come.” He grips the base of his cock as he speaks, trying to stave off the orgasm I was working so hard for.

“I get that. I don’t get why you stopped me.”

“Because, if you meant all that, I don’t want our first time to be in the gym room and rushed. I want a bed, your bed. And I want to make you feel good before you take every single drop of my cum that I give you.”

I smile so hard my cheeks hurt. “Then why the fuck are we still in this gym?”

He laughs as he helps me to my feet, then kisses me again. “Your bed or mine?”

“Whichever one is closer,” I answer before kissing his neck.

He makes a sound low in his throat like he is purring, and fuck, I want him to make that sound again.

“My room.” I grab his hand.

We don’t even pretend we aren’t running for my bedroom. When we get there, the air grows thick with tension. This is suddenly very real, and I want it. I just… I don’t know what he wants, how he wants it.

“Have you ever…” I start.

“Fucked a man?” he finishes for me. “Yes. Been fucked by a man? No.” Then he looks over and meets my eyes. “But I want to...”

I nod and pull him towards me for another kiss while I push his shorts to the ground then run my hands under his shirt before pushing it off him. “Lie back on the bed. I want to keep sucking your cock while I get you ready for me.”

He bites his bottom lip, color appearing on the tops of his cheeks as he sits on the bed, then scoots back so he can lie back against the headboard. I go over to my side table and grab some lube. It is a thick, silky viscous liquid that will feel so good when I slide into him. I hold out a condom and raise my eyebrow, asking if he wants me to use it.

“All of us just went and got our regular testing.”

I nod, thanking god—and Eros since he insisted we all go—that we all decided to be more diligent about testing now that Athena was in the house, and our sexual chemistry told me that it was likely we’d fuck again. Never in a million years would I have thought the testing could benefit me now.

“I haven’t been with anyone since,” I say.

“I trust you, and I want to feel you,” he says.

Fuck, that is the right answer.

Ignoring my aching cock, I move to position myself between his thighs, and this time I start a little slower. I look up at him, staring into those golden eyes while I drag my tongue over his balls and up his shaft.

His eyes are heavy lidded, but he doesn’t close them. He watches me with his lips parted, and he is so fucking hot like that. I lick again while I pour lube into my fingers, letting it warm on my skin for a moment. I start to gently suck on one of his balls while I slowly circle his asshole with my slippery fingers. His entire body jolts the first time I touch him, and I let out a little chuckle.

“I need you to relax for me, baby. I’ll never fit it all in if you are so tense.”

I’m teasing him, and he knows it. He just flips me the bird before redirecting my mouth where he wants it. So needy. I massage his asshole, coaxing it to relax and open for me while I suck on the head of his cock. He starts to melt into the bed and his body relaxes as I push just one finger inside him. I am slow, careful, and using a ton of lube to make sure I don’t hurt him. Eventually, I work in a second finger while I am back to tonguing his balls, and he is a leaking moaning mess. I love licking up the pre-cum he gives me. I love that I can make him feel this good, and I can’t wait to make it better.

When I have two fingers almost all the way, I spread my fingers as I work them in and out. He is practically shaking for me and it is beautiful. His skin is glowing with a thin sheen of sweat and his teeth keep catching on his bottom lip. This is the most beautiful man I have ever seen. And a small part of me can’t wait to do this while Athena is sitting on his cock, keeping it warm and wet while I go between licking his balls and her clit while opening Heph up for me. Hell, maybe I will be doing this while her mouth is on my cock and Eros is opening her ass for him.

So many possibilities, but right now my focus is Heph. Just Heph.

I go back to licking his balls, not wanting him too close to the edge as I curl my fingers in just the right spot. I know I hit it when he sucks in a breath, and his back arches off the bed.

“Fuck,” he breathes.

“You okay, baby?” I tease.

“I’m ready.” Is the only thing he can get out, and I think he is right. Standing up, I grab his ankles and pull him closer to the edge of the bed, then I rip off my shirt and step out of my pants. My cock is hard and an angry red. Heph stares at it and licks his lips.

Next time.

I grab the lube and work some on my cock, liking the way he watches as I stroke myself, coating my cock, getting it ready for him.

He moves to roll over, and I stop him.

“No, I want to see your face as you take every inch of me. Put your thighs on my shoulders.”

He does as I ask. It’s so much different having his thick powerful thighs on my chest instead of the thin feminine ones that are usually there.

I grip my cock and press into him slowly. Stopping every inch giving him time to adjust.

“How does it feel?”

“It feels so big. So fucking good. It feels fantastic,” Heph shudders out.

I slide out slowly, almost all the way, and pour some fresh lube on my cock before sliding back in. This time he moans, and it’s a sound of pure pleasure.

I keep my pace slow, making sure to hit a little deeper with every thrust. By the time I start slowly increasing my speed, he is gripping the headboard so hard his knuckles are white, and a stream of pre-cum is running down the length of his cock. I wonder briefly if I could make him cum like this. Completely untouched, just by fucking him.

I’m planning on having a lot of fun finding out, but not right now. My cock is sliding back and forth easily now, and I can really start fucking him. As I grab his cock with my lubed-up hand and hold my fingers still, letting my thrusts push him through my fist.

“Fuck, right there. Fuck,” Heph chants as I push him a little harder.

He is squeezing my cock hard, taking me so well. I grit my teeth to stop myself from coming too soon. I will be damned if I come before he does. It will not happen. I will not leave my lover unsatisfied. Ever.

I angle my hips to hit his prostate more directly while tightening my fist around Heph’s cock. His thighs are quivering on my shoulders as his chest is rapidly rising and falling with his labored breaths. He is almost there. Just a little more and I will fill him up.

“Oh, god,” Heph cries out as stream after stream of thick cum shoots out of his cock, covering his chest and abs.

I tighten my fist and keep going, fucking him through his orgasm, and as soon as his cock is lying spent on his stomach, I refocus my attention on my own cock that is so close to exploding. Grabbing Heph’s thighs for leverage, I fuck into him hard, pushing him higher in his bliss and bringing me to mine.

When I come, it’s with a yell, and my vision whites out for a moment. It’s the strongest one I have ever had. I take a few moments to come down enough to pull out of Heph and lie next to him to catch my breath.

“Wow,” Heph says, and I can’t help the goofy satisfied grin on my face.

“Yeah?” I ask, pulling him into my arms, just needing to feel his skin against mine.

“You sure you want to do that? I’m a mess.” He laughs.

“I’m sure, and as soon as we can stand again, we are going in that shower together to clean up. And I hope you plan on staying in my bed tonight.”

“Honestly, I don’t think I could make it back to my bed,” he says on a yawn. “My thighs feel like I just did a three-hour leg day. How is that possible?”

“I don’t know. Maybe next time you can fuck me, and we will compare notes. How does that sound?”

“Like a plan.”

“Good, but for right now, let me just hold you.”

“Hey, Perseus?”

I answer with a hmm, my eyes already closed, just enjoying the high of having Heph in my arms and in my bed.

“Do you think Paris could have killed Freya?”


Chapter
Thirty-Three

ATHENA


The next morning, I wake thankfully not hungover. Eros came in last night, rousing me to drink a glass of water and take some aspirin. Then he ate me out before letting me go back to sleep, swearing it was part of his magic hangover prevention method. It was probably the water and aspirin, but if he wants to eat me out like that every night I have a few too many, then I am not opposed to developing a drinking problem.

When I open my eyes, I feel rested, rejuvenated, and ready to start the day. I try to get out of bed, but two muscular arms drag me back under the covers.

“Morning, baby girl.” Eros pulls me into his chest.

“Good morning. How did you sleep?”

“It’s not a good morning yet, but it can be.” He pushes his hard cock into my thigh.

Eros rolls me onto my back and straddles me. He darts his tongue out and licks my neck.

“You taste so good,” he says.

He leans down and kisses me. Our tongues dance and our lips lock. My nipples stiffen, and my pussy aches to be touched.

“I want you,” he pants. “I want your virginity.”

I freeze. He knows that Perseus... “Uh?”

Smirking, he adds. “I want this virgin ass. I allowed Perseus to pop that cherry of yours, but this time”—he reaches down to touch my anus—“it’s my turn.”

I’ve never seen Eros so determined, so primal.

“Kiss me,” he orders.

I lean up, and our lips meet. Then he attacks my neck. My nipples, my pussy, my belly—he attacks every inch of my body. I moan as my body reacts to his touch.

He rakes his teeth over my nipples and bites them gently, pushing them together as he sucks them into his mouth, hard. I cry out as he quickly gets off me, reaches for his discarded pants on the floor and pulls out a bottle of lubrication.

Clearly, this is a planned event.

Returning to the bed with a wicked gleam in his eyes, he says, “This ass is mine.”

He reaches between my legs and his fingers glide through my wetness. I close my eyes and mewl in erotic need. The feel of his fingers on me is delicious.

“Please don’t cry, baby,” he whispers.

“I’m not going to cry,” I tell him, and I kiss him, although the idea of having his large cock in my ass is terrifying. But the last thing I’ll ever do is cry. Athena Godwin doesn’t cry.

“We’ll see about that.” His eyes darken, and his upper lip raises into a devilish smirk.

He gently helps me turn onto my stomach and parts my legs, and I feel his body move up the bed. He kneels on the bed, and I hear the bottle of lube open. I shiver, and my body trembles. Eros runs his hands over my back and ass.

“Relax, baby girl,” he whispers, and he kisses my neck. “It’s the only way you’re going to be able to take my cock.”

I feel his fingers on my ass again. His fingers slide into me—just a tip. It doesn’t hurt, but it feels... foreign.

Oh Jesus Christ. Am I really going to allow this?

He rubs the lubrication over my anus and pokes a finger inside again. This time, it’s all the way in. I wince but try to relax. He then squirts more lubrication and starts massaging it into my tight hole.

I consider telling him to stop, but the curiosity is too much. I want to know what this feels like. I also want to give this part of me to Eros first.

He wants it, and I’m going to let him take it.

“Are you ready?” he asks.

“Yes,” I answer.

He moves into position behind me. I feel the head of his cock rub the outer lips of my pussy before pushing in.

I cry out. Fuuuuuuuuck, he’s too big.

“Shhh, baby,” he says as he kisses my back. “You’ll get used to it. I’m going to go really slow. The head of my cock is the only thing inside you right now. You can take it. I know you can.”

He kisses my back and neck, and I start to relax. With that, he pushes the head of his cock into me a little further.

“Oh my God,” I moan.

He slowly pushes his cock all the way into me. I cry out, but I don’t tell him to stop. I clench my teeth, and I try to focus on relaxing like he told me to do.

“You’re so fucking hot, baby, and tight,” he groans. “I’m gonna open your ass wide, and you’re going to take every inch of my cock. Yes, baby. That’s it. Fuck, you feel so good.”

I’m closed in all around him and it... hurts. But then it doesn’t. I feel so full, so complete.

He pushes in deeper. I squeal, and he stops.

“Stay still, baby girl.” He kisses my back and waits for me to calm down. “Good girl. Get used to my size. Are you okay?”

“Yes,” I pant. I nod as I start to believe what I say.

Satisfied, he begins slowly pushing in again.

I feel like I’m going to split in two, but all of my pain is soon replaced by... pleasure.

Eros reaches around to play with my clit. His fingers are magical. I feel my pussy start to lubricate again. The pain is gone. Only warmth remains.

The feeling of his cock in my ass is beyond anything I could’ve ever imagined. It’s as if Eros is reaching deep within me, connecting to my very soul. I’m never letting him go.

“Oh, God. You feel so fucking good, baby. You are so fucking tight.”

Eros starts slowly thrusting again, going deeper and deeper with every thrust. It hurts, but it’s not really pain. It’s so much more. He’s fucking me deep, and I feel his balls against my ass. He pulls almost all the way out, and then thrusts back into me, balls deep.

I cry out, and I push back against him. He’s not going to dominate me completely. I’m going to have my say, and I start to fuck him back. He grunts and growls, and it turns me on even more.

“Yes, Athena, yes,” he gasps. “Ride my cock. You are so fucking sexy and beautiful.”

I lean back and push my ass into him. He grabs my breasts, and I feel him kiss the side of my neck.

I grab the sheets and pull them off the bed. I’m trying to hold onto something, anything. I have no idea why my body is reacting this way.

It hurts and feels good at the same time.

“That’s it, baby. Take it. Take every fucking inch of my cock. I’m going to take it all in your tight little ass.”

He grabs my hair and pulls back my head. His cock goes deep into me, and I can’t help but moan.

My body starts to shake. He pulls my hair again and thrusts into me faster.

Then it happens.

I can’t control myself. I orgasm around the mass in my asshole, and I love every second of it.

He yanks my hair back and growls. His cock is pulsing inside me as he fills my ass with his warm cum.

“Oh my God, baby,” he says as he collapses on top of me.

Eros kisses my neck, and I could get used to this.

After a few moments, he pulls out his cock.

“I’m sorry. I should’ve fucked you slower. I know it was your first time having anal sex.”

I turn over and look him in the eyes. “I didn’t cry.” I give him a smile and a wink.

“Well, the challenge is on for next time.”
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After another round in the shower, Eros and I make it downstairs. The staff has all come back, and thankfully, no one is asking about the broken chairs or the bullet holes. Mrs. Medea is busy in the kitchen, making pancakes, and shoos Eros and me into the dining room, saying Perseus and Heph are on their way up, so she is just making one big breakfast.

When Eros and I sit down, I ask him, “How sure are you that it’s Paris?”

He draws a deep breath and sets down his coffee cup. “Last night I was positive, but this morning, after seeing how he reacted and how pissed he was and hurt, I just”—he takes another deep breath—“I don’t know anymore.”

“Don’t know what?” Perseus comes around to sit at the table. Heph, looking unusually happy, follows behind him.

“About Paris,” he answers. “I was so sure, but his reaction, and I still can’t place a motive…”

“Where does he live?” I ask as Mrs. Medea brings in breakfast and everyone fills their plate.

“His family has an estate not too far from here,” Perseus says. “Why don’t we all go? We all need to talk this shit out and make sure he doesn’t just shoot Eros.”

He isn’t wrong.


Chapter
Thirty-Four

ATHENA


After breakfast, we all pile into Perseus’s car. I figured his is the safest. No one is fucking with his mechanics. And we head to Paris’s family estate. It’s only about a five-minute drive, and from the outside, it looks beautiful. But the second we pass the gate, you can tell something is off. The lawn hasn’t been tended. The house has a few windows boarded up, and paint is flaking off the Roman columns on the porch.

This estate is in worse shape than my mother’s was. There is an excuse for that. They were waiting for the funds to be unfrozen to pay staff. But what is the excuse here? This is clearly years of neglect.

Perseus is the first on the porch, and he rings the doorbell. There is nothing. I don’t mean that no one answers. No bell sounds.

He tries again and nothing, so he knocks, and the front door just opens. It isn’t locked. It isn’t even closed all the way.

“This isn’t terrifying at all,” Eros says under his breath before wrapping his arm around me and pulling me into his body.

I’m not sure if he is trying to keep me close because he wants to protect me or use me as a human shield. Either way, I’m not having it. I shrug him off and enter the house, calling out for Paris.

There is nothing. No staff, no Paris, no furniture, nothing.

“What the fuck is with this place?” Eros says behind me.

“When was the last time you guys were here?” I ask.

The fixtures all have a thick layer of dust, and when I try a light switch, nothing happens. Thankfully, all the window dressings have been removed, so there is enough light.

“It’s been a while. Paris usually comes to us. His mother doesn’t like company,” Heph says, taking a few more steps in.

A creaking comes from above us, and the hair on my arms rises, sending shivers down my spine. “Which one of you strong sexy men are brave enough to go see what that was?”

“Not it.” All three of them say at the same time.

“Pussies,” I say under my breath, rolling my eyes as I make my way up the stairs.

The upstairs hallway is in the same dusty, barren condition. Dust motes float in the few beams of sunlight intruding from outside. All the doors are open, the rooms all empty except for the last one at the end of the hallway. That door is closed, with light peeking out from underneath and a constant creaking coming from the other side of the door. All kinds of gruesome images flash through my mind as I think of what could be in there.

Decaying animals and a crazy person chained to a radiator.

Pet demon pacing in a trap.

Serial killer having already taken care of Paris, just waiting for us to look for him.

The ghost of my dead mother coming to haunt us for what happened last night.

Paris’s body hanging from the light fixture with a note saying this was my fault.

When I reach for the door, my hand is shaking. I grip it and pull, it swings open and inside is a woman in her mid to late fifties smoking a cigarette wearing a satin housecoat that is so old it has lost its luster and is threadbare in many places. Her silver hair is in curlers, and she is sitting in a rocking chair watching reruns of Dark Shadows on a TV that looks old enough to have aired the black-and-white show when it premiered.

“Oh, hello. You must be a friend of my son,” she says, smiling at me. She looks a little off, her skin a slight graying hue, and her eyes don’t quite focus.

“Yes, ma’am. I’m Athena Godwin. It’s a pleasure to meet you. I’m actually looking for Paris. Have you seen him?”

“Oh, him.” She waves her hand in the air, the long ash on the cigarette falling in a pile of ash on the floor. “He came home all in a tizzy last night. Something about the goddess of war all up on her throne casting down hellfire.”

This woman is bat-shit crazy.

“But goddesses are known for their tempers. He went away to the cabin in the woods. It’s important for men to do that, you know. Have a place to go to think. There is so much pressure to be a god that they must work and work and work, and it’s so much stress. Sometimes, they need to go back to the old ways. Back to the cabin in the woods, back to living off the land. Like his father taught him before he left. Left for his new life, for his new family. My husband was supposed to be loyal. He was not. He lied.”

The woman is rambling, and I am having a really hard time following what she is saying.

“That boy of mine. I love him, I do, but sometimes he is too much like his father,” she rattles more, rocking in her chair. “He forgot about me. Like his father. He brings my breakfast every morning, but not this morning. My breakfast and my medication. It makes me strong, it makes me clear. Clear as water, clear as air. It makes the world clear.”

Looking around, I can see several orange pill bottles, some empty on the floor, knocked over on the counter, and one that appears as if it has a few in it.

Okay, we need to get this woman some food and then get her medicated. Maybe then I can get some answers. I peek back out the door. The three men are all standing there staring wide-eyed.

“I’m going to stay here and try to figure out what is happening. Can you please run and grab some food for Paris’s mom?”

Heph nods, and he and Eros head out.

Perseus enters the room. “Hello, ma’am.”

She ignores him.

“Is there anything particular you would like for breakfast?” I ask, thinking I can text Eros and Heph.

“Who are you? Why are you in my house?” she shrieks, gripping her housecoat to her chest. Note to self: keep her engaged.

“I’m Athena, a friend of⁠—”

“Oh! Athena, the woman who is marrying my son. Yes, of course he has told me all about the golden angel who will bring this family back to its rightful status. Yes, yes, yes, sit dear. I am Ellen, but you may call me Mother. Now, where is my son?”

Okay then. I exchange a look with Perseus. He is as lost as I am.

“I am actually looking for him. Do you know where he is?”

“Oh, yes, how silly of me, the cabin in the woods. So very, very far. But he must, you see, he must go into the cabin in the woods to plan his revenge. He must get revenge on the evil hag who has so much when he now has so little. She took it, you see. She did not come from power. She should not have power. Power is for those who are born to power.” Ellen is rocking faster now, her arms waving in the air and her voice becoming louder and higher pitched. “Yes, yes, yes, he will kill the witch and take her power, and her snakes. This Medusa has so many snakes, all slithering and striking. She took my son with her power and made him a snake. She ensnared him, but he broke free when he saw the truth. He broke from her spell. She must suffer. He must save the others and take the power back.”

“How do we reach Paris?” I ask.

She calms down, and her rocking slows again.

“As long as the witch is dead and the snakes are set free, he will marry the angel, and he will return to me. Return to me whole again. Make our family whole again. We will get it all back, you’ll see. My son, the hero, he will save me, and return what was taken from me.”

She is speaking in circles. She is clearly very ill and requires round-the-clock care. I can’t leave her like this. And I can’t shake the terrible sinking suspicion I know who the hag is in this story, and it breaks my heart.

It isn’t Ellen’s fault, though, whatever her son did. Ellen needs help, and I need to find Paris.

Eros was right about Paris. I hate to admit it, but there is no telling what Paris is going to do next.

Ellen sits in her rocker, her eyes glazing over as she stares at her TV. I’m pretty sure she isn’t paying attention to the old soap opera, but if it comforts her, who am I to stop it?

“Text Heph and tell them to bring something simple, like chicken soup and fresh bread. She needs some protein, but I don’t know what her body can handle,” I whisper to Perseus, who just stares at Ellen. He doesn’t move, doesn’t even blink. Waving my hand in front of his face doesn’t get his attention, so I punch him in the arm.

That does it.

“Ow.” He rubs his arm, and I smirk.

“Text the others, tell them chicken soup and fresh bread. Now.”

He steps out of the room, and I look around. The curtains are tightly drawn, and a rickety bed stands in the corner. Calling it a bed is generous. It’s really more of a metal frame with rusted springs holding up a thin mattress pad with a flat pillow. Ellen is one bad night away from tetanus. I pick up the pill bottles that are strewn all over the floor. They are all for Clozapine. A quick google search on my phone tells me it’s an antipsychotic and a very high dosage.

That explains a lot.

I tidy up her room as best I can. When I go downstairs in search of a broom, dustpan, and something to dust with, I find Perseus sitting on the floor in what I assume used to be a living room.

“Are you okay?” I ask, sitting next to him.

“How did I not know?” He is staring at a knot in the wood floor. “How did I not know he needed help? He was drowning and sold off everything. How could I not have seen it?”

“Because he didn’t want you to.” This is the only plausible explanation I can give him. “You know Paris better than I do. So, I’m not going to sit here and guess what his motives are, but I know that whatever he did or didn’t do, his mother needs help.”

“Why should I help her if he took Freya from me? I know she was your mother by blood, but she was mine by choice.”

I wince as his words cut into me, but he is right. Whether she chose to leave me, she chose to raise Perseus, and her love for him was laced throughout her journals.

“Sorry, I didn’t mean it like⁠—”

“It’s okay,” I interrupt him. “You aren’t wrong, but Ellen isn’t the one who may or may not have betrayed all of you. And she is clearly unwell. We don’t know how much of what she is saying is true.” I take a deep breath. “In her diary, my mother said she and her boys were a family. Is that true?”

“Yes.” He doesn’t even hesitate.

“Then Paris is family.”

“But he betrayed us.”

“He might have. We still don’t know that for a fact,” I reason, not really believing my own words, but we don’t have solid proof yet. “Does he deserve the benefit of a doubt?”

“He does,” Perseus says with a sigh.

“So, is he still family?”

“Yes.”

“Good.” I stand. “Then that makes Ellen family, and right now she needs our help.” I offer Perseus a hand and pull him to his feet.

“What do you need me to do?”

“Find out why her room is the only one with electricity. See if you can find any sign of Paris, and I need some cleaning supplies.”

Twenty minutes later, Perseus comes back upstairs with the supplies I asked for. He says the breakers were flipped to intentionally turn off the electricity to the rest of the house, probably to limit the electric bill. I get to work on cleaning Ellen’s living space while she chatters about the snakes and the hag and hidden families. It’s another twenty minutes before the others return with food. I help Ellen eat and take her meds. She then insists on taking a nap. While she does that, I go downstairs to see what the others are doing.

“I figured out which room he was sleeping in,” Perseus says when he sees me. “But there is no sign of him now.”

“I figured he left last night.” I sit down, leaning against the wall. “Do we have any idea where he could have gone?”

The boys keep brainstorming, talking everything out while my eyes slide shut, and I try to process everything. Seeing Ellen like that after hearing Paris tell me stories about his mother, the strong woman who raised him, who would take on the world for him. He clearly loves her, and yet look at what she has become, a shell of her former self talking nonsense, living in between reality and an old black-and-white TV show.

My eyes are still closed when I hear Perseus’s phone chirp, and he says, “What the actual fuck.”

“What?” Heph asks, and I pry open my eyes.

“An automatic payment on my card was declined for insufficient funds.”

“Okay… and?” I ask.

“There should be a few hundred thousand in that account.” He taps off his phone screen for a few moments, his brows drawn down over his eyes in confusion.

“Is it a banking error?” Heph asks.

“I don’t think so. It looks like this account has had several smaller transfers in the last few months, then a massive one of almost seventy grand last night.”

I am about to say something about calling the bank and seeing if his card info was stolen when the creaking of the rocking chair starts again above us.

“Do any of you have access to my mother’s bank accounts?” I ask.

“I can get it. Why?” Perseus asks.

“Because I have a hunch, and I am praying I am wrong. Can you look through my mom’s account to see if there are any transfers to that same account?”

“Yeah… Why?”

“Something Ellen said. I want to see if it’s true. Just look into all of that, and if you can follow the money and see where it goes.”

“What are you going to be doing?” Eros asks, taking my hand in his and lacing our fingers together.

“I’m going to stay here with Ellen. I don’t want to leave her alone. I’m hoping her meds have cleared her head a little, and I can get some real info from her. Either way, I am also going to look into getting her into a care facility. She needs round-the-clock care.”

“I’m staying here.” Eros places a kiss on the back of my hand. “I don’t want you alone in case Paris comes back, and he isn’t right in the head or something.”

“I need your help with the bank stuff, man.” Perseus shakes his head. “Aside from Paris, you are the best with the computer.”

“I’ll stay with her,” Heph volunteers, making all of us stop and stare at him for a moment.

“Are you sure?” Eros narrows his eyes like he is trying to look through Heph to see his real motives.

“I’m sure. Aside from our security system, I am completely useless on the computer.” He shrugs. “But I can help Athena with Ellen and keep both women safe, if I have to.”

“Then it’s settled.” I stand up and brush the dust and dirt from my jeans. “You two head out. Call us if you find anything, and we will do the same.” I head back to Helen’s room to see if she is more lucid.


Chapter
Thirty-Five

PERSEUS


“I hate this so much.” Eros leans back in his chair, his hands pressed to his eyes. We have been sitting at the breakfast table for the past four hours staring at these screens trying to trace payments and coming up empty.

“The good news is, this hacker didn’t touch all of my accounts.” I sit back in my chair and slam my computer closed.

“That helps us, how exactly?” Eros asks. I know he is tired and frustrated like I am, but the attitude is still not appreciated.

“It means I can make sure the staff here keep getting paid and we can hire someone else to figure this shit out. Someone far more versed in forensic accounting than we are. Our guy Max should have been on this, and we’re going to get his ass out here to fix this shit.”

“Thank fuck!” Eros shouts, closing his computer, too.

He is silent for a moment, but the way he is chewing his bottom lip tells me he wants to say something. He is just looking for the words. So I sit and wait for it.

“Do you think Paris…”

“You were pretty sure of it last night,” I point out, and he slams his hand on the table a few times.

“I was positive. I just knew it was him, but after seeing his eyes when I accused him of that… and after talking to Athena about all of it… I wasn’t so sure. But this…”

“I know.” I do.

I know exactly how that conflicting emotion in your gut feels. I have it every single time I look at Athena. I want her. I want to trust her, and I want to bring her in. And so does Heph. He even admitted last night as we kissed in the shower that he wasn’t sure if he was willing to give up women completely either. He, like me, doesn’t want to choose, and I see no reason we should. I just don’t know if I can let her in fully, no matter how much a part of me wants to.

Hopefully, spending time with her this afternoon has helped them get a little closer. There is still the whole matter of the inheritance between us, but that is a problem for later.

“Do you know someone we can hire?” Eros asks as he gets up to grab a drink from the fridge. He holds up a bottle of water, asking if I want one, too.

“Yeah,” I answer both questions at once. I catch the bottle in midair and take a long drink. “The lawyer that Freya used mentioned having an accountant brother-in-law. I figured I would reach out to him first.”

“Good deal. Make the call, then come out and join me on the patio.”

“Okay.” He walks off, and I make the calls.

I leave a message for Max to get his ass out here. I want to know where my fucking money has gone. Heads are going to roll, and I’ll start with my accountant who dropped the ball if I have to.

Before heading out to sit on the patio with Eros, I send Heph a message.

Perseus: Everything good there?

Heph: Yeah, we are good. The meds really help, but we don’t have a location for Paris yet. Athena is making calls to find an available place for Ellen to stay. It’s a good thing she thinks Athena is her to be daughter-in-law. Which is weird as fuck, but coming in handy at the moment.

Perseus: That is weird.

Heph: How about you guys, any luck?

What he means is if there is any proof. Heph, like me, does not want this to be all on Paris. Even the thought of that level of betrayal guts us both.

Perseus: Nothing yet either way. I have a professional looking at the accounts now. I’ll keep you updated.

Heph: Okay. Keep me posted.

Perseus: You too. I’ll see you tonight. My bed again or yours?

I can feel the heat rising to my cheeks.

Heph: My bed, but your ass.

I bite back a laugh as I type.

Perseus: Deal, but only after I get your mouth.

I put away my phone, grab two beers from the fridge, and go to meet Eros on the porch.

“So are we going to talk about it?” he asks, looking out over the back gardens.

“Talk about what?” I sit next to him and hand him one beer. We twist off the tops and flick them into the nearby garbage can before settling to look over the backyard. I hate to admit it, but since Athena took over the house and instructing the staff, this place looks stunning. It looks like something out of a fairy tale.

“How you’re going to make me pay for last night. How we both love the same girl, or how you and Heph finally fucked last night? Your pick.”

“How do you know Heph and I fucked?”

“I didn’t until just now.” He looks over at me with a huge grin. Cocky bastard. I answered the only one I knew wasn’t a minefield.

“I’m not in love with Athena.”

He glances over at me and gives me a bored expression. “If you are not already in love with her, then you are well on your way. It’s hard not to fall for a woman like that. I did try…”

This time I give him the bored look.

“Okay,” he adds. “I didn’t try very hard, but I tried a little bit.”

“I don’t know her well enough to love her, but I want her. I don’t think I have ever wanted to fight with a woman just to have her end up under me so I can take my frustrations out on her pussy more in my life.”

“Yeah, she is good at inspiring hate fucking.” Eros nods, taking a sip of his beer. “You know, when I asked her why she was still a virgin, I expected her to tell me it was none of my business, something sarcastic or even a non-answer. Do you know what she said?”

“She slapped you across the face and told you it’s because all men are disappointments,” I say, watching a butterfly land on some of the red flowers she had planted.

“No, well, kind of, but without the hit.” Eros takes a deep breath. “She told me she heard all the stories from women about not having their needs met, and how every woman wished that sometimes their lovers were different. That if they had a man who was kind and tender, they just wanted to be railed into next week, making them feel like they are desired and their man can’t control themselves around her. If they had a man who fucked them hard, they wanted one who could make soft, gentle love to them and make them feel cherished and loved. She said that she never wanted to choose. She has no interest in picking one man to fuck for the rest of her life. She said the men she has dated would never be okay with the idea of sharing her. Instead, they treated her like they owned her or had some exclusive rights to her body. Athena would never settle for one man, so she decided she wouldn’t have any.”

“Okay, then she had sex with you because…”

“She was dealing with intense emotions and decided to self-medicate with my dick.”

I spit out the beer that was in my mouth and started choking.

“You okay there buddy?” Eros pats my back while I try to regain my composure and the ability to breathe.

“Really?” I ask after I take a full breath. “That’s how you phrase that?”

“No, that is how she phrased that. At first, I felt a little used, but then I figured that just means I have a medical-grade dick.”

“Jesus Christ.” I laugh. “What the fuck am I going to do with you?”

“I’m hoping that you and I and the others are going to sort this shit with Paris out, whatever that means. Then we will pull Athena into our family and let her use all of us for our FDA-certified dicks and cuddles. I really enjoy cuddling her. It’s weird. I never liked that before. It always felt all gross and clingy, but now I am like fuck yes, give me the soft fuzzy blankets and all the pillows and my girl and I will cuddle her so hard.”

“I can’t with you right now, man.” The laughter makes me feel lighter than I have in a long time. It’s kind of nice, if I am being honest, but it doesn’t change the fact that some really awful shit had gone down, and I have this hollow feeling in the pit of my stomach that it is going to get a lot worse before it gets better.


Chapter
Thirty-Six

HEPH


The second the others leave, Athena gets to work, and puts me to work, too. Ellen is back on her rocker, and Athena kneels at her feet. “Hey Ellen, when was the last time you had a proper bath with warm water and bubbles?”

“It has been some time,” the old lady answers and smiles wistfully. “I used to adore baths, but our hot water doesn’t work, so I’m afraid it is a luxury I can’t afford at the moment.”

“I can restore power to the hot water heater,” I offer. “See if I can get it working.”

“Thank you, young man,” the old woman says.

I leave them to go fix it, and as I thought, the heater is a little old, a little rusty, but works okay as soon as I turn the power on. I go back up to tell them to give it a little bit of time and it should be fine. But when I get to the door, I hear the two women talking.

“How long have you been up here all by yourself?” Athena asks.

“Oh, not long,” Ellen answers. “My son was here yesterday, I think. He brought my new prescription and said the bills were paid for a while, but he had to go back to the cabin in the woods. He said he would be home in a week. As long as I didn’t have another episode, I would be good.”

“What is it like when you have an episode?”

“The world turns, and I can’t think right. I get confused. I haven’t had one in such a long time, though.” Athena must give her a look or something. The next thing the old woman is saying, “Oh dear, I had another, didn’t I?”

“I think so.” Athena’s voice is soft, soothing, without being condescending. “Ellen, do you remember who I am?”

“Yes, you are Athena, the woman my Paris has told me about. He says he will marry you, and you will help me. Where is my son? Why isn’t he here?” Her voice rises, and she sounds a little frantic. Athena must be doing something to soothe her because Ellen’s next words come out barely more than a whisper. “He has done something terrible, hasn’t he?”

“I don’t know.” Athena doesn’t lie to her, and I admire that about her. She is stubborn and has a mouth that will not fucking stop. Sometimes, she is worse than Eros, but she is never unkind unless provoked, and she is always honest. Even when a lie would make things so much easier. She takes truth over convenience. I hate how much I admire her for that.

“It’s not his fault, not really. When he found out about you, it brought up so much of his past, so much ugliness. For weeks, he was all rage and spite. Then he met you, and I think he fell in love.”

“What do you mean? Why would finding out about me trigger him?” That is a good question. I didn’t notice anything off about Paris until I caught him and Athena on the patio seconds from fucking.

“His father had a mistress, you see. Well, over the years, I think he had several. I knew, of course, but I chose not to say anything. I figured it would be an office romance, a way to leave the stress of his job at work, then come home ready to be a proper father at least, if not a good husband. They never lasted long, and he put Paris above everything, so I pretended I didn’t know. What is it you kids say? I let it slide.” She laughs at her own joke.

“Yeah, that’s what we say. Then what happened?”

“Oh well, when Paris was about twelve, one of my husband’s women got pregnant. She had a boy, and he tried to keep it quiet, but I knew, of course. It was fine until she got pregnant again with twins. Then my husband decided that his whore having three children was more important than his wife and first son. He spouted on about the needs of the many outweighing the needs of the few or some such nonsense twisted to somehow justify leaving his legitimate family for the false one.”

“That is terrible.” Athena’s voice is calming to the old woman again.

The rocking of her chair has slowed. I press forward a bit, and the wood under my foot creaks. I freeze, hoping the women haven’t heard me. I didn’t know any of this about Paris. It makes me feel terrible. Paris knows all of our damage. How do I not know the extent of his? Did he choose to keep it from us, or did we never give him the opportunity to share?

Fuck.

“But I’m still confused. What any of this had to do with me,” Athena asks.

“Well, dear,” Ellen continues. “Paris saw that other woman, Freya, as another parent. When he found out she also had another secret family, he was so angry. For days, he raged. I urged him to go talk to Freya, find out what happened. Why weren’t you in her life anymore? Why did she keep all of this from him?”

“Wait, he found out about me before she died?” Athena sounds shocked, and frankly, so am I.

I thought none of us had any idea she had children, a family. We knew she was running from something, but we thought it was just her ex. Never a family. How could Paris not have told us? Did we know him at all?

“Oh yes, dear, but not long before. I am afraid, as he was working up the nerve to ask her about you. That is when she passed. So tragic. That was also when Paris’s father stopped sending alimony. It all happened at once, and he said that it will all be over soon. He has a plan, and I know he will get us out of this.”

Fuck. It might have been him. For the first time, I really think Eros is right. I don’t know if Paris killed Freya, but I bet he was the one taking the money.

I can’t hear anymore. I just can’t. So, I knock on the door and peek in. Tears are running down Athena’s face, and she quickly wipes them away.

“Hot water should be good now,” I say, then I head downstairs to find something to do.

Athena finds me in the kitchen, sweeping.

“Hey, can I get you to do that in her room? There is so much dust I didn’t want to kick it all up in the air while she was in there.”

“Yeah, did you leave her in the bath?”

“She is sitting on the toilet while the tub fills. She seems more with it now that she took her pill, and it pulled her out of whatever episode she was having when we got here. But just in case, I don’t want to leave her alone in there.”

“Probably a good call. I’ll go take care of it now.”

She moves to go back upstairs but stops and turns back around to face me, her arms wrapped around her middle. I can’t see her fire, her fight. She looks sad, and for the first time I have seen her, small.

“Heph, did Paris kill my mother because I was looking for her? Was this my fault?”

“No.” I don’t know why, but I can’t lie to her, not about this. “If Paris did this, it’s on him. Not you. Maybe Freya should have told us. I don’t know why she didn’t. Her reasons were her own, but it doesn’t justify her death. I promise we will find out what happened.”

She nods and goes upstairs. While I resist the urge to follow her and pull her into a hug. I have been a complete ass to her while she was grieving the loss of a mother she never got to know. I haven’t earned the right to comfort her. Yet.


Chapter
Thirty-Seven

ATHENA


Ellen and I keep chatting about this and that. I don’t want to upset her further. It seems when I upset her, she slowly slips back into madness. I need her to be calm and happy. She is telling me about Paris when he was a child, so full of life and so smart. Always the picture of a well-behaved young man in public, saving his emotional outbursts for home.

I help her out of the tub and into a nice clean dressing gown made of soft cotton. I then get her back to her chair and comfortable before I approach what we are going to do from here.

“Ellen,” I start.

“Mother,” she corrects.

“Mother,” I say, ignoring the lump forming in my throat. “I’m afraid Paris may not be back for a while.”

“Oh, is he on a trip?”

“Yes.” I give her a smile. “Something like that. It all happened so suddenly, and we aren’t sure when he will be back. I don’t feel right leaving you here alone.”

“Oh, you’re a sweet thing, but I am sure my Paris wouldn’t leave me for too long.”

“I’m sure you are right.” I place my hand on her shoulder. “But for my peace of mind, would you be open to letting me put you up somewhere nice, where the staff can see to your needs? Just until Paris comes back.”

“Oh, that sounds lovely, dear.” She smiles at me, and I feel sick to my stomach. I hate not telling her the full truth, but she isn’t well, and I don’t want something to happen that I can’t safely handle.

“Okay. I am going to make a few calls. Why don’t you watch your show?” I turn the TV back on and step out of the room. Heph is waiting for me.

“She okay?” he asks.

“Yeah, and she is good with going to a facility until Paris is back.”

“Shady Pines?” he asks.

“No, I was thinking Elysian Fields. My dad’s mom was there the last year of her life, and it was really nice. She liked it, even if she ran the staff ragged,” I say while typing on my phone, looking for the number. “Wait.” I look up at Heph with wide eyes. “Was that a The Golden Girls reference?”

“I don’t know what you are talking about.” He turns and heads down the hallway.

Oh My God. Heph likes The Golden Girls. He would, he is such a Dorothy. I smile to myself as I find the number and make the call, arranging for them to prepare the nicest suite for Ellen and get her medical records. I give them the name of her doctor on her pill bottle and my credit card to prepay for the next three months. If we are all wrong, it will take at least that long to refurbish the house as an apology. It is the least we can do. And if we are right, then three months should give us enough time to make a plan.

I help Ellen pack a few things, mostly worn slippers, threadbare dressing gowns, and her rollers that are older than I am. She makes me call down to the facility a few times to make sure they have a rocker and TV, even after I assure her each room will. The room I am moving her to is more like her own apartment. She will have a bedroom, dining room, living room, and a kitchenette with an electric kettle, a microwave, refrigerator and things of that nature. Though I have also paid for a meal package that will have her food brought in from the main kitchens for each meal. It takes less than two hours for the front desk to call me back saying her suite is ready. Her doctor’s office is sending over files, and her doctor will be in to do a checkup in the morning. All that is left is to arrange transport. They do offer to come pick her up, but I decline, saying she needs to arrive in style. Once again, the Godwin name does me well, and this process wasn’t anywhere as difficult as it could have been.

I call my father’s Town Car service and have them take both of us so I can make sure she is settled. I don’t know why, but I think about my mother, and how if she was in this position I would want someone to help her.

I suppose she was in a similar position, and her boys took care of her for a time, even Paris. I will repay that debt by taking care of his mother.

If I was worried that getting Ellen settled would be difficult, I shouldn’t have been. She is sweet, and the longer her medication has to work, the more coherent she becomes. The fog in her eyes seems to clear to reveal a sharp woman with a quick wit and a kind heart.

“Athena, dear. Can I ask you something?”

“Anything,” I say, sliding into the Town Car next to her while Heph gets into the front to give the driver directions.

“My son, is he a good man? Or is he like his father?”

I don’t expect such a blunt question. I take a moment, struggling to find the right words. “I don’t know. Paris and I have only known each other a short time.”

Ellen’s lips purse, and she looks down at her hands folded on her lap.

She knows something is wrong, but not what, and I can’t bring myself to leave her like this, worried for her son and what kind of man he is. I still don’t know if he is as calculating and cold as Eros seems to think…

“But,” I add, “in the short time we have known each other, Paris has shown himself to be a kind gentleman. He is charming and sweet, and the portrait of modern chivalry.”

Ellen’s eyes light up at my words, and it makes me feel all warm and fuzzy inside. Like the pride she feels for her son is somehow reflected in me.

Heph helps me get her settled, and by the time we are back in the car, it’s getting dark, and I am starving.

“Hey, should we grab dinner before heading back?” I ask.

“They already ate,” he answers, “but why don’t we go have dinner?” He rubs the back of his neck. “I feel like I owe you an apology, and I want to do it right.”

“Okay.” I’m a little hesitant and looking for the trap, but I can’t see one. We are in my father’s car, with one of his drivers, and we will be in public. What’s the worst he can do? And more importantly, I really am hungry. “What kind of food are you thinking?”

“There is a steakhouse not too far from here. Is that okay?”

“It is.” I grab my phone and send Eros a text.

Athena: Heph is taking me to dinner. Should I steal his knife?

Eros: Only if you want him eating half a cow with his bare hands.

Athena: Seriously, how worried should I be?

Eros: It will be fine. We know who is behind everything. Enjoy your dinner and when you get back, I’ll explain everything.

Athena: Or you could tell me now.

Eros: Enjoy your dinner, baby girl. Perseus and I are still gathering information. We should be done by the time you two are back.


Chapter
Thirty-Eight

HEPH


“Why?” I ask Athena as we pull up to the restaurant.

“Why what?”

“Why are you helping Ellen? She is nobody to you. She’s worse than nobody, she is the mother of the man who may have killed your mother. Who lied to you?”

“None of that was her doing. Even if it was, I don’t think she is in the right headspace to be making evil plots.” She shrugs. I’m ready to drop it when she adds, “Paris told me something, and I don’t know if it’s true. I don’t know who to trust.”

“You can ask me. I won’t lie.”

She looks at me for a few moments, like she is trying to figure me out. It makes my skin crawl.

“I don’t think you would lie to me, or anyone. Why lie when you can use the truth like a war-hammer.” She laughs, making this cute little sound.

“That is fair.” I open the car door and step out, holding it open for her. It’s a popular restaurant, and I haven’t realized there would be a line around the building.

“Maybe we should try somewhere else,” I offer.

“No, it’s okay. I know the owner, and the Godwin family has a standing table here.”

“The Godwins have a table?” I’m a little confused.

She smiles at me and leads the way into the restaurant. Sure enough, the hostess sees her, greets her by name, and guides us straight to one of the best tables in the place.

The second the hostess is gone, a waiter is there to take our drink order.

“Do you eat red meat?” Athena asks me.

“Absolutely.”

“Allergic to anything?”

“No.”

“Good.” She takes both of our menus and hands them to the waiter. “We will take two of your largest ribeyes and one of all the sides, and a bottle of Macallan. Put it all on my family’s tab.”

“Yes, Ms. Godwin.” The waiter shuffles away, and I can’t help feeling a little emasculated.

“I can pay for my own meal.”

“Oh, I’m sure you can, but a few years ago my father and I had a bet going, he lost badly, and now I get to come here whenever I want, with whomever I want, and he foots the bill. Trust me, this will be one of the smallest he has seen from me.” She gives a devilish grin. “You’re actually doing me a favor. I like to jab at my father whenever I can.”

That does make me feel a little better.

We sit in silence for a bit. Not awkward silence, however, and I’m finding myself getting more and more comfortable.

“So what was your question?” I prompt.

“Right! You asked why I am looking after Ellen. Paris told me how she and Perseus met, and that for a while she put you and him up at a little apartment when you were young.”

“Yes.” I’m not sure where she is going with this, but I am treading carefully.

“Right, well. He then told me that you guys were brought to the estate when she needed someone. It would have been right after she left my father, and he banished her.”

“Yes.”

“He said that you, Perseus, and Eros took care of my mother in a way I couldn’t. I’ve read a little of her journal and letters she wrote during that time, and I know that she was depressed and you three helped her get out of bed and eventually became the reason she started living again.”

“A lot of good it did in the end.”

Athena reaches across the table to take my hand. “It did a lot of good. You helped her in a way I wasn’t given the opportunity to, and I am forever grateful to you for that. Showing Ellen the same generosity is my way of paying that back. Maybe not for Paris, but for the universe. I am putting more of that kind of energy into the world. Maybe I am paying it forward.”

“Don’t tell anyone this,” I say leaning forward, “but I fucking love that movie.”

Her eyes light up with laughter. “I won’t tell a soul.”

“I may have misjudged you,” I say once the waitress drops off our steaks and ton of little bowls piled high with all kinds of side dishes.

“No, you got it right. I’m a bitch. I’m proud of that fact. I was there to take what should have been mine. Granted, if Perseus just talked to me, and had given me what I was after, then maybe I would have let him have it, but probably not.” She takes a sip of her whiskey. “I have made it my life’s mission to be the one person you do not want to put against in this city. We were on opposite sides of a problem, and if you hadn’t come at me the way you did, I wouldn’t respect you.”

Her words take me by surprise. Apparently, I’m not the only one who can use the truth like a war-hammer. I don’t know what to say, so I take a bite of my steak, which of course is the best steak I have ever had.

“But, in light of everything, I hope we can be on the same team.”

“You mean with Paris.”

“I mean with Perseus.” She sets her fork down, so I do the same, preparing for this to go very bad very fast.

“What about him?”

“I am calling the lawyer and seeing what options are available with my mother’s estate. After reading her journals, I can see that he was just as much a son to her as I was her daughter. So, I am looking at options where we can split it all. Equal distribution without selling the estate. I know it’s your home, and I’m not taking it. The lawyer is to come up with several options that he can present to Perseus and me. Then I intend to come up with a solution that we are both amenable if not content with.”

“Why would you do that? As of right now, everything would be yours.”

“Because it shouldn’t be. I may be a badass bitch, and trust me I am, but that doesn’t mean I am unreasonable, some of the time. That, and I like you. All of you. I envy the family you have built. The bond.”

“Don’t you have brothers? Don’t you have a real family to go home to?”

“Let’s just say there are reasons my mother left.” She gives me a tight smile. “But yes, I have two brothers and my father. It’s complicated. I’d die for them. I’d also kill for them. But that doesn’t mean we have the same bond that you have with Perseus, Heph, and even Paris. I have an extended family that is a nightmare, and my family owns an island where it’s fair to say the occupants of Heathens Hollow hate every single Godwin. So, I’ve never really felt… at home.”

I nearly choke on my steak. “Your family owns Heathens Hollow? The island in Puget Sound? Are you kidding me?”

“We have a family estate on it. Olympus Manor. It’s where Freya used to live. It’s where she died… or where we believed she died.”

I know Athena Godwin runs Medusa. I know Medusa is a huge company. But owning an island. That is next-level billionaire type of stuff.

“So why have you been fighting so hard for Freya’s house? It sounds like you have more money and assets than you know what to do with.”

She looks down at her lap and then back at me. “I’m stubborn. I don’t like to lose. And I despise being underestimated. You all thought you could scare me away. My goal was to show you that nothing can break me. Nothing.”

“You’ve proven that,” I admit. “Nothing we did could.”

“You can thank my upbringing for that. Life was not easy at Olympus Manor.”

“So you grew up on the island?” I ask. “I’ve never been, but I can imagine it’s beautiful.”

“It’s creepy as fuck,” she says with a scowl. “It’s wet, it’s foggy, it’s full of cliffs and jagged rocks. It’s a fishing town, so it always has a stench. Basically, it’s the backdrop to a gothic novel. So no, I’m not a fan of Heathens Hollow. I know you all think I’m a princess and lived this fairy tale life. But trust me, it wasn’t. Like the island, it was cold, dark, and often times gloomy. I couldn’t wait to move to Seattle. And the minute I could, I did. And for the most part, I’ll stay here. Yes, I visit Olympus Manor to see my family. But I will never see that place as home. I haven’t felt a true sense of home since… well, my mother’s house is starting to. I know Perseus has tried to get me out of there. All of you have but⁠—”

“I think he might be falling in love with you,” I say.

“Eros?”

“Perseus,” I correct.

She nods. “I know, but you know if he loves me, that doesn’t mean he doesn’t love you.”

“I know.” I take another bite of my steak. “So, Paris gave you all our secrets. Tell me one of yours.”

“Then it wouldn’t be a secret,” she says, stabbing a piece of scalloped potato.

“Consider it a peace offering.”

“Are we discussing peace?” She blinks back at me. “Are we going to have a truce?”

“I’m not Perseus. I don’t hate fuck. So a truce would make it a lot more fun when I finally have you riding my cock.”

“Okay then.” She gives me a sultry smile that makes my dick start to swell. “I have had more fun fighting with you and the others than I have had in a long time. I can’t remember the last time I was really challenged, and I love it.”

I smile and shake my head. “That’s not a secret. I watch how your eyes light up when you are in the heat of battle. You have to give me something better than that. Something darker.”

She pauses, studies my face, and then licks her lips. “Fine.” She leans forward and in a low voice says, “I killed a man when I was a teenager.”

I can’t tell if she’s joking. It doesn’t appear that she is, but surely she must be.

“It was our butler. I pushed him down the stairs, and his neck snapped.”

“An accident?” I ask.

She shakes her head. “The fucker came into my room and tried to have sex with me. If it weren’t for Phoenix stopping him… Well, let’s just say I wouldn’t have been a virgin in my twenties.”

“So you killed him?”

She nods. “I’d do it again. Over and over again.” She takes a drink of her whiskey. “Is that a dark enough secret for you?”

Fuck…

This woman truly is something. Fascinating.

“I think I’m falling in love with you.” I raise my glass to cheers her. “At the very least, in awe of you. Here’s to wiping out assholes from the face of the earth.” We clink glasses, and I ask, “Did you get into trouble?”

She smiles. “I’m a Godwin.”


Chapter
Thirty-Nine

EROS


“Okay, Heph is taking Athena out to dinner. We have maybe another hour before they are back,” I tell Perseus as I come up next to him and stand over the forensic accountant who is sweating bullets as he is frantically typing at his computer. “What’s wrong, Max? You seem a little nervous.” Yeah, I’m being an asshole, but I don’t really care.

“You would be too if you were trying to work with a gun in your back.” The weaselly little accountant’s voice is trembling. God, I hope he doesn’t piss himself. He probably will, but I really don’t want him to piss himself. Then I might just have to rub his face in it like a dog, and then I am going to need a shower before my girl gets home.

“You wouldn’t have a gun in your back if you would just do the job we paid you for,” Perseus grinds out, and judging by the whimper the weasel lets out, I will bet Perseus just pressed the gun in a bit further.

“I can’t trace these funds,” he whines. God I hate the fucking sound. What self-respecting grown man whines like a puppy? “It’s not that I don’t want to. Trust me, I do. I really, really do, but I can’t. I can tell there has been a total of almost four million dollars being siphoned from these accounts over the last five years. The amounts were always percentages that were small enough to go unnoticed but as the account grew, so did the transfers until they were several thousand dollars. When the owner died, the accounts were frozen, so the money stopped. That is when the transfers started coming out of your account. I tried tracing the money, but it goes to banks in the Cayman Islands and there is no way for me to get that account information. You don’t need an accountant, you need a hacker,” Max blubbers, a disgusting mix of snot and tears running down his face.

“Ugh gross.” I take a step away from him, still looking over his shoulder at the screen.

“Do you believe him?” Perseus asks me.

“I do. But where are we going to find a hacker for hire?”

“I know one,” Max says. “I can call him now. I can get him here in ten minutes.”

“No. I can call him. What’s his name and number?”

“Harry.” Max rattles off his number, and I call.

“How did you get this number?” a male asks.

“Is this Harry?”

“Yes, who is this?”

“I’m a friend of Max, and I need a hacker. You up for a job?”

“Depends on the job, depends on the pay,” Harry says.

“Fifty thousand dollars to hack some money trails in the Caymans, and if you do it quick, we might not kill Max.”

“Kill him. I don’t give a fuck, but I will take the fifty large. Let me grab my rig, and I will come to you.”

“Okay, you need the address?”

“Are you there now?” he asks.

“Yeah…” I say, a little uncertain.

“Then nah. I got it. See you in a few.” He disconnects the line.

“Weird little dude, but he will take the job. He is on his way now.”

Max sags in his seat with relief, so just for shits and giggles, I add, “He says he will do it for the cash. We can kill Max.”

Perseus raises an eyebrow at me while Max cries out.

“Calm your tits, dude. He said we can. I didn’t say we would. As long as your little buddy comes through, there is no reason you won’t be able to walk out of here. Now pull yourself together. But next time we hire you to do a job—overseeing our fucking money—you better do your fucking job.”

Harry is tall and wiry, with hipster glasses, and looks like he might be fourteen. It is not helped by the Capri Sun he is sucking down.

“Are you lost, little boy?” Perseus asks.

“Nah, I’m here to find your cash and collect my payment.” He marches past Perseus like he is a butler, not a heavily armed man who could bench press this kid and snap him in half like a toothpick.

“Hey, right in here. Max can give you the account information.” I look him up and down again. “Anything you need, milk, some Teddy Grahams?”

“You joke, but Teddy Grahams are the shit, and yeah, I need the Wi-Fi password.”

He tells Max what he needs, and to be fair, Max tries to get it to him, but he is shaking so hard Harry just pulls out the wheeled chair Max is sitting on and shoves it out of the way sending poor Max caterwauling down the basement steps.

“Fucking useless piece of shit,” Harry mutters as he gets the information straight from Max’s screen.

“So, you and Max are not as close as he would make it seem. According to him, you two are great friends.”

“That waste of flesh is less a friend. He screwed me out of some money and thought I was just too dumb of a kid to notice. But my bullshit is not why we are here. Let me work.”

Max emerges from the basement and scurries to the door to leave. I nod my approval. We scared the man enough for one day.

“Kind of mouthy for a kid,” I whisper to Perseus, who just nods as he watches the kid work, his fingers flying over keys and lines and lines of code fly over the screen.

“So how did you let someone steal from you for so fucking long before you found out? So fucking rich a missing million or four isn’t a big deal?” he asks. “It must be rough when your card gets declined when you try to buy gold-leaf toilet paper.”

“It didn’t start in my account,” Perseus says, grinding his teeth.

“I can see that. It started in some dead chick’s account. Freya Godwin. Oh older woman… Had a bit of a mommy kink going on? Nice.”

Perseus starts to clench his fists, and I move to stand between him and the kid. We need answers, not charges for assaulting a minor.

“Older women are the best, aren’t they? Not shy, they know what they want, and have no problem teaching a young pup a few new tricks. Am I right?”

“You’re about to die a brutal death,” Perseus growls out as I try to hold him back.

“Damn, you guys don’t play.”

“No they don’t.” Athena’s voice comes from behind me, and I turn to see my girl come through the door holding a plastic bag.

“Hey, baby girl. I thought you were going out to dinner.”

“We did. We were seated and served immediately.”

“I changed my mind. She can stay,” Heph says as he comes in after her looking strangely happy and satisfied.

“What did you two do, fuck in the car?”

“No, I just told the waitress we wanted two of the biggest steaks and all the sides.” Athena shrugs, and that explains it. Heph is in a happy food coma.

This woman really was made to be the center of our little club. There is a saying that the quickest way to a man’s heart is his stomach. Which is absolutely true in Heph’s case. Feeding him a huge steak and carbs is the way to break down his walls.

Perseus isn’t that easy. For him it is his mind, challenging him, and he loves the fight. Athena met each of his attacks and countered.

And for me it’s about the chase. The game and okay, mostly about my dick.

“What’s in the bag?” Perseus asks, pulling me from my thoughts.

“I brought back a few more steaks and some fresh rolls in case you guys got hungry,” she answers as she peers around me to see the kid. “Who’s this?”

“I’m the guy who is going to find your money…” his voice trails off when he takes in Athena, and his jaw practically hits the floor as he looks her up and down. “Hello, beautiful. I’m the man who can give you everything you need.”

“Down boy. She is spoken for,” I growl out. Athena pushes the bags to my chest and steps around me.

“And what is it that you think I need?”

“A real man.” He looks her up and down and licks his lips.

“So what? You’re going to call one for me… or…?”

“Oh, Mommy got jokes.”

“Call me Mommy again and see what happens.”

“Sure, but my safe word is pineapple.” Harry just grins at Athena.

I hold back a red-faced Perseus who looks like he is going to murder this kid. Thank fuck Heph is still in his happy food coma and is lying on the couch not paying attention.

“Are we really going to let him talk to her like that?” Perseus bites out.

“Yup, Athena can handle him. If she needs us, she will let us know.” I grit my teeth, still trying to hold him back.

“Damn, Mommy, you got those good boys house broken, don’t you?” Harry laughs.

“Don’t make any mistake, kid. You touch her, and I’ll kill you,” I say over my shoulder.

“You mean touch her like this?” He reaches out a hand to touch her arm. In a blink, Athena has Harry face down on the desk with the offending arm twisted around his back.

“Who the fuck is this kid?” she asks.

When it’s clear she has the kid under control and in his place, I let Perseus go.

“He is supposed to be figuring out who has been taking the money and where it is going.”

“I’m finished,” the kid coughs out, and Athena loosens her grip. Harry rubs his arm as he turns back to the screen. He is all business again, apparently having learned his lesson.

“Then spill,” Perseus says.

“The money was routed through a few shell corporations, including a Brothers LLC, which has a lot of money in it. Then the same amount that was funneled in through back channels was funneled out and put into an account here under the name Ellen Trust. I went ahead and did a little digging into that account. It was set up by a man when he left his wife and kid. He was paying into it until about seven-ish years ago.”

“When Paris turned eighteen,” I say. This was the proof. Paris was a traitor.

“You got to all of that really fast,” Perseus says, a bit of mistrust coloring his voice.

“Yeah, I am kind of known for my speed. I get in and out fast,” he says with a cocky grin.

I’m about to make a joke when Athena beats me to it.

“Aw, it’s okay, sweetie. Endurance comes with practice. I’m sure you will get there.”

“That isn’t what I…” Harry crosses his arms over his chest and sits back, giving up on his retort. “Is there anything else you need me to do, or can I get paid and go nurse what’s left of my fragile male ego?”

“Can you reverse the transfers from my account, putting my money back?” Perseus asks.

“No, but I can make a transfer from this account into yours, minus my fee of course.”

“Do it, add twenty percent to your fee.”

“Oh a tip, nice.”

“Not a tip, a retainer. I want you to be on call for the next few months while we get this sorted. And can you stop the hacker from accessing my accounts again?”

“Kinda, I can’t rewrite the bank security, but I can make it send you an alert anytime money goes out of this account. Though I would suggest just getting a new account, with new numbers.”

“Set the alert, move the money and we’ll be in touch.” Perseus pauses, looks the kid up and down. “And, good job.”


Chapter
Forty

ATHENA


Since the kid left last night, a melancholy cloud has descended on the entire house. I hoped it would only last the night, but even I must admit, sitting here with my cup of coffee in the morning seems oppressively sad. We know without a shadow of a doubt Paris betrayed us all. Not just the girl he was flirting with the past several weeks, but his honorary brothers, and my mother.

For the life of me, I can’t figure out why.

Yes, his mother is ill, and his father cut them off, but that isn’t where the money was going. Maybe if his mother was being taken care of better, if she had a nurse and a whole house that was furnished and heated, but she wasn’t. Well, she is now, but that wasn’t what Paris was using the money for.

He fooled me. He isn’t the man I thought he was, and I’m not the only one taking it hard. Eros is resigned. Not a single ‘I told you so,’ has fallen from his lips. Heph is angry, and Perseus is beating himself up, like it is somehow his fault.

I want to be in my feelings about this. I want to lock myself away and cry out the hurt and the anger brewing inside me. Anger at him for his lies, his betrayal of me and my mother, but mostly anger at myself for falling for his sweet nerdy bullshit.

I’m better than this. I’m Athena motherfucking Godwin.

Though currently, I feel anything but.

I am lost in thought when Mrs. Medea puts the mail in front of me with a huge manilla envelope addressed to me on top.

I pick it up and notice it simply has my name on it. No address or postage, so it was hand delivered… weird.

“What’s that?” Eros takes a seat at the kitchen table in front of me.

“Only one way to find out.” I open the envelope and slide its contents out on the table in front of me and stare, not really believing what I am seeing.

It’s page after page of tabloid headlines:

Godwin Princess Fallen from Grace.

Who Says Three is a Crowd?

Lost Son of Freya Godwin Getting Close to His Baby Sister.

The pages go on and on, each one with a picture of me in a compromising position with one of the guys. Making out with Paris in his car. Eros going down on me at the party. Perseus lying me on top of Eros while he kisses me. Even one where I am kissing Eros while straddling Heph. It looks like I am fucking him while kissing Eros, and Perseus is watching, waiting for his turn.

“Fuck!” I scream, pushing the photos across the table. “When did these run? I need to call my lawyer. I need to call my father. I can’t believe⁠—”

“They are fake,” Eros interrupts my melt down.

“Uh, no all those things happened, kind of. The pictures are real.”

“No, the headlines are fake.”

“I know they are, but it doesn’t matter. The scandal will⁠—”

“Athena,” Eros barks out, getting my attention. “The headlines are fake.” His voice is much calmer now that he has my full attention. He hands me his cell phone that has the front page of one of the tabloids. There’s nothing about me on it. “These are a threat. Nothing has been released to the press yet. Is there a note with the pictures?”

“I don’t know.” I sit back down on the chair, my heart racing and tears stinging the backs of my eyes.

“Let’s look, but first I am keeping this picture for my wallet.” He takes the one of him on his knees with my dress pulled up and his face is buried in my cunt.

I roll my eyes and start sifting through the pages, ignoring the misogynist headlines about me being a whore. God forbid a woman likes sex.

Finally, I find a note handwritten in red.

“Call the estate lawyer. Give up everything. Leave, go back to work, back to your life. Leave the men you’ve manipulated and their inheritance behind, and no one will ever find out what you really are. If you stay, I will release these photos to every website and news outlet in this country. Your reputation as an untouchable ruthless ice queen will be shattered. Everyone will know you are nothing but a cock hungry slut who belongs on her knees serving men, not in a boardroom giving orders. You will still lose everything.”

Hot tears spill over my cheeks as I draw deep breaths, trying not to throw up all over the table.

“Baby girl, don’t be sad. We will figure this out.”

“Sad?” I laugh. My heart is thundering in my ears, my face and neck getting hot. “I am not sad. These are not tears of sadness. These are tears of rage. This is an act of fucking war. I don’t want to be comforted. I want to wage a battle, and I will rip this lying piece of shit apart limb by fucking limb. So help me god, I will have blood on my hands after this.” My palms sting from slapping them on the table hard enough that some of the papers go sliding off.

“What happened?” Heph asks as he and Perseus enter the room. One of the papers lands at Perseus’s feet. He picks it up, and the blood drains from his face.

I can’t hear the men talking for a few moments. The ringing in my ears is too loud. I need to focus, but my thoughts are racing, and I can’t make any of it stop. It’s getting harder to breathe, and a sharp pain is stabbing through my chest. I close my eyes and try to slow my breathing. I can’t kill Paris with my bare hands if I give myself a heart attack or let my emotions dictate my actions. My response needs to be carefully crafted, meticulously executed, perfectly targeted, and devastating.

If I act from a place of raw emotion, I can burn myself in the process.

I count to five in my head, inhaling then holding my breath for a few beats before I slowly exhale. I do this a few more times, letting my heart calm and the fog in my mind clear so I can focus. When I open my eyes, the others look as mad as I feel. Good.

“He wouldn’t do this,” Perseus says. “It’s an empty threat.”

“Is it worth the risk?” Heph asks. “Is the money and this house really worth the damage this could do to Athena? If this is let out, she loses all that anyway.”

“I don’t do ultimatums.” My voice is calm and in control. My emotions are raging just under the surface, but I have a lock on them. I won’t let rage control my decisions, but I have no problems with harnessing it to fuel my actions.

“What do you suggest?” Heph asks.

“We come up with a third option,” I say. “I am not giving up this house.” I look Perseus in the eye when I say that. Just because our feud has cooled doesn’t mean I am giving up, and he needs to be reminded of that.

He answers with a single nod.

“We need to figure out how to take the power from him,” I add.

“Like what, hacking his computer? The only one who could do that is Paris,” Eros says.

“We could call the kid back. He is a mouthy little fucker, but he is talented,” Heph suggests.

“No, it’s too risky. What if he has hard copies, or a backup drive, or the kid uses the photos. We need to make the photos worthless.”

“How the fuck do we do that?” Perseus asks.

A slow smile spreads over my face. “We change the narrative.”


Chapter
Forty-One

PERSEUS


Watching Athena on the warpath is the hottest thing I have ever seen. The initial shock wears off fast, and she becomes very still and focused. Like a snake about to strike. She refuses to play by Paris’s rules. It isn’t about inheritance anymore. It is about not letting other people make her choices for her.

“Do any of you know any reporters?” she asks. “I need someone with enough juice to get a story everywhere. My usual contacts are too risky for me. I don’t want my father getting involved, and he has ears everywhere.”

“Yes, but releasing this first won’t make it any less of a scandal,” Eros said. “You will still lose everything.”

“No, I wont. This trash”—she gestures towards the pile of papers—“is all slut-shaming nonsense. It may still be okay to trash women in the tabloids if it’s something dirty and secret. But if I own it, then it’s not shameful. It’s empowering. If we launch the story first, but frame it as a woman being the center of a consensual alternative relationship, then the tabloids won’t touch those pictures. It’s an invasion of privacy that is no longer salacious. There is no secret. Plus, I’ll throw a lot of money at it, the fear of the Godwin name, and get the reporters on my side.” She pauses for a moment. “That is, if you guys are okay with it.” She looks at me and Heph. “I don’t know if either of you are out or⁠—”

“We are both openly bisexual.” Heph nudges me in the back. “I don’t mind if you don’t.”

“So you want to come out and say what exactly?” I have to admit her idea sounds like it has merit. I just don’t know if it could work.

“I would say the four of us are in a relationship. That my mother’s passing brought us together, and polyamory is becoming more popular. I know it isn’t exactly true, but since all of you are in the photos I can’t really⁠—”

“I don’t know,” I interrupt. “I mean I’m good with it, and Heph’s good with it, but Eros, man are you really ready to tell every single woman in the area that your dick is now owned by one of the scariest bitches on the western seaboard?”

“Absolutely.” He wraps his arms around Athena, and she smiles back up at him.

I wait for the pang of jealousy to rip through me, and it doesn’t. Seeing them together doesn’t hurt. I still want her, but I like seeing her with Eros, too. That is something I am going to have to look at more some other time.

“Okay, I’ll make the call,” Eros says before kissing Athena on the cheek and leaving the room.

Heph and I look at each other. The spark of mischief is visible in his eyes as he glances back at Athena, and I instantly know what he wants.

“So since apparently we are a thing now, Heph and I have a little wager going, and we wanted to know if you could be the judge for us.”

“Oh, what’s that?” Athena asks, mostly distracted by the papers on the table. I stand behind her putting my hands flat on the tabletop, caging her in and waiting for her to put down the paper and look at me.

“Well, we wanted to know which of us has the more talented tongue,” I whisper in her ear before dragging my nose up the column of her neck. Her pulse quickens against my touch. “Heph and I haven’t had breakfast yet, and I think the best thing to do is to put your sweet ass on this table and let us have our little contest.

Athena turns her head to look at me, her eyes darkening with desire. A hint of a smile is tugging at the corners of her lips. She reaches up to tuck a strand of hair behind her ear before turning to look at Heph.

I cup Athena’s face between my hands and tilt her head to meet my gaze. I capture her lips in a searing kiss, my tongue trailing along the seam of her mouth until she opens up for me.

Heph groans behind me, and I can feel his eyes on us as I deepen the kiss. I allow my hands to roam over Athena’s body, gripping her waist and pulling her closer to me. She moans into my mouth, her fingers tangling in my hair.

I sense her need to take over, be in control, but it’s not going to happen. It’s time to tame this vixen.

But just as I’m about to pull away, Heph steps forward, grabbing Athena by the waist and pressing his lips to hers in a fierce kiss. I watch as their tongues dance, my jealousy and arousal both spiking at the sight.

As the kiss breaks, Athena looks at us, a wicked gleam in her eye. “Well then, let the games begin.” Her voice is practically dripping with desire. “Let’s see what those tongues can do.”

Heph and I both grin at each other, eager to prove who has the more talented tongue. The three of us lock in a passionate embrace, our bodies entwined as we explore each other’s mouths with wild abandon. The sounds of our moans and gasps echo off the walls, as the game continues, each of us trying to outdo the other. Athena proves to be an equal match, her tongue working wonders as she moves between us, driving us both to the brink of ecstasy.

I can feel the heat rising between us, the tension thickening as we each try to outdo the other. Athena’s body writhes beneath us, her fingers digging into our hair as she moans in pleasure. The two of us continue our relentless onslaught, our tongues dueling for dominance.

It’s impossible to tell who’s winning, as each of us alternates between being the aggressor and the submissive. Athena’s body trembles with every touch. We take turns exploring her neck, her collarbone, and her breasts, eliciting more moans and gasps from her.

I bite. Hard. I want to mark her as mine.

Not to be outdone, Heph does the same, and though a small cry escapes Athena’s lips, she doesn’t pull away.

Our dirty girl likes the pain.

Athena’s body writhes under our touch, with her clutching at our hair and pulling us closer to her. Heph’s tongue brushes against mine, and it’s time to up the ante.

I pull away from Athena, turning my attention to Heph. I grab him roughly by the collar and pull him towards me, crashing our lips together in a fierce kiss. But as we kiss, I feel Athena’s hands on my back, pulling me closer to her. She’s not content to just watch us, she wants to be a part of the action.

I break the kiss with Heph, turning to look at Athena. She grins at me, her eyes full of devilment. Not pausing for a second, I remove every inch of Athena’s clothing, watching from the corner of my eye as Heph removes his and then helps me with my own.

Athena gasps as we both take in the sight of her naked body. Her breasts are full and round, her nipples already puckered with desire. Wetness glistens between her thighs, and I know that she’s ready for us.

We each take one of her hands and lift her to the table, laying her down on her back, her legs spread wide. I hover over her, while Heph positions himself at her head, his fingers trailing down her body as he makes his way towards her breasts.

I watch as Heph takes one of Athena’s nipples into his mouth, flicking his tongue back and forth over the sensitive bud. Her body arches toward him, begging for more.

Not hesitating, I kiss my way up Athena’s thighs, running my hands up and down her legs. Athena moans as we both work our way toward her center, both of us intent on claiming victory.

Heph’s breath is on my neck, his tongue flicking against my earlobe. It’s all I can do to keep my focus on Athena as I bring her closer and closer to the edge.

As I work my tongue over Athena’s clit, Heph slides two fingers inside of her, setting a frenzied pace that has Athena writhing on the table.

“That’s it, princess. Come for us. We want to watch what we do to your body,” Heph says as he scissors his fingers, spreading her pussy as I lap up the juices.

I bite her inner thigh, causing her to buck against Heph’s hand.

“That hurts,” she says, not much louder than a whisper.

“Good,” I say.

“Kiss it better,” Heph tells me, which I gladly do.

Finger fucking, and devouring her cunt, we both continue to pleasure her. Her moans grow loud as Athena reaches her peak, her body shaking with pleasure. We both pull away, grinning at each other with satisfaction. Athena lies there, panting and sated, a satisfied smile on her face.

Heph pulls his soaked fingers out of Athena then grabs me by the waist. In one swift movement, he pulls me up and spins me around, pressing me against the table.

He then uses his wet fingers full of Athena’s arousal and rubs them over, and in, my anus. Without pause, he slides inside of me, the sensation of him filling me up driving me wild. My eyes connect with Athena’s as Heph fucks my ass in front of her.

Athena watches with rapt attention, tracing circles around her clit with her fingers as she watches us. I’m so turned on that it only takes a few thrusts before I’m on the brink. I let out a groan, waves of pleasure crashing over me as my vision goes white. But with one more thrust, Heph drives me over the edge so that I’m left shaking and riding my high as my cum shoots onto the table.

Heph pushes my face towards Athena’s wet center, and I don’t hesitate, knowing exactly what he wants me to do. I push my tongue inside of her pussy and swirl it around, causing Athena to mewl and grab a hold of my hair. I can feel Heph’s hands on my ass, spreading me open for his access and viewing as he continues to fuck me relentlessly. The rocking motion is aiding in my task to continue giving Athena pleasure.

“More,” she gasps, never being one to not make her demands known. Demands I’m more than willing to accommodate.

I moan against Athena’s pussy, still lapping at her clit while Heph’s cock drives in and out of me. Athena’s body is trembling, her fingers tangled in my hair as she pulls me deeper into her pussy. I’m about to come again, and I move my tongue faster, eager to bring Athena to her second orgasm.

Heph thrusts one last time inside of me and comes with a primal grunt. “Fuck yeah.”

Athena’s eyes are on me, watching as I’m taken by Heph. She waits until his orgasm is over before she joins in, her fingers once again delving between her own thighs.

Heph pulls away, leaving me shaking on top of the table. He runs his finger over my cum on the table and brings it to my mouth, while Athena takes the same action and runs her fingers along her wet pussy, collecting her own arousal. They both slide their fingers into my mouth, and I suck greedily, savoring the sweetness of desire on my tongue.

Athena brings her head down to mine, and we all share a kiss, our hands entwined around each other. The three of us lie on the table, gasping but content. Heph runs his hands over my body, tracing patterns over my skin with his fingers.

“So who has the best tongue?” I finally ask as the buzz of the most erotic sex of my life wears off.

“I can’t decide,” Athena says. “I call for a redo. Just to be sure.”


Chapter
Forty-Two

PERSEUS


The interview with the reporter is going smoothly. I like to think Heph and I have a little something to do with that. We have worked hard to distract Athena before the interview and fill her head with some feel-good hormones so she is nice and relaxed. At least until the reporter starts making suggestive comments and flirting with Eros, who is just dumb enough to flirt back.

Then she shifts from charming to passive aggressive so fluidly it takes the reporter about ten minutes to even realize she is being insulted. When the reporter puts her hand on my thigh, I see the fire in Athena’s eyes, and I think she is ready to stab the reporter in the throat with a pencil. Heph is getting just as irritated, and if that doesn’t make me feel all kinds of warm and fuzzy, I don’t know what will. Until I realize that both Heph and Athena are perfectly capable of killing this reporter and getting rid of the body.

I interrupt the last question and make up a bullshit excuse about having a reservation soon and see the reporter out.

Putting this plan in motion, setting up the sales of the interview to all types of publications has taken all day, and I am on edge. When I return to the library, I expect to see them each with a tumbler of whiskey in their hands as they talk about the next steps. What I find is Athena sitting on the couch with the top of her dress pulled under her tits and Heph licking her breasts while Eros is fingering her while watching the way Heph tongues Athene’s tight pink nipples.

“Fuck me,” I say.

Athena just opens one eye and says, “Me first.”

I grab my own glass and take a seat on the couch across from them and watch my best friend and my lover take apart our girl. My cock is aching within minutes, and I don’t even bother being shy. I take it out and start stroking it, watching the way Eros and Heph bring Athena to new levels.

Heph pulls up her skirt and slides off her panties to show off her dripping wet pussy that is hot and swollen with need. Then Heph helps her to her feet before lowering her back down on Eros’s cock. She is still facing me, so I have the perfect view to see how his cock stretches her. I can watch her tits bounce as she rides him, and I can even see the ecstasy on her face as she moves up and down.

Heph leans in to lick her clit a few times before crawling like a jungle cat on the floor to me.

“Keep your eyes on them,” he tells me before replacing my hand with his hot sucking mouth.

Fuck. Heph’s lips feel so good around my cock I have to stop myself from coming down his throat in a minute, when I look back up to see Athena’s heated gaze as she watches Heph’s head bob. I grit my teeth to hold on.

Eventually, I calm down enough to tell her she should come get a closer look. She nods and gets off of Eros and comes over to my couch. She watches Heph for a moment until he grabs her and puts her on my lap, sliding my cock inside her. I can’t help thrusting up into her, and when Heph moves to licking my balls as I drive deep into Athena, I am sure this is the most pleasure a man can stand without dying.

Next, Eros comes and kneels next to me on the couch, sticking his cock in Athena’s face and she immediately takes to it and starts to suck.

It dawns on me that this is our new normal. This is our life. Our family.

Athena has always been the missing piece. I’ve been resistant to admit that fact, but it’s true. For the first time in my life, I know without a doubt this is right. It’s what was meant to be.

Athena.

Our fucking goes on for hours in what feels like an erotic dream.

We all switch positions, we fuck her hard, we make her come over and over, and she doesn’t stop moaning and screaming till the late hours of the night.

Is this love? Maybe. But I don’t care what it is as long as it always feels this amazing.

After cleaning up, we all go back to Athena’s room to crash on her bed, since she has the biggest. And after everything with Paris and the incredible sex, I think we all just needed to feel close to each other.

Athena and Eros fall asleep almost immediately, but my mind is racing with conflicting thoughts and emotions. I get out of the crammed bed and go to the window, glancing down at the grounds below.

Did I ever hate Athena? How could I hate her and want her so fiercely at the same time? Is this lust? Is this love? Is this⁠—

“I can hear your brain on overdrive. What’s wrong?” Heph whispers, pulling me tighter in his arms from behind.

“I just… I don’t know…”

“What do you know?”

“I know I love you.” I place a kiss on his chest. “I know I want Athena. And I know what we all just did was one of the most erotic things I have ever experienced, and I want to do it again.”

“I love you, too. So what’s got your mind spinning?”

“I’m supposed to hate her. We are fighting over this house and the inheritance and everything, and I just… How can I fight for what should be mine when every instinct I have tells me to love her, protect her, help her? How do I know that once all this is over, she won’t just pack up Eros and leave?”

Heph draws a deep breath. “Honestly, you can’t. You won’t know what is real between you two until this inheritance is no longer an issue between you. We are all in the middle of a war with Paris, and we need to figure out when this fight is over, where our loyalties lie and what that is going to look like.”

“You’re right.”

“I know,” he says, nuzzling into my neck, “but can we figure this out in the morning. Sleep first.”

“Okay.” I give him another kiss on the head and close my eyes. “Let’s go to my bed. There’s more room.”

Tomorrow, I will start my own cold war, and by the time Paris is handled, there will be nothing in the way between Athena and me.


Chapter
Forty-Three

ATHENA


All day I have been running around trying to get the last details for this party handled. Thankfully, my party planner can handle most of everything after I change the original date. The theme is the roaring twenties, and I am throwing a ball so extravagant Gatsby himself would be proud. I guess the theme of excess is fitting, considering the responses I have received from the article. Most have praised me as a strong woman taking what I want, while others call me a greedy whore. I don’t think I have ever had a theme so accidentally on point.

The best part is the way it has come out as a women’s interest story, meaning most people don’t care, which has made all those photos worthless. Except maybe that one of Eros on his knees on the balcony. I look good in that one. I am thinking of having it framed.

The only thing I am nervous about is my father’s, and even my brothers’, reactions. It turns out he doesn’t really care who I am seeing, and my brothers are so busy with their women, that they barely even notice. My father has even made a crack about me needing that many men to keep me in line. I roll my eyes when he says that, but we now have a standing invitation to dinner at my family home—Olympus—when he gets back in town next week. I’m not sure if the guys will be ready to meet my dad and brothers quite that soon. I’m not even sure if I want to bring them home.

I think back to the conversation I heard between Perseus and Heph last night. I got maybe the tail end of it, and Heph is right. I can’t know what Perseus and I have, what we all can be, while that inheritance is sitting between us. But the idea of giving it up for a man makes my stomach twist.

If I am going to give it up, it will be on my terms, but it’s a huge sacrifice to make for a man. Plus, there’s a bigger fear. One I don’t want to face…

I am not sure they will want me without it.

What if it’s the game, and the fight, keeping them interested? Not me.

I slip on my silver-and-black beaded flapper dress and the string of pearls that hit my waist. I twist my body in the mirror a few times, loving the way the beads shake and catch the light.

“Hey, baby girl.” Eros enters my room without knocking. “Awe you’re dressed. I was hoping to catch you naked and fuck you over the vanity before the party.”

“Sorry.” I shrug, but stand on tip toe and kiss his piercing, dancing my tongue on the metal.

“It’s okay. We don’t have time anyway, but I wanted to show you something before the guests start arriving.”

He leads me down stairs to the large hallway off the entryway. The lights are all off, and it is pitch black.

“Eros, what did you do?” I ask.

“Well, I know how much you miss your mom and how you have been learning about her through her journals. I thought it would be nice for you to learn about her through our eyes, too. This is what we saw the last several years.”

The lights come on, and the hallway is lined with easels, each one holding a picture of my mother. Some are posed, others candid, and they all talk about the charity donations she made, the causes she supported still even while under threat from my father. Several of the photos have one or more of the guys in it. They are all so wholesome and sweet.

“I thought we should have these up for the party. Allow the guests to meet Freya,” Eros says.

“These pictures,” I begin as I take in each one, paying attention to every little detail about the woman I missed out on for so many years. “Wow. To see her smile. To see her happy.”

“She wasn’t always smiling. She was also a vicious woman who refused to take anyone’s shit. She was stubborn and swore like a sailor, but when she loved, she loved hard and fiercely. And god help the person who tried to hurt something or someone she loved,” Eros speaks next to my ear. “There was always something missing with Freya. Someone she was missing. We always thought maybe she was a widow and lost the love of her life, but now we know. She lost you and her other children. She was never quite whole without her only daughter but she was still a formidable woman, and the world deserves to know how much she did for it.”

I can’t say anything. I simply study the pictures of the woman who was in all my dreams. Tears spill down my cheeks.

“Tears of rage?” Eros asks with a wince.

“No. Joy.” I wrap my arms around him. “Thank you. This was a really special gift. It means a lot.”

“I told you, baby girl. Actions speak louder than words.”

“And what is this action saying, Eros?”

He leans down and kisses me. It’s soft and chaste and makes my heart ache in a way I have never felt before.

“It’s saying I know all that stuff we said yesterday was for the article, and we haven’t actually talked about what the four of us are and how everything fits, but I don’t care.” He cups the side of my face with his warm hand and tilts my face up so I meet his eyes. “It’s saying that I like what the four of us have going on, but more importantly, I love you. This is all about you. You. My perfect goddess of war.”

“I love you,” I whisper, and he pulls me into another kiss. “I’ve never said those words before you all. I’ve never… Love didn’t fit the woman I was brought up to be. But it fits now. I truly do love you.”

“Good, now go upstairs and fix all that makeup I just ruined so I can ruin it again tonight doing something really dirty.”

“You better keep that promise.” I laugh as I head back upstairs, feeling lighter somehow, hearing his words echo in my ears. He likes what the four of us have. The four of us.

It only takes me a few minutes to fix my makeup and add a few other accessories to my dress for the night. I can’t wait for Eros and the others to see the silk stockings with the seams up the back and the black lace and pearl garters I have on under this dress. The entire look makes me feel sexy, powerful and untouchable.

“You are quite lovely, you know that?” A familiar voice comes from behind me, startling me. I look up in the mirror, and it takes me a second to recognize Paris.

The sweet man I knew is gone. In his place is a man with wild, crazed, and blood-shot eyes. His usual neat hair is sticking up all over the place, and his clothes are dirty and torn.

“Sadly, Cinderella, this ball is going to be missing its princess,” he snarls as he takes a white cloth out of his pocket and holds it over my face. I try to fight him off. I try to kick and claw and scream. But my limbs get heavy, and harder to move before the world fades into nothingness.


Chapter
Forty-Four

PERSEUS


“Hey, have you seen Athena?” I grab two champagne flutes from a waiter and hand one to Eros. “I haven’t seen her yet, and most of the guests are here and asking for her.”

“I haven’t seen her since before the party when I showed her that surprise.”

“I still cannot believe you showed her that before the party then took all the credit for it,” I grumble.

Actually… I can believe it. That is definitely something Eros would do.

Fucker.

The monument isn’t even for Athena, not really. It is for Freya—a way for us to say goodbye since I was working with the lawyer to find a way around the crazy-ass rules of the will. If I can find a way to bypass them, I will forfeit everything to Athena. She gets the house and the money, all of it. Then once I give her what should be hers, I’ll leave, unless she wants me and the others to stay.

I want to give Athena a choice. Her choice.

Also, deep down, I know this is what Freya would have wanted.

That memorial is my goodbye to the life I have dedicated to Freya. Not a way for Eros to drop the “L” word. Though I will admit, that is the first time I know of that Eros has used that word that it isn’t followed by ‘pussy, tacos, or whiskey.’

I’m still ratting his ass out.

“I’ll go upstairs and find her,” he says, and I grab him by the back of his tux.

“I will go get her before you take credit for something else. Like oxygen or the stars.” I throw back my champagne and head upstairs.

It’s quieter up here. The jazz band can still be heard, but not the laughter and chatter of the rest of the party.

“Athena, are you okay?” I say, knocking on her door. There is no answer. So I try again. Still nothing.

I crack open the door, and my heart stops.

A lamp is lying on the floor, shattered. The standing mirror is broken, and loose pearls are scattered all over the floor.

Red lipstick is smeared on the vanity mirror.

This will all be over soon.

I stare at the words written in the deep red shade of lipstick Athena favors for these parties, and my blood runs cold.

He has taken her.

That crazy treasonous son of a bitch has taken Athena.

I grab my phone and send a message to Eros and Heph to come to Athena’s room immediately.

I don’t know how long they take to get here, but I am sitting on my ass still staring at those fucking words when Heph struts through the door—a smile on his lips—as he laughs with Eros about something. The smile fades from his face the second he sees me.

“What happened?” Heph rushes to my side.

At the same time, Eros asks, “Where is Athena?”

I can’t speak. The words are caught in my throat, so I point.

“Fuck,” Eros bites out as he starts to pace the room.

Heph takes a seat next to me and laces his fingers in mine. I don’t know if he is offering me support or taking it for himself, but either way, it’s appreciated.

“Okay, where could he have taken her?” Eros asks.

“Anywhere.”

“When did he take her?”

“I don’t know.” I lean my head against the wall and close my eyes, internally begging to God, any God, to keep her safe.

“Fuck! I saw her about an hour ago,” Eros says. “I showed her the memorial wall. She cried, and it fucked up her makeup, so she came up here to fix it. It had to have been in the last sixty minutes. So, he couldn’t have gotten far.” Eros is pacing the room, running his hands through his previously slicked-back hair. He shrugs off his pinstripe jacket and undoes the buttons at the top of his shirt. He is looking more and more like a 1920s gangster. All he needs is a Tommy gun.

“Paris probably doesn’t expect us to realize she is gone so quickly,” Heph says, pulling my attention on him. “I don’t want to tip him off that we already know. Let’s sneak downstairs to the basement. I don’t want anyone at the party knowing something is off.”

“Sneak downstairs and do what?” Eros asks.

“Check the security feed. We can at least make sure that it was Paris who took her. Maybe, at the very least, see what car he is driving and what direction he went.”

“Then what,” Eros snaps. “Go roaming around the city looking for a car?”

“No, asshole, think.” Heph is suddenly on his feet, and I miss his body heat. “Who is her father? Her brothers? We call them. The Godwins have connections with the police. If we can give them a make and model and a license plate, they can have everyone in the city looking for her.”

“And we show we aren’t good enough to protect her,” Eros adds.

“We show her family the truth. That her safety is more important than our ego.” Heph is yelling at this point, and although it’s sexy as fuck, I want it to end.

“Stop,” I say but Heph and Eros keep yelling at each other. That’s when I notice an earring by my hand. A single pearl on a dangling silver chain. It is simple, elegant and bold all at once. It’s exactly how Athena is, and she needs to get it back. I need to have her back. “Stop!”

They both stop yelling and turn to look at me, faces red and twisted in rage and panic. I know how they feel.

“Let’s go see what we can find on the security systems. Then we will go from there.” I get up and start making my way down, taking the back stairs to avoid as many guests as possible.

I run into a few familiar faces, and I make what I hope are appropriate excuses as to why Athena hasn’t made an appearance yet, and where I am off to. Honestly, I can’t tell who I talk to or what I say, I simply reach the basement as quickly as possible, Heph and Eros on my heels. They both sit down at the bar with their computers in hand and start typing. I grab the tablet that controls the security and see that it was disabled this morning. Probably to let the planner come in and out as she pleased with the caters and other staff working the party.

“The cameras were tampered with,” Eros says.

“What do you mean?” I put the tablet back and move to look over his shoulder.

“I mean, I can’t find any trace of anyone going upstairs or coming down that isn’t supposed to.”

“What are you saying? Paris got a magic carpet and went to her window Aladdin style?”

“No,” Heph interrupts. “He tampered with the cameras. Look at the time stamp. He erased fifteen minutes of footage.”

“Fuck!” I pick up the eight ball from the pool table and throw it across the room, taking out a lamp before it embeds itself in the drywall.

“I’m not seeing anything on the camera outside either,” Heph adds. “But the time didn’t jump.”

“What does that mean?”

“This driveway is the only way on and off the property with a car, and our security system is on a closed server.”

“How do you know that?” Eros asks.

“I went poking around once Athena got those pictures. I didn’t think it mattered when she diffused them, but I think that Athena and Paris are⁠—”

“They are what?” I snap.

“They never left the property.”


Chapter
Forty-Five

ATHENA


My head is killing me as I come to. I try to rub my eyes, but my hands are bound behind me with rough twine that is cutting into my skin. I’m blindfolded as well, and my senses are going crazy.

“Where am I?”

“Don’t worry, angel. You are right where I want you. Well, actually, that isn’t true. You had to ruin everything. Why?” Paris growls out. “Taking the money that should have been mine wasn’t enough? You had to take my brothers, too, and now my mother? What else of mine could you possibly take?”

“I didn’t take anything from you.” I can feel him step closer to me. His fingers gently lace in my hair like they did when he would kiss me, a comforting loving embrace.

“You took everything,” he whispers in my ear as his grip on my hair goes from soothing to painful.

“No,” I say. “Your mother is getting the treatment she needs at the best facility in the country. She is waiting for you to come see her. I get daily reports that say she is doing wonderfully. She is now taking all her medications and is completely lucid. We can go see her now if you want.”

“Now? It’s too late for that now.” He lets go of me then rips off my blindfold, taking several strands of hair with it. “You know I was prepared to give you everything. I was going to destroy you, my beautiful angel. I was going to break you, then pick up the pieces and make you my wife.”

I blink several times before I can see properly. We are in some kind of small cabin. I can’t see much from my chair, just the table next to me with an old oil lantern and another chair and Paris looking all wide-eyed and crazy.

“What? Why would you destroy me if you want to marry me?” I don’t really give a fuck what delusions are currently going through his head, but I need to keep him talking and figure out a plan.

“Well, how else was I going to make you dependent on me? I can’t have a wife who can leave. I need a wife who relies on me for everything. My plan was simple. I was just going to make you love me, then I would make you let Perseus have the inheritance, and I would continue siphoning from it to support us. Probably get your father to invest with me as well, and I would embezzle from him, too. We would have been happy.”

He leans down to place a kiss on the corner of my mouth, and I try to move away from him, but he doesn’t notice, or doesn’t care about my distress.

“Then you had to go and fuck Eros. I don’t blame you, not really. I was pissed, but I should have seen it coming. After all, you are just a woman and a slave to your emotions.” Paris moves over to the table. “You know, I even forgave you for that. I did.”

“How nice of you.” I start trying to twist my arms out of the ties holding my wrists together.

“It hurt me, but you forced me to release those photos. It would just be the scandal I needed to break the conditions of the will. You would go back to your own life, head hung in shame. Eventually, I would find you, broken and alone, unwanted and unloved. I would show you how merciful I can be and take you back. Where you would be grateful for my attention. With your money from your job, and your daddy added to the money I take from Perseus, I was going to refurbish my home and put you there so you could live with Mother. You would have been happy spending your days taking care of Mother and whatever children I gave you, and your nights would have been spent on your knees worshiping me like you were made for.”

I press my lips together as I try to keep my mouth shut. But he is making it so damn difficult. The audacity of this man. My god, how did he hide it so well before?

“Then you had to go be a stubborn little bitch and ruin that, too. You had to tell the entire world you are some kind of slut who is empowered to have whatever she wants. Even your mother knew when your father had her beat.”

“What are you talking about?” My father? What could Paris possibly know about him?

“Your mother wanted to leave him, but he wouldn’t let her embarrass him like that. He agreed to let her live out her days here, put away like the broken toy she was. Out of sight, hidden away in shame. Why do you think she was a recluse?”

“Paris…”

“It wasn’t even part of your father’s demands, it was all her idea. She knew her place.”

“So what is your plan now?” The twine is cutting harder into my skin, but I need to get free so I am rocking it back and forth, trying to loosen the binding. “Are you going to make me tell the world I was wrong, then put me away like a broken doll, too?”

“No, angel.” He grabs my chin, pinching it between two fingers. “You are not some broken doll. You are a rabid bitch, and as much as it pains me, the only thing to do with a rabid bitch is to put her down.”

“You are going to kill me?” I swallow back any fear I have. “You will never get away with it.”

“I already have. Your death will be ruled a suicide. Then Perseus will get the money. I will right all the wrongs that have been done to me and my family. Then I will talk to Perseus and be welcomed back into the group with open arms. It will be like you never existed. By that time Perseus and Heph will be together and happy with each other, fucking finally. And Eros would have already forgotten about you and on to his next conquest. Hell, by the end of the month, he might be four or five conquests beyond you.”

“No one will ever believe I killed myself.”

“Sure they will. Dumb slut sees what the world really thinks of her and follows the advice of Internet trolls and offs herself. I mean really the things some of these men are saying about you on the Internet are just horrible. Did you know you’re famous now? #TripleTeamTramp is trending.”

“So you are going to poison me? Or shoot me and hope that no one notices that I am tied to a chair, the marks on my wrists, the signs of struggle in my room.”

“Please give me some credit.” Paris deadpans before grabbing me by my hair again and kissing me. I try to turn away, but he holds my hair tighter and forces his tongue between my lips, so I bite him. He backhands me across the face hard enough to knock me and the chair over. “Stupid bitch.”

The taste of blood is on my tongue, and I’m not sure if it’s his from the bite or mine from the hit.

“You’re just leaving more evidence. If you kill me, they will find you.” My laugh is coming out a little manic. “You are going to spend the rest of your life as someone’s prison wife. Assuming the others let you live long enough to see a trial.”

“There will be no evidence. I can do whatever the fuck I want to you. When they find your body, it will be nothing but ash.”


Chapter
Forty-Six

HEPH


I should have seen this coming. When Athena got those pictures, I checked the security system to see if I could find someone sneaking around taking those photos. I thought that if I found out who was taking the pictures, I could clear Paris’s name or know for sure it was him.

There was no one sneaking around on the video, so I thought it was a dead end. It didn’t even occur to me then that the pictures came from the video feed of the security cameras. If I had realized that sooner, maybe I could have stopped all of this from happening. Maybe Athena would be safe, Eros wouldn’t be on the verge of a murder spree, and Perseus wouldn’t look like he is about to pull out all of his hair.

I need to make this right.

Leaving Eros and Perseus to bicker between themselves, I head to the library. It takes a few minutes to politely push a few party goers out of the room, but as soon as I am alone, I open the safe where Freya kept some extra money and the deed. With it, there is a map of the property. This estate is over a hundred acres. It’s a lot to search, since we don’t use most of it. I start looking at all the buildings on the land. There are many that are never used. This estate used to house tenants in old buildings, and host camping and hunting retreats in the 60s.

Maybe Paris and Athena could be in one of them.

That is assuming he has even taken her out of the house and gone somewhere with a building. He could have just taken her to the middle of the woods.

No, Paris would want somewhere quiet. He would want to minimize risk of something going wrong. Paris has always focused on risk vs reward. He stopped us from doing dumb shit growing up because there was too much risk. Assuming he has Athena captive, he would want somewhere quiet, secluded to hold her.

I just need to figure out where, and maybe what his endgame is. If I know what he is doing with Athena, what his plans are, I will be able to have a better guess but… there is no telling what Paris will do.

I thought I knew him, but Paris has been stealing from us for years. He might have killed Freya. He has been lying about his mom. Hell, Eros is in love and monogamous, and Perseus wants me as much as I want him. Clearly, I don’t know shit. Can my intuition even be trusted anymore?

“What are you doing?” Perseus walks in behind me. “She is missing, and you are just okay with it? You rejoin the party?” He is angry, and I don’t blame him. I deserve all the hatred and disappointment in his voice. Part of me wonders if I let this happen. Not intentionally, of course, but maybe subconsciously. I wouldn’t think I could do something like this, but if I don’t know people I consider my brothers, maybe I don’t even know myself as well as I think.

I love Perseus, and yeah, I like Athena. I like hanging with her. I like her fire, and I love the way she rides me, not to mention those sexy little noises she makes when I touch her just right. But it’s not love. Not yet. Perseus loves her. I can see it clearly. Maybe I am jealous?

I don’t know.

He comes around the front of the desk and sees what I am looking at.

“Where could they be, Heph?” The plea in his voice is enough to break me.

“I didn’t see any tracks of an ATV or anything like that around the house, so it has to be somewhere close enough that Paris could walk either fighting Athena or carrying her. I can’t see her going quietly if she is conscious.”

“She wouldn’t. If she was conscious, the staff would have heard or seen something,” Perseus agrees.

“Maybe they did.” Eros is pacing in front of the desk. I didn’t even see him come in. “I am going to go check with them now.”

He runs off before I can say anything, but that’s fine. Maybe he will get lucky. Paris is smart, so I doubt it, but maybe. At this point, I will take anything we can get.

“Where do you think he would take her?”

With a deep breath, I tell him the answers he won’t want to hear.

“Assuming he left the house, and he is on foot, then he has to be at one of these four buildings.” I point to the four closest structures.

One is a stable that is used as storage. A garage that used to be a carriage house, a small home that used to be for the caretakers that is currently empty, and a cabin that is a bit deeper into the woods that used to be a hunting cabin. When we were teenagers, we used to sneak out there and party, invite a few girls, drink some beer and make the girls think we were doing something wrong, when really Freya didn’t give a shit.

“What does your gut tell you?”

“The cabin is the obvious choice. Paris knows it and would be comfortable there, but it is the furthest and would be the hardest to get Athena to without someone seeing.”

“Okay so not the cabin.”

“I don’t know. I think we should split up. I want you to check the house first. There are a few places on the third floor and the attic we don’t ever go to. That would be the easiest option. Then go check the carriage house. I’m going to check the stables and the caretaker’s home. Then we will head to the cabin. Call me the second you find anything and take Eros with you.”

“Okay.” He turns to leave, and I put my hand on his shoulder.

“Perseus, be careful.”

“You, too.” He grabs my hand and pulls me in for a quick kiss. “Now let’s go get our woman back.”
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Fear grips my heart as Paris goes into a duffle he has on the ground and pulls out a bottle of lighter fluid and starts pouring it on the wooden walls and floorboards.

“Oh yes, you are going to burn like the bitches of old. You know why they burned women at the stake right? Sure, they said it was witchcraft, but it was always the women who didn’t know their place that got torched.”

“You are insane,” I hiss. I start yanking my arms apart trying to break the binding around my wrists some more, but it’s useless.

“No, I am simply doing what needs to be done. Though I suppose there is no reason I have to hurry. I did put a lot of time and effort into you. I suppose I might take something for my troubles.” He throws the empty lighter fluid bottle across the room and grabs another. “We have time.”

My heartbeat is thundering in my ears again, and I can’t breathe. The room seems to spin as I try to break free. The twine doesn’t budge, but I can feel blood start to drip down my hands. I rock against the chair trying to break it, trying anything I can think of to get free.

“Oh don’t worry, little angel, this won’t be any worse than fucking Eros, I’m sure.” Paris’s cold sneer sends ice through my veins, and I try harder to get away from him.

He grabs the chair I’m on and pulls it back to its legs, I am sitting up again, and my head is spinning. I want to throw up and scream, but I can’t manage to open my mouth or take a breath. Tears blur my vision as he unties my feet, then my shoulders. I’m no longer attached to the chair, but my arms are still behind my back.

“Get up, you dirty whore.” He grabs me by the hair and flings me to the floor. He grabs the hem of my dress and tries to rip it off of my body, but I strike out with my heel, hit him in the gut, and knock him back.

I am not going down without a fight. He thinks he can rape me? He can kill me? I killed the last fucker who tried to do this. I am the daughter of Freya Godwin and the heir to the entire Godwin empire. I will not be taken out without a fucking fight.

I should thank him for calling me a whore and trying to take what I did not freely give. I have been dealing with men trying to touch me and fuck me since I hit puberty. And I will be damned if this coward who needs to drug and bind me will be the one I let win. I’m not scared in the slightest. I am fucking pissed.

“You are going to regret that.” He comes at me again, and I kick out. He grabs my ankle, so I use it to pull him toward me and knock him off balance before I reach out and strike him again, this time managing to hit him square in the balls.

He falls to the ground and knocks into the side of the table. The lantern on the table wobbles for a moment, and both of us stop to watch it. It doesn’t fall over and break on the lighter fluid-soaked floor.

Paris wheezes as he struggles to stand back up. I struggle to get to my feet, my legs scrambling to get under me, mostly just slipping on my dress’s silk lining. As he comes closer to me, I try kicking out again. He catches my foot and twists it hard enough to flip me over to my front. Then his boot stomps down on my other ankle. Something snaps, and the pain is instant, ripping a strangled scream from my throat.

It hurts more than anything I have ever felt before, but it doesn’t matter. I need to get out of here. I need to fight.

The pain from my ankle makes me retch, and I dry heave onto the floor a few times. Paris stands over me, grabs me by the hair, and pulls me to my feet. Another scream rips through me when I try to put weight on the foot he stomped.

“Go ahead and scream. No one can hear you here.” He pushes me so I am bent over the table, and while he is trying to rip apart my dress, I nudge the lantern off the table onto the floor and ignite the lighter fluid.

The fire spreads fast. He must have more accelerant in the duffle bag, because when the flames reach that, it explodes with enough force so both of us are thrown back.

When I open my eyes again, the room is engulfed in flames. My entire body is covered in sweat, and I am coughing trying to get air. Paris is lying next to me, unconscious. I need to get fresh air now. It’s getting hard to breathe, and I am going to suffocate before I burn. With my arms tied behind my back and my ankle broken, there is no way I can crawl out of here on my own. I look around until I see the damn chair on its side again covered in flames.

This is going to suck.

Ignoring the biting pain in my ankle, I shimmy back toward the chair. The stench of singed hair fills the room, and I try not to consider what that probably means. I hold my wrists to the flames on the chair and pull. The flames are licking my arms, and it hurts. Everything hurts. I use the pain. I use the adrenaline pumping through my body to push me. Finally, the twine breaks, and I can start crawling toward the door.

Even where the floor isn’t on fire, the wood is hot and rough, splinters digging into what is left of my silk stockings before embedding into my knees. I am about halfway across the room when something wraps around my ankle and yanks me back. I look behind me to see Paris, with a crazed fury in his eyes. Bracing as hard as I can, I try to pull out of his grasp, but he is so strong. I’m digging into the floor so hard my knees are scraped, and my fingernails are breaking. I let out another scream, and this time I think I hear it answered. It’s hard to tell over the cracking of the wood around us, but I think someone shouts. So I scream again.

“Get back here. No one is coming for you. You are going to die broken and alone at my hand, just like your fucking mother did.” Paris pulls at me again, and I fight with everything I have.

The door opens, and whoever it is jumps back as the flames by the door intensify.

“Help,” I try to call again but I inhale too much smoke, and I start coughing instead. “Help.” I try again.

“Athena?” comes the call from outside. I think it’s Heph.

“In here,” I try to yell.

Paris’s hand is now on my throat, and he is holding me down, choking me. The edges of my vision start to go black, and my limbs get heavy. The fight slowly leaves my body, and I can’t stop it.

I hear Heph’s voice again when the weight pinning me down is lifted, and I am being carried out by Heph.

“Athena, can you hear me? Say something, beautiful, anything.”

“Fuck, this day,” I croak out, and he laughs.

I am sort of aware of another shout coming from behind me as Heph lays me on the cold damp grass, then Heph is replaced by Eros.

“Baby girl, are you okay?”

“No.”

“Paris is still in there,” Heph says before running back in.

Perseus is running toward the fire a moment later. Eros holds him back from going into the burning cabin after Heph.

I struggle to sit up, needing to see what is happening, when a loud crack sounds from the cabin followed by the roof caving in and Perseus screaming for Heph.

The screams of sirens fill the air, and before I know it, I am sitting in the back of an ambulance as an EMT is looking over my leg saying something about shattered and hospital. I’m not really paying attention, but Eros is. He is by my side and is refusing to let us leave until we know Paris and Heph are safely out of that building.

“Sir, I need to take her to the hospital now,” the EMT argues.

Eros gives the man a look that is by far the most terrifying I’ve ever seen. And that’s saying something, considering who my father and brothers are.

“We stay until we know the others are fine, then we will take her in. Is that clear?”

The blood drains from the man’s face so fast I worry he will pass out as he raises his hands and nods.

“Good. Now give her something for the pain until we can go.”

He nods again and starts rifling through the drawers in the ambulance and comes back with a needle. “This might make you sleepy.”

When I nod my consent, he gives me the shot, and I lie back in Eros’s arms.

“Don’t worry, baby girl. I got you.” Eros’s voice helps soothe me, and the drugs are pulling me under when I hear a shout.

The last thing I see is two stretchers coming out of the building. One of them has two men. One lying prone and another sitting astride him performing CPR as they are being carried to the other ambulance.

My eyelids are heavy, and I can’t hold them open anymore. But I know one of my men is dead, and another may follow.
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3 days later

It’s been quiet at the estate since the cabin burned. Eros spends most of his time in the gym hitting the punching bag over and over or getting on the treadmill and pushing his body to exhaustion. He doesn’t talk to me, or anyone. He does come into my room late at night fresh from the shower, and just holds me as he sleeps. If what he does can even be called sleep. He tosses and turns and holds me tighter.

When I wake up, he is gone, and I know I can find him back in the gym punishing his body for what his mind can’t cope with. I know he is grieving the brother they lost and worried about the other still lying in the ICU in a coma. The paramedics and doctors have done what they could. Now it was up to him to live or die.

Perseus is handling it far worse. He has locked himself in his bedroom with bottles of whiskey. He drinks as he rages, trying to numb the feelings of loss and hopelessness. He only comes out for fresh bottles, and if he sees me, hobbling around in my cast, he turns and walks away with his head hung low.

I don’t blame him. I want to shut down, too. I want to crawl in my bed and never get out, but I can’t. Someone needs to make sure Ellen is okay. Someone needs to keep the house running, and someone needs to see to the funeral arrangements.

It’s weird planning a funeral for a man I feel like I barely know, but it’s not for me. It’s not even for him. It’s for Perseus and Eros. They deserve to say goodbye. The body was too burned for an open casket, but getting pinned under a burning beam will do that. I don’t think any of us could stand to see his face disfigured like that, anyway.

The funeral is being held here. The front room has already been set up. Mrs. Medea is doing a great job, even if she and the rest of the staff are also in mourning.

I just have to get through the next few hours, the funeral, then a meeting with the estate lawyer, and then I can take my pain meds and slip into oblivion.

The funeral is small, really just us, and a few other friends of the guys are there. My brothers come, not really to pay their respects, but to make sure I am okay. The way they keep eyeing Perseus and Eros, I worry they are planning to start something after the funeral. Lucky for everyone, my father is away on business.

Perseus should be the one leading the funeral, but he isn’t up for it. Neither is Eros, so I hobble to the small podium to welcome everyone when a shadow passes over the doorway, and I gasp.

Heph is standing there wearing scrubs that are clearly a size too small. He looks horrible, his skin is pale and he has dark circles around his eyes. He could keel over any minute.

Leaving the podium, I shuffle down the aisle as quickly as the cast will let me, tears streaming down my face. Perseus and Eros speak behind me, but I’m not listening to whatever they are saying. I wrap my arms around Heph and hug him tightly, he wraps his arms around me, and he sways a bit. I am pretty sure we are holding each other up at this point, and one stiff breeze and we will both go tumbling over.

“I’m so sorry I didn’t get there sooner.” He places a kiss on my forehead.

“You saved my life.” I hold him tighter. “You’re awake! How are you here? Shouldn’t you be in the hospital?”

“I had to come. I had to pay my respects. I’m going back right after, I promise.”

Eventually, someone pulls me away, guides me to a chair, and Perseus takes my place. He’s asking the same question and responding the same way I did. But there is a desperation mixed with relief in Perseus’s eyes I’ve never seen before.

I don’t know how, or how long, but somehow we get back to the funeral.

No matter what Paris did in his last few weeks on earth, he was a brother to them and deserves a proper goodbye.

After the funeral, my brothers agree to get a sobbing Ellen back to her room at the care facility but not before giving Eros and Perseus death stares. Heph they just give a nod of respect. It is kind of funny watching my brothers go from dark and scary to giant teddy bear when dealing with Ellen. It’s clear to see that they feel awful for the poor woman. I most certainly do and have made a commitment to have her cared for for the rest of her life. I can’t imagine what it must be like to lose a son.

The rest of the guests follow them out. All but the lawyer.

“I have the papers you asked for.” He drums his fingers on his briefcase. “Did you want to go talk somewhere private or⁠—”

“Here is fine,” I say, sitting on one of the couches mostly because the others need to hear this, but also because the idea of getting up and spending more time on this leg is excruciating.

“Did you get what I needed handled?” Perseus takes a seat next to me. Eros sits on the other side and pulls me into his lap so Heph can sit between all of us.

“I did,” The lawyer answers. “I admit I wasn’t coming up with a way to do that until Ms. Godwin called me with a proposal. You have both violated the will. As such, you both forfeit sole ownership of this house. Ms. Godwin’s expose on polyamory may not have been true tabloid fodder but did cause quite a stir on some of the more… traditional media tracks. And Perseus, you and your friends were tasked with protecting Athena. That clearly went awry as well.”

Perseus puts his head in his hands. The guilt must be killing him, but it isn’t his fault.

“So neither of you can have sole ownership of the estate and the money. At Ms. Godwin’s suggestion, I have placed all of it into a trust. You are both listed as trustees. The terms are simple. You cannot sell the house unless both trustees agree. The money in the trust is to be used to pay for the upkeep of the home and the rest invested or donated. Neither of you can personally gain from the trust, at least not without the other’s signature. I have all the paperwork here. I just need you both to sign.”

“This isn’t what I asked for.” Perseus stands up and starts pacing again, always with the pacing.

“No, I couldn’t find a legal way to just drop you from the will, and frankly it was against Freya’s wishes. Ms. Godwin wanted to give it all up as well, and this was the best compromise I could find.”

“You wanted to give it up? Why?” I ask.

Perseus sighs and sits back on the couch. “Because it’s yours.”

“No.” I shake my head. “This house belongs to all of you, not to me.”

“Beautiful, you are one of us now. Do you think I would throw my ass into a burning building for someone who wasn’t a part of this?” Heph grabs my hand and laces our fingers together.

“You are part of our family,” Eros agrees. “Listen to Heph. Listen to everyone.”

“Okay.” I can’t say no to those big brown eyes, not after everything that happened. I lean forward and sign the papers with my right hand, not letting go of Heph with my left.

“No,” Perseus says. “This house, everything it isn’t ours, it’s hers.”

“Shut the fuck up and sign the damn papers then drive me back to the hospital before I collapse on the floor.”

Eros and I both snicker as Heph bosses Perseus around.

The papers are signed, the lawyer will file them, and in a week it will be official.

No more forced parties. I can leave if I choose to, and I can get back to work.

Or…

I can stay and be part of the family.

A family of four.
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Another week passes before Heph is home and Eros and Perseus start to slowly come to terms with Paris’s betrayal and death. There are still many feelings of anger and guilt, but we are healing. I have more energy, and the pain is easier to deal with. Heph starts looking like himself again and is less grouchy. Am I finally seeing the real Heph, and not the asshole who was trying to make me leave? I liked the real Heph… a lot.

Each night, the four of us all climb into my bed. There isn’t any sex. It isn’t about that. It is about being close to each other, knowing we are all safe. It is sweet and intimate, but if I don’t get some soon, I am going to lose my shit.

“So what is your plan?” I sit across the breakfast table from my father. He has come here to check on me, gain his own measure of the men I am with, and to drag me back to work, kicking and screaming, if he must. His words, not mine.

“I’m staying here,” I answer, while taking a sip of my coffee. “I figured I would sell my penthouse, move everything in here, make parts of it feel more like me.”

“And Medusa Enterprises?”

“I don’t know yet.”

He sets down his coffee cup and takes a breath before meeting my eyes. “We need you back in the office. You brought on that fucking hockey team, and all hell is breaking out. The least you can do is clean up the mess.”

I smile, liking the fact that my father is now realizing my value. He needs me. He’s always needed me, and he now knows it.

“I don’t care who you are sleeping with,” he continues, “as long as you are happy. But you are a Godwin. That comes with strings. I don’t care if you marry one or even all of the assholes living here, and you change your name to some new age, hyphenated bullshit. Hell, they can all take your name for all I care. But this family has a legacy, and it needs you.”

“You have two sons who are perfectly capable of⁠—”

He shoots me a look full of daggers and says, “Medusa needs you.”

“I’m not sure I need Medusa.”

“Look, I love your brothers, and they are capable of a great many things. Running this empire fully and alone isn’t one of them. It’s a massive beast, and you know it. I’m trying to step down myself and enjoy my old age.” He takes a sip of his coffee before adding, “I never thought you had it in you, but you came in and made every single man you had to work with your bitch in a matter of days. You have the business sense of a fucking viper and the ruthlessness of a shark. We need you back at work. You can telecommute until you are back on your feet for all I care, but we need you.”

I’m surprised to hear my father give praise. I’m even more surprised to hear him say he needs me out loud.

“I’ll come back to work,” I say, “but things are going to be different. I’m not going to be the same viper you expect. I need to… I need to allow myself to be happy.”

“Fine. I want that, too, for you. I know I don’t say it. I know I sure as fuck don’t show it. But I do care. I do. I built Medusa for my children. For you.” He pauses and looks around the house. An awkward silence stretches out between us. I don’t know what to say or do with all the free emotions and honesty given. Finally, he says, “Why did you start all of this?” He waves around the room.

“I was searching for something. I thought I was looking for my mother, wanting to know who she was, get some questions answered.”

“Did you find her?”

“Yes.”

“Was she what you were looking for?”

“No, she wasn’t, but I found what I needed.”

“And what was that?”

“Me.”

I see my father out after more promises to start checking my email and bring the guys over for family dinner at Olympus a week from Sunday, to give him and my brothers a chance to properly intimidate my men.

“So, back to work?” Perseus says from behind me, making me jump.

“Spying on me?” I turn to see him leaning against the wall with his arms crossed over his chest.

“No, okay maybe a little.” He pushes himself off the wall and moves to stand in front of me.

“You know eavesdropping is rude.”

“You’ll get over it. Besides, I don’t trust him.”

“You’ll get over it,” I parrot his words back to him. “He’s my father. He’s not going anywhere.”

“So, you aren’t going to move back to your fancy city penthouse by yourself?”

“No, I was planning on staying. If that’s okay?”

“It’s your house,” he counters as he slides his fingers into my hair. “But I can see how you might be tempted to go back to the solitude of your own life.”

“It’s our house,” I correct. “This is where I belong.”

“Good.” He kisses me hard, he isn’t asking, he isn’t tempting me to follow him. He is demanding my kiss, and I am eager to give it to him.

“Get the others,” I tell him. “Meet me in the library.”

“You want to be the center of attention, princess?” He runs his hand down my back and grabs my ass as he starts to kiss my neck.

“No, well, yes.”
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I stand naked in the library, the candle’s flickering the only light. Three men also stand naked before me. Heph. Perseus. Eros.

They were my mother’s boys.

But now they are my men.

“Take me,” I command, not hiding my desires for all of them any longer.

We’ve all been through hell, but now it’s time to taste heaven.

The three men step forward eagerly, their muscular bodies glistening in the candlelight. I feel their hands all over me, exploring my curves and crevices, and I moan with pleasure.

Heph takes my mouth in a deep, passionate kiss, squeezing my breasts with his rough hands. Eros kneels at my feet, his tongue exploring my folds, sending shivers of ecstasy through my body. Perseus stands behind me, wrapping his strong arms around me from behind as he teases my clit with his fingers.

I feel like I’m floating on a cloud of pure euphoria, lost in the sensations of their touches and kisses. I writhe and moan as they pleasure me, each of them bringing their own unique flavor to the experience. As they continue to please me, I get closer and closer to the edge. I want to come, to let go, and let them take control. And then, all at once, I do. My body convulses with pleasure as waves of ecstasy wash over me.

The three men hold me close, murmuring words of love and adoration. I feel their strong bodies against mine, their hard cocks pressing against my skin.

Suddenly, they all step back, leaving me standing there alone, quivering with desire. I turn to look at them, confused.

“Suck us,” Perseus says, grinning wickedly.

Without a word, I drop to my knees and take Perseus into my mouth in turn, feeling his hot flesh, tasting his arousal. I suck Perseus loudly as I stroke Heph and Eros. I taste the musky flavor of his cock, and I like it.

“Relax your throat,” Perseus says, his voice dripping with lust. “Relax and take it all.”

I draw a deep breath and push my throat out as far as I can, taking as much of him into my mouth as I can. I gag a little, but I manage to fit him all in. He pushes forward, and I hold still, allowing his cock to move deeper into my throat.

I choke and gag as he pushes deeper, but I relax my throat, and he slides all the way deep inside.

“That’s it,” he says, stroking my head. “That’s it.”

I gag again and again as I take him further and further into my throat. I look up at Eros, and he and Heph are smirking in pleasure. Finally, Perseus’s cock pops out of my mouth, but only for a moment, and then I’m taking a new dick to fill its place.

Eros pumps his cock down my throat as the other two men stroke their cocks in front of me. I feel like I’m in a dream, like any moment I’m going to wake in my bed and realize this was all just a fantasy. But it’s not, it’s real, and I want more.

I hear the snapping of a lubrication lid, labored breathing, and my own heartbeat in my ears. Perseus lies down on the ground and pulls me on top of him. Eros comes up behind me, and I have no doubt what is going to happen next.

With Eros positioned at my ass and Perseus at my pussy, they thrust in and out of me, stroking me in unison, their cocks filling me, their hot flesh caressing mine.

I look into Heph’s eyes, my breath coming quickly as I realize what I want.

“Fuck my mouth,” I command.

Heph stands beside them, pure lust on his face. His cock is rock hard, throbbing with desire.

“I want your cock,” I say, looking him in the eye.

Without a word, he steps forward and slams his cock past my lips.

I moan around his shaft as he fucks my mouth, his cock gliding in and out of my throat.

As Heph fucks my face, Perseus and Eros groan, their thrusts growing faster and more forceful. They’re all soon fucking me in unison, their cocks sliding in and out of my mouth, pussy, and ass. Their balls slap against my skin as they use and abuse me, and I never want it to stop.

I close my eyes, surrendering myself to their cocks and hands.

I want to be their toy, a plaything for their rapture.

I exist to be used, to be fucked and filled with their hot cum. I want to be that for them, to be used for their filthiest desires. I want to come for them, to give myself to them, to be theirs as much as they are mine.

They’re panting and groaning, their thrusts growing faster and more desperate. Heph’s cock twitches and throbs deep in my throat. He’s close, so close.

I feel the pleasure building inside me, getting closer and closer to the edge. Their skin, my skin, the air in the room, it all pulses with the same electricity, building and growing and exploding with desire.

Eros digs his fingers into my skin as he drives himself into my ass. “So fucking tight,” he says as he drives even deeper.

“Take us, princess,” Perseus says as he meets Eros’s motion.

I can’t hold it in any longer.

“I’m coming!” I moan around Heph’s dick, and all at once, the three men release inside me.

I don’t ever want to let them go. I never want to be away from them again. They are my men, my lovers, and my friends.

I cry out again, louder this time, and my body shudders as the pleasure explodes from deep within me.

Flashes of lights and stars shoot across my vision. I’ve never came so hard in my life, and I collapse back against Eros’s chest.

As I look up at him, he pulls out and strokes my face, smiling at me.

“Fucking hell, baby girl,” he says. “You’re the most amazing girl.”

I grin back at him, my face flushed and panting, my body covered in sweat.

Suddenly, the other two men are there, wrapping their arms around me. We lie there on the floor, encased in each other’s arms, kissing and caressing each other’s heated skin. The three of them are all I ever want, all I ever need.

For now, and for always, I belong to them, and them to me.

This is my mother’s gift. Whether it was her ultimate plan, the result is a life-changing inheritance.

It isn’t just the men she knew would love and protect me always.

But she left me the gift of finding out who I am. I’m more than Troy Godwin’s daughter. I’m not just the ruthless viper I’ve always been taught I’ve had to be to gain respect. There’s more to me. So much more.

And these men respect me. They love me. I don’t have to be a Godwin for that to happen. I don’t have to be feared. I simply have to let go and be me.

Happiness doesn’t have to be forbidden.

And as I feel three cocks rest against my naked body, the warmth of acceptance surrounds me, I realize that nothing has to be forbidden again.
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She invited the darkness in, so she had no one else to blame…when I came for her.

It was a sinister game of submission. The Hunt.

She’d run. I’d chase.

And when I caught her...

Primal. Untamed. Merciless.

I’ve been watching her. Stalking her.

I will become the beast from her darkest fantasies.

Hunting her from behind a stag’s mask made of bone.

Preying on her secret need for primal play.

I should be protecting her, but I’m not.

Instead… I am a Heathen.

And she is an innocent who chose this.

And if she made a mistake?

If she wants to try and escape me? Escape The Hunt?

It’s far too late.

She’s mine now.

Run.
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