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      One disadvantage of being an immortal was the inability to drastically change your appearance. Makeup only went so far, and my hair resisted dyes. In the old days, you could simply disappear from one corner of the world and reinvent yourself in a new country. But in this modern world where people lived longer and could travel effortlessly… every so often, someone from a discarded life would recognize you.

      I hoped the elderly gentleman, seated two tables away from me (who was rudely pointing at me while whispering to his companions), wasn’t someone I knew a half-century ago but rather an ardent fan of my current incarnation as Bliss, danseuse étoile at the famed Paris Opera Ballet.

      Ignoring the grey-haired octogenarian, I sipped my espresso, focusing on the hectic morning scene around me. Men and women in casual-business attire hurried along the streets with phones plastered to their ears. A Margot Robbie lookalike breezed past my table, carrying an apricot-colored toy poodle under one arm. Tourists snapped selfies and consulted Google maps on their phones.

      Across the street, a handsome black man waited near the taxi stand. His balanced stance, strong shoulders, and narrow hips were achingly familiar. My heart skipped a beat. No… it couldn’t be. Teak-colored skin, close-cropped black hair, and, even though I couldn’t actually see from this distance, I imagined his eyes were the color of cognac. It couldn’t be him. The last time I’d seen Niccoló Romano, he’d been sprawled across rumpled sheets, fast asleep in my Milan hotel room.

      Another disadvantage of immortality, you can’t erase your memories.

      But this man couldn’t be my Nicco. I had it on good authority he worked in New York now. This man was simply a tantalizing doppelganger.

      A breathtakingly beautiful blond male with a killer smile dropped into the chair opposite me, cutting off my view. Yet another disadvantage of immortality, the inability to avoid annoying older brothers.

      “Apollo. Nice of you to drop in.” Not really. His visits had a way of blowing up my life. He could be here for a brief, friendly visit, but more likely, he was bored. Heaven help all of Paris if that was the case.

      “Terpsichore. Oops, sorry. Bliss.” He drawled out my name with an exaggerated accent, making it sound like Belize.

      A doe-eyed waitress materialized beside us. She set a frothy cappuccino before him.

      “Merci.” Apollo winked at her.

      My waiter, a lanky youth with peach fuzz skimming his cheeks, placed a flaky golden croissant next to Apollo’s cappuccino.

      I leaned back, crossed my arms, and watched the three flirt outrageously.

      Since our father had secluded himself on Mount Olympus and (thankfully) gone to Sleep, Apollo had donned the mantle of “watching out for me.” In my opinion, he took his brotherly duties far too seriously. I hadn’t done anything recently to warrant his intervention. Had I?

      When the fawning wait-staff departed, I asked, “To what do I owe the pleasure of your presence?”

      He glanced over his shoulder. “That one looks like your Italian.” His mocking tone made me glad I’d never introduced the two men.

      “That ended amicably a year ago. As you well know.” Amicable might be a stretch. Apollo didn’t need to know that Nicco hadn’t taken my abrupt departure well. (Though, in the end, he’d seen my resolve wouldn’t be swayed and let me go.) Over the centuries, I’d endured countless brotherly diatribes on my relationship choices. I had no wish for another.

      “No new lover?” Apollo raised his cup and took a sip.

      “I don’t have time.” I’d thrown myself into my art, my passion, my dancing. “Rehearsals. Shows. You know how it is.”

      He set the cup down and raised an imperious eyebrow. Always so theatrical. He might be a pain in the neck, but thankfully he wasn’t a hothead like our father. “You might want to take a break from that. Visit a tropical island. I have a place in Fiji. You’ve never been there. You can stay for, oh, say a month or so.”

      “Excuse me?”

      Apollo steepled his fingers. His countenance turned solemn.

      The realization of why he was here hit me like a thunderbolt. Crap.

      “Father?”

      “Oui.”

      My stomach soured thinking of what all my siblings and I had done over the millennia to appease Zeus. He only ever saw his children as pawns.

      “He’s awake and displeased,” Apollo continued. “He believes his children aren’t keeping to the old ways.”

      “I danced in the old days.”

      “Ah, but the Muses were meant to inspire… not steal the spotlight.” His voice took on an aggrieved tone that mimicked Zeus’ voice perfectly.

      “He said that?”

      Apollo waved his hand in an elegant dismissal. “Words to that effect.”

      Immersed in music and ballet, I loved my life. I’d waited two decades to resurface into this incarnation. My renown as a dancer had grown exponentially in the three years since I’d arrived in Paris. And now he woke up? Anger boiled through me at the unfair timing. I’d endured arranged marriages, political machinations, and dancing to my father’s whim. Apollo was grasping at straws if he thought a month of hiding in Fiji would keep Zeus from interfering in my life, badgering me until I gave in to his demands.

      Back when Zeus and my uncles were at the height of their power, my father had arranged marriages for me as well as several of my sisters to cement his power base. Then, as Christianity took a foothold and the old Gods were pushed aside, Zeus made a valiant effort to reinvigorate his followers. Through manipulation (and when that failed, he resorted to emotional blackmail by threatening my loved ones), he aimed me at key mortals, hoping to garner favor and increase the number of his worshipers. My father had crushed what happiness I derived from inspiring people.

      I would not go back to that.

      After a century or two, the call to inspire dancers and choreographers reignited in me. However, nothing gave me as much joy as losing myself in the exquisite movement of dance.

      I would not give up my dreams.

      My brother waited in silence while I fumed, finishing off his cappuccino. He always knew when to give me space.

      Baring my teeth, I leaned forward. “I’m not going to Mount Olympus. I refuse to be his pawn again.”

      Apollo smiled beatifically at me. “May I offer a suggestion?”

      A headache gripped my head like a vise, making it throb. I slumped in my chair. “Fine.”

      “If a tropical locale doesn’t suit, there’s always Canada. It doesn’t matter where, just get far, far away from his awakening court.”

      “I can’t get the company to drastically change their schedule. We have commitments. Obligations.” Being an immortal didn’t mean I had any god-like abilities to manipulate humans. All I could do was inspire their artistry.

      “You mistake me, Terpsi.”

      The old nickname made me grimace. “Bliss,” I corrected.

      He leaned forward, capturing my clenched fists in his hands. The look of resignation on his golden face broke my heart.

      “You have to retire.”

      I jerked back, but he tightened his hold.

      “You cannot be in the spotlight, Terpsi. It’s imperative you don’t draw his ire. The farther away, the better. Go to New Zealand. You have family there, yes?”

      I always kept track of my children’s descendants, though there weren’t that many left. “No, Isabel died forty-two years ago. Joseph lives off the east coast of Africa in Mauritius. Calla lives in the American Midwest.”

      “Africa is too close. Well within Zeus’ striking range.” He squeezed my hands, then released them. “Go to America.”

      “And do what?”

      “Meddle.”

      Gritting my teeth, I hissed out, “I. Do. Not. Meddle.”

      The bastard grinned wolfishly. “All of Zeus’s offspring meddle in their children’s lives. It’s one of our defining traits.”

      I scowled at him, earning loud peals of laughter that drew the attention of everyone seated at the café. I reached across the table and smacked his arm. “Hush.”

      “You can’t help yourself, Bliss.” Again he pronounced it with an affected accent. “Call it what you will.” He dabbed tears from his eyes with a linen napkin. “You meddle. You are the consummate matchmaker.”

      “I do not—”

      “Stop. I know you, sister dear.”

      “Calla still has a bruised heart. She isn’t ready to date yet.”

      My many, many times great-granddaughter had left her position with the Joffrey Ballet in Chicago after a horrendous breakup. She’d returned to her hometown and opened a dance studio. “The last thing she wants is...” I flung my hands in the air in exasperation. “I am not a matchmaker. What rubbish.”

      The doe-eyed waitress appeared at Apollo’s side with a fresh napkin.

      “Merci.” He waited until the woman retreated, then said, “Well, you better think of somewhere to hightail it to and fast. I’m fond of this city. I’d hate to see any old buildings damaged by lightning strikes.”

      He made a valid point. Zeus’s temper was legendary. I’d seen him decimate homes, temples, and villages over real and perceived slights. Even if he was contrite afterward, the damage couldn’t be undone. I didn’t want to be responsible for destroying any buildings or Parisian monuments.

      Apollo continued talking, but my mind drifted to the possibility of visiting America. I hadn’t seen Calla since her first dance recital. My sisters, Clio and Mel, kept me apprised of Calla’s comings and goings. Perhaps I could visit them. Clio recently had an adventure that I was dying to get the details of. A week in Savannah would be lovely. Then a week in Maine relaxing with Melpomene. They’d both commiserate with me over our irascible father. Maybe I’d drop in on Calla to see how her studio was doing.

      Apollo snapped his fingers. “Are you listening to me?”

      “Of course, I am.”

      “Then you agree?”

      Agree? Oh, I wasn’t born yesterday. I knew better than to agree to anything my mischievous brother tried to sneak past me.

      “Maybe repeat that last little bit.”

      He snorted a laugh. “Go see Calla in Cedar Rapids.”

      I narrowed my eyes.

      “I’ll arrange everything.” He rubbed his hands together like a cartoon villain. “Martha dies tragically.”

      “Martha? The fictitious teacher you created for me? Didn’t she die already?”

      “No. She’s a recluse. I have one of my underlings answer her mail. Try to keep up, Terpsi. Your mentor dies tragically. In her honor, you’re stepping away from the Paris company to mentor another aspiring dancer.”

      “Calla left the Joffrey Ballet. She teaches now.”

      “Details. Details.” He made a shushing sound and then closed his eyes. I could practically see the wheels grinding in his mind as he recalculated his impromptu plans. “Instead of mentoring a dancer, you’ll mentor a teacher. There will be a brief contest. Rigged, of course. Calla will win. You go to Iowa. Spend a few months there. You won’t dance. You’ll teach. Zeus will lose interest in you. Simple.”

      A chance to see Calla. Not from the back of an auditorium, but close up. The opportunity to spend time with her, to learn who she’d become, and connect with her. But a few months? Surely I wouldn’t need to be gone that long.

      “Are you listening to me?” Apollo asked.

      “Yes, yes. Teach. Don’t dance.”

      “You’ll be an inspiration to all those young dancers plus earn bonus points with the old man. See your girl, and—”

      “If you say meddle, I’m going to scalp you.”

      “I think thou protests too much.” A maniacal grin. “Trust me. I’ll fix things with the humans. The dance world will be abuzz with the news you’re mentoring, and it will appease Zeus.”

      Somehow I doubted it.
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      Children grow up too fast. In the blink of an immortal’s eyes, they’re leaving you to marry a King or storming off to spearhead the latest war. A breath later, you’re watching their funeral pyre. If only the grief of losing them would fade as quickly.

      Over the millennia, I’d learned that while I could dote on my children, it was far better if I watched my grandchildren and their offspring from afar. A mortal’s life was fleeting, as were their memories. The knowledge and acceptance of Greek Gods interacting with humans became lost in the mists of time. Appearing eternally young and beautiful led to uncomfortable questions and occasionally unsavory charges of witchcraft. Once I’d even been proclaimed a demon—something my brother loved to bring up at family gatherings.

      Nearly three and a half centuries had passed since I’d birthed my last child, a sweet-tempered daughter who’d inherited all the natural grace and artistry of her father, Pierre, a ballet dancer much admired by the Sun King, Louis XIV. Her descendants had migrated to America. My gracious sisters and my irritating brother helped keep track of them.

      Now a pair of closed French doors separated me from my many, many times great-granddaughter, Calla Phelps. I watched her patiently listen to a wildly gesticulating woman. Standing back from the adults, a flush-faced girl stared down at her slippered feet. The girl’s mortified expression made it clear that sinking through the hardwood floor would be preferable to listening to her mother’s tirade.

      Calla’s lithe, honed body was what one would expect from a woman who’d danced with the Joffrey Ballet for seven years. I studied her features for any lingering echoes of myself. Where golden highlights shimmered through my wavy, caramel brown hair and my skin tone had warm undertones, Pierre’s genes held sway both in the rich chestnut brown of Calla’s hair and olive complexion. Though there were familial characteristics—her eyes were the shape and warm brown color of my mother’s, and she had my father’s stubborn chin—I could find nothing beyond our similar height that resembled me. She certainly hadn’t inherited her serene composure from me.

      The single thread linking us appeared in her ability to inspire her young students. My heart swelled with pride seeing the shine in their adoring eyes, their unabashed delight during practice, and their eager responses to her praise.

      My attention drifted to photographs displayed on the wall of Calla with students and friends. I wanted to know the stories behind these pictures. For too long, I’d denied myself the opportunity to build relationships with my descendants. My heart desired to learn more about this young woman and connect with her in the brief stretch of time we had together.

      A boldly colored class schedule and show bills were interspersed between the photos. Swan Lake. The Nutcracker. The Little Mermaid. All from Calla’s time with the Joffrey Ballet. Two framed posters featured me. Seeing them gave my ego a boost. Even though I’d been granted an indefinite sabbatical from the Paris Opera Ballet via Apollo’s wizardry, I itched to return. Maybe Zeus would become bored and go back to Sleep. A girl could hope.

      I smiled seeing Calla as the Scarecrow in The Wizard of Oz. The next moment my breath hitched. Near the bottom of the show bill, Nicco was listed as the choreographer. Memories washed over me—his penetrating gaze, the feel of his hands on me, the scent of sandalwood on his skin, the deep timbre of his voice, the keen ache of realizing I was falling in love with him. I squeezed my eyes shut. I regretted telling him goodbye. Logically I’d made the right decision. Falling in love with mortals always ended in heartache.

      A heavy, put-upon sigh sounded behind me. I spun around, surprised to see a child seated alone on the couch, holding a ridiculously large backpack that obscured most of her. Round, gray-green eyes peered over the top of the bag. A bun of honey blonde hair listed sideways atop her head.

      After class let out, there’d been a flurry of activity. Shoes replaced dance slippers. Kids collected jackets and backpacks from a cube storage system while others dashed into the bathrooms. Older siblings and parents waited impatiently, urging them to “come on” and “hurry.” A few parents chatted with Calla until the irritated mother demanded her full attention. Had this child been forgotten in the chaos? Left behind?

      “Are you waiting for a ride?” I asked.

      Scrawny legs encased in pink tights swung back and forth. “No. My Dad’s in the bathroom. Those your bags?” She pointed to my three suitcases wedged into a corner.

      The studio was a bit of a disappointment. Part of a strip mall, the narrow space comprised of a small reception area, painted a sunny yellow, which contained a long couch and four stackable chairs, two bathrooms that doubled as changing areas, and the dance studio itself. Calla didn’t even have an office.

      “They are.”

      “Are you the French ballet dancer?”

      “Oui.”

      Before the child could ask another question, Calla pushed through the French doors separating the studio from the waiting area. She spoke in a soft, soothing voice while herding the persistent mother toward the entrance. Tiny bells chimed over the door as she opened it. Promising nothing, Calla complimented the girl’s progress and deftly ushered the woman out. The girl offered an apologetic shrug before the door closed.

      Calla snapped the deadbolt in place, flipped over the ‘closed’ sign, then whirled around to face me. “I still can’t believe you’re here. This can’t really be happening to me. I never win anything! I saw you dance in Cinderella.” She clasped her hands over her heart. “It was magical. And now you’re here. In my studio.” She reached out a slender hand, briefly touching my arm. “I’m sorry for your loss. My first teacher means the world to me, too.”

      “Thank you. Hearing the news….” I bowed my head briefly as if overcome with emotion for the fictional woman Apollo had concocted. “Well, Martha inspired me. She was generous with her knowledge and time. I know how she struggled to keep her studio running. I decided helping a dance teacher would be the best way to honor her memory.”

      “When I got the call, I seriously thought one of my friends was pranking me. Everyone’s been talking about the contest. I mean, who wouldn’t want the opportunity to teach alongside Bliss? I never expected anyone to nominate me, but you’re here. In my studio. I’m honored.” Tears sheened her eyes. “So honored.”

      A creaking door hinge made Calla’s head jerk; her gaze flicked over my shoulder. A flush of red tinged her cheeks. I pivoted, curious to know who’d incited the response.

      A skyscraper-tall man wearing a bespoke charcoal gray suit and silk tie worthy of any corporate CEO stood beside the couch. While his hair was a shade that wavered between dark blond and light brown, he shared his striking features and gray-green eyes with the fairy-child hugging the massive backpack.

      “Matthew,” Calla said. “I didn’t realize you” —her eyes shifted to the girl on the couch— “and Sophia were still here.”

      One arm hidden behind his back, he tugged on his black tie. The expression on his face was that of a guilty boy. “I… uh… Sophia mentioned one of the stall locks in the bathroom wouldn’t latch. I thought I’d take a look.”

      With a groan, Sophia dropped her head onto her backpack. “I told him to leave it alone,” she muttered.

      “I only meant to help, but...” Slowly, he withdrew his arm from behind his back. He held out his giant’s paw of a hand, uncurling his fingers to reveal a silver locking mechanism. “It came off. I can—”

      “No.” Calla waved him off. “Thank you. I appreciate the offer. I can take care of it.”

      He wasn’t holding a screwdriver or any other tool. I wondered what he used to ‘fix’ the latch. Hammered it with his fist?

      “Well, if you’re sure,” he hedged.

      Sophia hopped off the couch. “Come on, Dad. I’m hungry.” She shoved her arms through the bag’s straps, and for a moment, I thought she’d topple backward onto the couch.

      Matthew steadied her. “Okay.”

      Calla unlocked the front door and held it open.

      Sophia slipped her hand into her father’s. He easily towered a foot above me. Seeing the disparity in their height, I pressed my fingers over my lips, holding back a laugh. As they walked by, Matthew held out the lock. “Sorry.” He placed it onto Calla’s outstretched palm.

      “Not a problem.” Craning her neck, she offered a gentle smile. “Really. Thanks for trying.”

      “See you next week, Miss Calla.”

      “Good night, Sophia. Good night, Matthew.” Calla watched them cross the asphalt to a burgundy Lincoln Aviator.

      “He’s beyond a tall drink of water.”

      “He played basketball for Michigan. Full ride scholarship.”

      “Divorced?”

      “Widowed. Breast cancer.” Calla closed and relocked the door. “He married Amelia while getting his law degree at the University of Iowa. Amelia loved to dance. As soon as Sophia turned three, she enrolled her in dance class.”

      Hoping to ease the levity of the moment, I tapped her fist, still curled around the broken latch. “If you have a screwdriver, I can probably get that back on for you.”

      She flashed a bemused grin and shook her head. “No. I’ll fix it later.” A nervous laugh, then she said, “Pinch me.”

      “All right.” I pinched her arm, eliciting a started gasp and wide-eyed shock from her. The hardware fell to the floor, spinning around several times before stopping.

      Calla stepped back, rubbing the abused spot. “I didn’t expect you to actually do it.”

      I shrugged. “Why did you ask then?”

      “It feels like I’m dreaming. This is surreal. You’re here.”

      “You’ve said that before.” Smiling, I nodded at the couch. “Shall we sit and discuss how you want to use this opportunity?”

      “I’m a little… flustered. I wasn’t expecting you until tomorrow. Not that an extra day would have kept me from fangirling on you.” Calla crouched to retrieve the latch, then walked over to the couch and took a seat.

      “I apologize for dropping in on you. The hotel didn’t have my reservation, and I couldn’t get a hold of my travel agent, so I thought I’d come to see you.” I knew I shouldn’t have let Apollo handle my trip's details. It irritated me he hadn’t returned any of my calls or texts. “I enjoyed watching your class. You’re a patient teacher, much like my beloved Martha. Your passion for dance shines through.”

      “Thank you. I love teaching.” A note of surprise infused Calla’s last words. “However, keeping the students’ parents happy is challenging.” She tucked her legs beneath her.

      “Technical skills are important, but inspiring passion within your students… that is sublime. Martha did that for me. While I’ve never owned a studio myself, I have a few ideas on how I might help you. If you don’t mind?”

      “Please. The reality of owning a dance studio is brutal.”

      “I’m yours for the next month.” Possibly longer if one of my sisters or half-siblings didn’t annoy Zeus and draw his attention away from me. I felt a teensy pang of guilt, but better them than me. “I want to make your business a success. I saw your class schedule.” I pointed to the large hot-pink calendar posted next to the French doors. “Squeezing something in during the week might be tricky. Perhaps weekend workshops where we teach side-by-side would work better. Three weekends in a row, opening them up to draw in new students.”

      Calla’s dark eyes widened. “That would be wonderful. I have an interview scheduled with The Gazette about the contest and your arrival. I can announce the workshops and maybe get a little free advertising. Would you be open to sitting in on the interview?”

      “Of course.”

      “What would you think about a morning session for the nine- to twelve-year-olds and an afternoon session for the teenagers?”

      I nodded my agreement. “We’ll focus on ballet technique, body conditioning, and injury prevention, but I’d also like to make this fun and creative. Something that feeds their passion, their excitement, their joy.”

      “Yes!” Calla clapped her hands together. “Stoking the creative fires. Feeding the Muse. I love it!”

      Reflexively, I winced at the Muse metaphor. Thankfully Calla didn’t seem to notice. I checked my phone, hoping for a confirmation text from Apollo that he’d finalized my hotel reservations, or at the very least an acknowledgment that he was working on them.

      Nothing.

      “We can discuss the logistics over dinner,” I said. “My treat. First, though, do you have a tablet or laptop I can use?” I hated using my phone for reservations. The print was small, and even when I zoomed in, I managed to touch something wrong on the screen. It embarrassed me when I got confirmations back a week off from what I’d intended. Once I managed to book a year in advance.

      “I have a tablet in the dance studio. Hang on, I’ll get it.” She unfolded her legs, hopped up from the couch, and walked into the studio. Seconds later, she returned, holding the tablet. “What do you want to look up?”

      “Hotels. I haven’t heard back from my travel agent.”

      Hugging the tablet to her chest, she said, “Oh. No. We’ve got the Division 3 Baseball Tournament going on. I doubt you’ll find anything at all this week. You can stay with me. My house is small, but I have a guest room you’re welcome to.”

      “I couldn’t possibly impose.” Oh, but I wanted to. Staying with her would give me far more time than a few hours a day with Calla.

      “It’s not an imposition. I’d love to have you stay with me.” She laid the tablet on the couch. “Come on. Let’s grab your suitcases and get you settled in.” Calla walked over to my luggage and pulled out the handle on my largest bag. “We don’t have to go out for dinner. I’ve got roast chicken and a Greek salad at home. Do you prefer red wine or white or sparkling?”

      “Yes.”

      Calla laughed, a hearty belly laugh that made me smile.

      When she caught her breath, she said, “Let’s go home and plan the workshops.”

      Each additional moment was an opportunity to learn more about this child of my line. I wouldn’t turn down her generous offer.

      “Sounds wonderful.”
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      Following the heady aroma of dark roast, I shuffled into the kitchen. I’d only intended to stay a week in Calla’s home, but she’d insisted I remain her guest. It hadn’t taken much persuasion as every minute with my many-greats granddaughter soothed a maternal ache I’d ignored for far too long.

      Calla handed me a brimming full cup, topped off her own, then retook her seat at the round kitchen table. Through an opened window, I could hear a chorus of birds chirp and sing. Their cheerfulness irritated me.

      Time was a fickle mistress. It felt like an eternity since I’d given into wild abandon and danced. At the same time, the last two and a half weeks flashed by like a shooting star. Only ten days remained of the mentorship. I had my visits with my sisters to look forward to, but I’d become enamored with Calla and was reluctant for our time together to end.

      Desperate for caffeine, I drained my first cup of coffee. The annoying birds continued chattering. I considered closing the window, but Calla and I enjoyed the fresh air. Instead, I poured another cup, then carried it and the carafe to the kitchen table. Calla folded a coral-colored placemat in half, and I set the carafe on top of it before easing into a chair.

      Neither of us were morning people. We drank in silence.

      Living under her roof, I’d learned we shared other common traits. While she had infinite patience with her students, she had my temper when dealing with computers and mechanical items that refused to comply as expected. She also had my tenacity (although my siblings referred to the admirable quality as sheer bull-headedness).

      During our first evening together, as we enjoyed a bottle of wine and hashed out plans for the workshops, we clashed over the topic of parents. I was adamant they weren’t allowed to loiter in the waiting area. I didn’t want anyone to interfere with the energy and intensity of the children. She didn’t have a problem with observers and pointed out the parents were paying for the classes. Her obstinance almost equaled mine, but in the end, she relented.

      The workshops had proved a rousing success. Thanks to the publicity, enrollment in weekly classes had increased. There was a waiting list for this weekend’s sessions as well as the final weekend. Students (and their parents) hounded me for personal coaching sessions. The satisfaction I derived from teaching astonished me, and their requests delighted me. But the end date for the mentorship was fast approaching, and I wouldn’t overstay my welcome.

      A few persistent parents had approached Calla, and while she’d sounded upbeat about the prospect of me coaching individual students, she hadn’t broached the topic since.

      For me, the hardest part of teaching was not dancing myself. Oh, I’d demonstrate sequences and specific moves for the students, but it wasn’t enough to quiet the craving within me. After yesterday’s workshop ended, I had the quiet studio to myself. I’d almost given in to temptation, only holding myself back out of fear that once I launched into a dance, I wouldn’t be able to stop. While Apollo’s frustratingly brief voicemails and texts encouraged me to extend my stay, I held out hope Zeus would lose interest in me sooner rather than later.

      Calla poured herself another cup of coffee. She raised an eyebrow, nodding at my empty mug. A wren thrilled out a song. I pushed the cup across to her.

      Ten minutes later, she pushed back from the table and stretched, tipping the wooden chair back onto its hind legs with the movement. The chair legs thunked down, and Calla stood. “Want an English muffin?”

      Not quite ready to speak yet, I nodded.

      She made another pot of coffee, then busied herself with the toaster.

      “Ready for the pre-teens today?”

      I managed a non-verbal grunt of assent.

      I had reservations about teaching. The combination of music and being around me encouraged even the reluctant to enthusiastically join in dancing, however briefly. My true magic—inspiration—only affected those with the intrinsic desire for artistry. I had imagined a nightmare scenario where overeager parents forced their reluctant offspring into attending the classes. Happily, I’d been proven wrong in my assumptions.

      Calla retrieved jam and honey and placed them on the table. She paused, tapping her forefinger against her thumb in a sign I’d learned meant she had something to say but needed a moment to organize her thoughts.

      I sipped my coffee and waited.

      “After class yesterday, half the teenagers swarmed me and asked about a recital.”

      “Their parents will be delighted. I’ve had several ask me about that possibility.” I would have loved to see them perform, but I didn’t wish to overstay my welcome. “You can send me video clips.”

      The finger tapping continued. “They very much want you there. I know you have to return to Paris, and, of course, there isn’t enough time to rehearse for an actual recital, but maybe a…” Calla pursed her lips, nose wrinkling.

      The prospect of extending my stay sent a zing of excitement racing through me.

      “A little showcase.” I prompted. “Break them into groups and perform a number or two to demonstrate what they’ve learned.”

      “Exactly.” Calla’s face lit up. “Nothing elaborate.”

      “The younger children will want to do the same,” I said.

      The finger tapping resumed.

      “I can stay another week, and those willing to do extra practices…”

      “Thank you!” Calla clapped her hands together. “That’s perfect.”
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        * * *

      

      I watched Sophia execute a glissade, jeté, step, and pas de bourreé combination. She moved with a grace far beyond her ten years. Her impressive dedication and penchant for devilish smiles made her one of my favorites.

      Seeing a flicker of panic in her eyes, I called out the next move. “Entrechat. Entrechat. Lovely! Soubresaut. Watch your arms. Another. Yes!”

      Upon facing the eight- to ten-year-old group for the first time, I’d expected resigned apathy or utter chaos. Fifteen minutes into the workshop, they’d won me over with their giddy enthusiasm and boundless energy, and now I was reluctant to let them go.

      Across the room, Calla worked with the eleven- and twelve-year-old students moving through a turn technique sequence. We’d agreed to hold off on announcing the petit recital until the close of next week’s sessions. Over breakfast, she’d composed an email to send out to the parents while I scribbled out notes on how best to organize the performances into the allotted hour.

      Sophia completed an arabesque on relevé and ended in fifth position. Her feet were perfectly aligned, one in front of the other. The fierce expression of concentration on her face morphed into a jubilant grin.

      “Parfaite, Sophia!”

      Sophia curtsied, then dashed over to Aubrey. Bouncing up and down, they hugged.

      “My turn?” Ryder, who’d been sitting cross-legged on the floor watching, jumped up.

      “Oui. Don’t rush. Remember, this isn’t a race.”

      He gave me a thumbs up. I refrained from rolling my eyes, knowing full well he’d zip through the routine as if it were the Indianapolis 500. An energetic child, he’d been one of the students I’d initially thought was here only to appease his mother. She’d enrolled him for all three weekends as soon as the application had gone onto Calla’s website. The little imp not only had a passion for dance but also absorbed everything we taught him and demanded more. Mentally I made a note to discuss moving him into the older group for the final weekend’s workshop with Calla.

      Unlike Ryder, who did indeed treat the routine like a timed event, Aubrey approached it like a distracted butterfly, adding in liberal doses of random soubresauts. The remaining hour of the class rushed by.

      The noise level rose as students gathered their things, calling out goodbyes to us and chattering with their friends. Out of the corner of my eye, I saw Aubrey and Sophia whispering. Sophia gave her a gentle shove. Hesitantly, Aubrey approached me.

      “Miss Bliss,” her thin voice wavered.

      “Oui?”

      “My mom really needs to talk to you.” Aubrey emphasized needs as if speaking to me was as vital as an emergency blood transfusion.

      “I’m sure she does.” Her mother honored the ‘no parents in the waiting area’ rule, but Paige Weathers would pounce on us the moment we left. No matter how long we dilly-dallied in the studio.

      I steeled myself. Better to deal with her now than let her build up a head of steam. After catching Calla’s eye, I mouthed, ‘I’ll be back,’ then followed Aubrey out.

      Children jostled each other as they flew out of the dance studio. A gray hoodie and a neon green rain jacket remained in the storage cubicle. A single pink slipper lay on the floor. Beyond the doorway, parents waited, some listening to their child’s excited prattle, others already leading them away, but still more hovered near the exit. My imagination produced the ridiculous visual of me walking a pirate’s plank.

      Aubrey held open the door for me. A volley of questions and demands peppered me as I walked outside.

      “Will there be more workshops?”

      “Did you receive my message? What about the private class?”

      “Ruby’s so far down the waiting list. You have to have another workshop.”

      “Are you adding another pre-pointe class to the schedule?”

      “Will there be a recital?”

      Paige pushed in front of the others. “Yes. What about a recital? I think it would be a wonderful way to see what the children have learned.”

      Through the shifting crowd, I caught a glimpse of a man, wearing a plum-colored polo shirt over blue jeans, leaning against a candy-apple red car. Despite his relaxed position, arms crossed over his muscled chest and one ankle resting against the other, there was an intensity to him. I swore it was Nicco. My heart rate accelerated. Bodies shifted, blocking my view. It couldn’t be him. It worried me that my mind kept playing these tricks on me.

      Attention back on the milling parents, I said, “Calla has additional workshops planned. She will post them on the website soon.”

      “What about a recital?”

      Hoping to forestall another barrage of questions and demands, I said, “It’s a possibility that we’re discussing.”

      Appeased, several parents drifted away, giving me another glimpse of the blue-jeans-clad man reclined against the car. He smiled at me. I froze. I’d memorized the shape of his face with my fingers and recognized that unabashed grin. My mind shut down. Perhaps I had a stroke and was hallucinating. He pushed off the car and walked toward me. No doppelgänger could mimic that distinctive, take-no-prisoners stride. Niccoló Romano closed the distance between us.

      Becoming friends with Nicco had been as easy as breathing. The kindling attraction between us had quickly turned to wildfire. If I could have kept things light and easy between us… but no, the man claimed my heart, and once I realized I was falling in love, I panicked.

      The remaining parents parted, giving way to him. Why was he here? A cascade of emotion—joy, astonishment, irritation, pleasure—threatened to drown me. Damn it. I still loved him.

      Even though he kept his cognac-colored eyes trained on me the entire time, I couldn’t read his mood. He stopped well out of touching range. The addictive scent of him, sandalwood, and masculine heat, washed over me. My skin felt too tight. Why I had sent him away? Every nerve in my body demanded I fly into his arms.

      Maybe not the best idea with impressionable children around.

      “What are you doing here?” Throat dry, my voice sounded rough as sandpaper.

      “Calla invited me.” The timbre of his voice incited an exquisite ache within me. My thighs clenched in response.

      “She… what?”

      “Calla invited me,” he repeated. Nicco raised his hand, and for a moment, I thought he meant to close the distance between us and skim his fingers across my cheek as he’d done a hundred times. He hesitated and lowered his hand.

      Disappointment cut through me like a knife.

      I had no right to be disappointed. I’d been the one to walk away. If I could have disengaged my emotions, fallen out of love, and simply kept our interactions on the purely physical plane, I would have stayed until the affair ran its course. But Nicco had shown me his heart, told me he loved me, and asked… too much of me. I was a coward. I feared the passing decades of watching from afar as Nicco aged and died.

      A gentle tug on my midnight blue tunic pulled me out of my spiraling pain. Turning my head, I saw Sophia.

      Ignoring the god of a man standing nearby, she asked, “If there’s a recital, will it just be for the older kids?”

      My sluggish brain took a moment to process her question.

      “Of course not.” I cleared my throat before continuing. “It will be for all the students in the workshops.” Why had that just popped out of my mouth?

      The adults hovering nearby fell upon my declaration like a pack of wolves. A buzz spread through the bystanders. Mothers shouted out to those already getting into their cars. Fathers pumped their fists in victory. Cellphones appeared, and frantic texts were tapped out.

      Fearing how Calla would react to my thoughtless declaration, I called out, “We’re discussing it!”

      “Nicco!” Calla's delighted cry startled me. “I thought you said you’d come out at the end of the month!”

      She hurtled past me and leaped into Nicco’s outstretched arms. When they hugged, a spike of jealousy speared me.

      “How could I refuse my Calla?” Nicco released her from the bear hug, then looped an arm over her shoulder. “I cleared my schedule for you.”

      “You… invited Nicco for…?” Words failed me.

      Calla’s cheeks pinked.

      Nicco leaned forward, dropping his voice to a conspiratorial level, and said, “She drunk texted me.”

      Calla jabbed a fist into his ribs.

      Raising his voice into a high falsetto, he imitated, “Bliss inspired me. Made me think bigger.”

      I’d inspired her? To do what? I shot a searching look at Nicco, who waggled his eyebrows at me.

      Calla jabbed him again.

      Nicco’s booming laugh filled the air.

      Beside me, Sophia covered her mouth and giggled.

      “I told her instead of a recital, why not put on a full production,” Nicco continued. “Aladdin. I have the perfect choreography, of course.”

      The pack lost its mind. Cheers from kids and adults broke out. Aubrey and Sophia hugged each other, squealing in delight.

      Instead of a recital… once more, a wave of disappointment crashed into me. “A production. Yes. That will be lovely.” I tried not to mourn the demise of our petit recital. A full show would garner more attention for Calla’s studio. Having Nicco choreograph it was a stroke of genius. I tried breathing through the crushing reality that our time together would indeed end after the last workshop. She needed to focus all her energy on the big show.

      Matthew, wearing a starched, white button-down shirt paired with navy trousers, navigated through the cheering throng. “Ready to go, Sophia?” He eyed Nicco’s arm draped over Calla’s shoulder and scowled.

      “Dad!” Sophia bounced up and down. “We’re going to be in Aladdin!”

      “There will be tryouts,” Calla said.

      Sophia sobered. “Well, of course.”

      Calla ducked out from beneath Nicco’s arm. Matthew stepped into the void. The two men stoically assessed each other. Though Matthew had the height advantage and remained in good physical shape, he lacked the charismatic presence Nicco wore like a second skin.

      Holding out her arms, Calla reached for me. “Are you upset with me?” she whispered.

      “No.” I gave her a reassuring smile. “Performing Aladdin will be a wonderful experience for the students. I suggest making DVDs and selling them. You can send me one.”

      “Send you one?” Calla frowned.

      Paige wedged herself between Matthew and Nicco. “When will tryouts be?”

      Calla turned to face the persistent mother. “We have a few things to work out yet. I’ll send out an email with all the information as soon as everything’s settled.” Turning back to me, she drew me away from the others. “I know it’s a huge imposition, and I should have talked to you about this, but honestly, I wasn’t sure Nicco would have the time, and I didn’t think you’d even consider it.” She spoke faster and faster. “I know you want to return to Paris, and it floored me when you agreed to one more week. Seriously, I couldn’t believe you said yes, and I know this will take waaaayyyy more time than our mini recital, but is there any possible way you can stay longer?” She drew in a swift breath.

      Half afraid I’d misheard (and impressed with her lung capacity), I asked, “Are you asking me to stay for the production?”

      Calla griped my forearms. “Yes. Please say yes. We can do this.”

      “Getting ready for the show will take a lot of work. Set design. Costumes. Rehearsals.”

      “Give me two, three more weeks. Please?” Calla, all calf-eyed innocence, pleaded.

      “I’d like to offer my assistance with the production,” Matthew offered.

      I hadn’t seen him edge forward.

      Sophia tugged on his sleeve; her green-gray eyes widened in alarm. “I’m sure they don’t need any extra help, Dad. Let’s go home.”

      “Four weeks tops.” Calla practically vibrated with earnestness.

      “There will be lots and lots of practices.” Nicco had stealthily maneuvered himself to stand alongside me.

      Oh, this was a bad idea.

      Nicco gave me a wolfish smile.

      A very bad idea.

      “I’ll see if I can clear my schedule,” I said.
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      Ryder fully embraced his role as Abu. He wasn’t even supposed to be in this scene, yet there he was, just behind Aladdin, jumping around, making monkey sounds. I motioned for him to join me stage-right, where I made adjustments to Sophia’s much-too-large tiger costume.

      He ignored me.

      Four giggling street urchins (also not in this scene) dashed back and forth across the stage. Behind them, Matthew held a recently repaired plywood backdrop in place (one he’d broken a few days ago while painting a desert landscape on it) as a silver-haired man hammered in nails to secure it to the frame. After a couple other painting incidents, the grandmother-turned-set-designer had nudged Matthew toward other duties. His genuine desire to help earned him brownie points with the other volunteers, as did the fact he routinely showed up on time, often with treats.

      The music volume spiked, blaring out of the speakers for several teeth-jarring moments before returning to a tolerable level. I turned to glare at Nicco, who was preoccupied fiddling with the sound system. Thankfully, he took no notice of me.

      He had been nothing but professional every time we were together. No barbs. No veiled references to our past relationship. If I were a fool, I’d think everything was copasetic.

      Anytime he caught my eye, the banked heat of his hungry gaze raised goosebumps across my flesh. The intensity of that look left me questioning my resolve.

      Regret snuck up and pinched me. I wanted him to be happy. I also wanted my heart to stop lurching out of my chest whenever I saw him. It hurt maintaining this polite façade of professionalism when all my heart desired was to mold my body against him and have him hold me once more. Why had I thought my feelings for him would fade away so easily?

      Another cacophonous blast of music rang through the air before the sound modulated. I trained my attention on Sophia’s costume.

      Calla seemed impervious to the chaos, concentrating instead on Princess Jasmine and Aladdin as they rehearsed. During the tryouts and their aftermath, she’d been an oasis of calm. Every workshop student who wanted to be in the production had a part, even if not the one they’d hoped for. I watched in awe as she smoothed the egos of tearful students along with a few indignant parents. And, like a general rallying the troops before battle, convinced everyone their role was crucial.

      Her efficiency in other areas impressed me as well. The Monday after Nicco’s arrival, she’d secured Washington High School’s auditorium for rehearsals and the show. It was conveniently located near her house, an easy fifteen-to-twenty-minute walk. After wrangling Nicco and me into acquiescence, she arranged radio, TV, and print interviews for all three of us. She’d also roped in Paige Weathers to secure volunteers for set design, costumes, ticket sales, and ushers.

      Paige had taken the challenge and run with it. Some would say (me. I would say it) she’d exceeded her assigned task. Case in point, somehow I found myself making adjustments to Sophia’s tiger outfit. The donated costume was beautiful in its design and bold colors, but it was easily three to four sizes too large.

      “Hang on. Let me put another safety pin in here.” I gathered up the fabric and slid the pin in place. “This really isn’t my area of expertise,” I apologized to the fidgeting Sophia. I’d never gotten the hang of sewing machines. My skills with needle and thread were limited to putting on buttons. Double-sided tape and safety pins were my go-to solutions.

      “I’ll bring more safety pins tomorrow, and we’ll get this adjusted better,” I promised. If Paige wanted true alterations done, she’d have to find someone better suited to the task.

      “It’s okay. Eric’s brother has to use it next for a school play. Just do what you can so I don’t trip or hurt someone when I twirl.”

      I didn’t know who Eric was, let alone his brother. However, in the five short weeks since I’d arrived, I learned a great deal about the parents, siblings, and friends of Calla’s students. Children, I discovered, were a font of information. For instance, through Sophia and Aubrey, I learned the two leads had a complicated past. The melodramatic tale of sixteen-year-olds who had briefly dated, then become mortal enemies, and now were almost friends again reminded me of a Greek farce.

      Sophia squirmed as I inserted another safety pin. “I couldn’t talk Dad into bringing the flowers today.”

      “Flowers?”

      “Last week, you told Dad Miss Calla liked Gerbera daisies.”

      I had. I didn’t realize Sophia overhead me.

      I’d born witness to countless discreet glances between Calla and Matthew. Anyone with an ounce of awareness could see they were attracted to each other. Watching them muster their courage to navigate past the polite parent/teacher zone (only to retreat) was painful.

      After listening to Matthew unsuccessfully try to draw information out of Calla (Did she like chai tea? Did she prefer chocolate chip cookies over oatmeal raisin? Had she ever caught a Kernels ballgame?) over the past few weeks, I decided to step in. I’d started dropping her preferences into my conversations with him. No on chai. Yes to dark roast coffee with no embellishments. Snickerdoodles were her secret vice. And no, she hadn’t seen the Kernels, but she did enjoy leisurely bike rides on the Cedar Valley Trail. To my consternation, he hadn’t acted on any of my intel.

      “I know he’s lonely. And I really like Miss Calla, so I talked him into buying a small bouquet yesterday, but they weren’t in the car when he picked me up after school. I think he forgot them at home.”

      Cautiously I asked, “You talked him into buying flowers for Miss Calla?”

      “He burned the cookies he made for her. Mr. Nicco drank the coffee he bought for her.” She shot a furious glare at our choreographer. “I had to do something, or Dad’s never going to get a date.”

      “Nicco drank—”

      Sophia squirmed again. “Ohhh! I love this part.”

      I followed her gaze and watched Aladdin execute dazzling pirouettes a´ la seconde.

      Mid-spin, he lost his balance.

      Sophia gasped. I cringed as he crashed into Princess Jasmine. Ryder and the miscreant street urchins froze as she hit the floor. Aladdin barely managed not to fall himself. In the shocked silence, only the orchestral music played on. Calla vaulted out of her front-row seat and made it onto the stage in seconds flat.

      Sputtering out an apology, Aladdin held out a hand to the outraged Princess.

      “You did that on purpose!” With fire in her eyes, Jasmine refused his help. She rose and proceeded to chew out the now backpedaling teenage boy.

      “Ashley.” Calla caught hold of the flush-faced girl, drawing her in for a hug. She murmured in the girl’s ear until her shoulders dropped and her clenched fists relaxed. A few more words, and the girl laughed.

      Princess Jasmine graciously accepted a wary Aladdin’s apology.

      “Let’s call it a night,” Calla said.

      The music stopped.

      “But Miss Bliss hasn’t danced yet!” Ryder protested.

      A dozen pairs of eyes swiveled in my direction.

      The morning of our last workshop, I’d abandoned all common sense and given into the nerve-shredding craving to dance. It had been exhilarating. Freeing. Deliciously satisfying. And observed by Ryder, Sophia, and Aubrey, to name a few.

      I’d promised myself it was a one-off. The chances Apollo or my father would find out about ten to fifteen paltry (yet amazing) minutes were infinitesimal. However, most of those who’d been my audience were now in my small breakout group for the Aladdin performance. I would like to say I exercised incredible restraint when they’d pleaded with me to dance for them again. Since I can’t abide liars… I caved like a hastily constructed sandcastle under the ocean’s high tide.

      Dancing for them had become a ritual.

      I plastered on a benevolent smile. “There’s no need to demonstrate anything today. We wanted to see how much you all remembered during the run-through. Right?”

      “Right,” Calla agreed, ruffling Ryder’s auburn hair. “Remember, tomorrow Miss Bliss’s group will meet at the studio. Mr. Nicco’s group in the gym and my group meets right here. Four-thirty sharp. Friday, we’ll split into principals in the auditorium and group dancers in the gym. We’ll do a full run-through with all cast members here Saturday morning.”

      “In our costumes?” Ryder asked hopefully.

      “No. Not yet. Any other questions?”

      There were.

      While Calla answered questions, I helped Sophia out of her Rajah’s costume.

      “You will dance for us tomorrow?” Sophia whispered. “Won’t you?”

      Glancing around to ensure no one was within earshot, I whispered back, “Yes.”

      My phone vibrated in my pocket. I slipped it out and checked the screen expecting to see Apollo’s name. Instead, I saw a missed call from an unknown number with no location given—telemarketer, no doubt—and an IM from my sister Mel.

      Busy now. Call me later.

      I shoved the phone back into my jeans.

      A grinning Sophia folded the tiger outfit up.

      I winced as she stuffed it into her enormous backpack. “I wonder if Paige can find us a steamer.”

      “I’ve got one you can use,” Matthew said, coming up behind his daughter. A genuinely kind man, Matthew had a quirky sense of humor, and he doted on Sophia.

      “Wonderful.” I’d still mention it to Paige. I imagined other costumes were being treated with the same casual indifference. I needed to be careful how I worded the request to Paige, or I’d find myself steaming all the costumes.

      “Sophia, are your tennis shoes in that bag?” He gave her an indulgent smile.

      She smacked her forehead. “No. I’ll be right back.” She scampered away, leaving me alone with Matthew.

      At that moment, Calla laughed. Turning to look in her direction, his expression became wistful. Playing poker with the man would be like stealing candy from a baby; his face telegraphed every emotion.

      That face captured the attention of many women. Not that I eavesdropped, but I overheard him politely decline more than one invitation. I held out hope that one day soon, he’d move from burning cookies and buying never-to-be-delivered flowers to asking Calla out. Hopefully, before Sophia went to college.

      The silver-haired gentleman walked by, pausing to clap Matthew on the back. “See you Saturday.”

      “See you, Jim.”

      Sophia ran back to us, sneakers in hand and Nicco on her heels.

      I glanced from Nicco to Matthew, unsurprised to see deep frown lines creasing Matthew’s face. He was not a fan of my former inamorato.

      I’d also overhead Paige and several other moms speculate about Nicco and Calla’s relationship. Most likely, Matthew had heard them as well. I’d be lying if I said I hadn’t wondered myself. They obviously had a bond. Why else would Nicco drop everything and come out to help her with the show? But their interactions were more… sibling-like. Good-natured ribbing. Inside jokes. Exasperated eye rolls when one irritated the other (usually Nicco was the recipient).

      It hadn’t escaped my notice when Matthew was nearby, Nicco’s enthusiastic interactions with Calla increased. I couldn’t decide if Nicco was being an ass or if he meant to provoke Matthew into action.

      Calla walked over to our little huddle. Her shoulder bumped against Nicco. “Sorry.” She rubbed her forehead. “I’m exhausted. Mentally. Physically. Walking home is beyond my capabilities right now. I asked Paige if she’d give us a ride home.”

      Through the space between Calla and Nicco, I could see Paige standing there with her clipboard. “I do not want to ride home with that woman.” Heavens knew what she’d have me do next.

      “I can give you two a ride home,” Nicco offered. “We can order a pizza.”

      “Pizza sounds wonderful,” Calla said.

      Hera’s teeth, no! An evening with Nicco? Without parents, volunteers, and twenty-some kids as a buffer? This was a terrible idea.

      Beside me, Sophia shuffled from foot to foot. “Can we go for pizza, Dad?”

      Now, this was a brilliant idea! If they joined us, not only would there be two more people to put between Nicco and me, but it also meant Matthew and Calla could spend a little time together outside of practice.

      Matthew frowned, the lines between his eyes practically deep furrows now. I stared at him, mentally sending the message, “Join us for dinner. Join us for dinner.”

      A moment later, his expression smoothed. He smiled, clearly delighted with something. “Why don’t you come over to my place? I’ll make pasta. You can relax and enjoy a bottle of wine.”

      Oh my heavens! He invited her over for dinner! Doing a happy dance now would be highly inappropriate. I settled for mental cartwheels.

      “Thank you,” Calla said. “But I think—”

      Nicco butted in, speaking over her. “We’d love to.”

      We? We? What did he mean we?

      A myriad of emotions played over Matthew’s face. Anger, surprise, thoughtfulness, then determination.

      “Wonderful. Everyone will come on over to our house then.”

      “I’ll drive,” Nicco said.

      I clamped down on the urge to scream.

      “No,” Matthew spoke sharply, drawing everyone’s attention. He cleared his throat, then softened his tone. “I’ve got the SUV. Plenty of room. You ladies can ride with us.”

      Yes!

      “Yes, ride with us!” Sophia pleaded.

      “I’ll ride in back with you,” I told her.

      Paige popped her head in between Matthew and Calla, making me jump.

      Aubrey slipped in beside her mother. She gave Sophia a long-suffering look.

      “I’m just checking to see when you want to leave. I have a few things I want to go over with you on the way home.” She tapped the clipboard.

      Resigned to an evening of evading Nicco’s smoldering glances, I dove into the mix. “So sorry, Paige. Our plans changed. Matthew’s giving us a ride.”

      “Matthew?” Paige craned her neck to look up at him. “Well, all right.” She tapped her clipboard. “If you have a minute, I’d—”

      Calla sighed. Squaring her shoulders, she said, “Paige, you are amazing. You’ve done so much already. Go home. Enjoy the evening. We can hash everything out tomorrow.”

      “If you’re sure.”

      “I insist,” Calla said.

      No one spoke again until Paige and Aubrey were well out of earshot.

      “Ready?” Matthew asked.

      “Ready,” Calla replied.
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        * * *

      

      Living so long in small apartments and hotel rooms, I coveted Matthew’s enormous kitchen. A floor-to-ceiling pantry with a combination cooktop and wall oven stood as bookends to a stretch of granite countertop and a farmhouse sink. The dark cherry wood cabinets might be a little dated, but I adored the rich color.

      Matthew haphazardly chopped onions. From his position at a generous-sized island, inlaid with four burners and a prep sink, he had a clear view of everyone seated around an oval cherry-wood table. Sophia had given me a discreet ‘thumbs up’ when Calla had offered to help him. Moments later, her little face fell when he insisted he had everything under control and that, as guests, we should relax. I silently commiserated with her. Matthew wasn’t making this easy for either of us.

      In between sips from a glass of Pinot Noir, Calla asked Sophia questions about a homework assignment. Now and then, her eyes strayed to the vase of Gerbera daisies next to a blue ceramic cookie jar on the counter. I’d definitely suggest Matthew have a florist deliver flowers to her… soon. Seated across the table from me, Nicco brazenly watched me as he swirled the wine in his glass. My glass of wine remained untouched. I didn’t think it would sit well on my roiling stomach.

      Matthew scooped up onions and tossed them into a hot skillet. The oil hissed and popped.

      “Practically everyone’s comparing Greek and Roman gods,” Sophia said.

      “Didn’t the Romans borrow from the Greeks?” Calla asked. “Same gods, different names, right? Mars and Ares. Cupid and Eros. Jupiter and Zeus.”

      Nicco shifted in his seat. “There are cultural differences. But if the paper is a compare and contrast between ancient religions, I imagine your teacher is going to be a little bored reading about two similar civilizations.”

      “I thought you decided to write about Dance deities.” Matthew stopped chopping garlic to stir the sizzling onions with a wooden spatula.

      “You may want to turn down your heat,” I said, just as Sophia said, “Um-hmm, Terpsichore and Shiva Nataraja.”

      Hearing my true name spoken sent a flutter of pleasure through me. Though I doubted the venerable Shiva Nataraja would be happy being compared to a mere Muse.

      “Have you heard of Hathor?” Nicco leaned forward, bracing his forearms on the table.

      I certainly had. The Mother of Mothers had some jealous detractors on Mount Olympus. I’d never met her, but I admired her.

      Sophia shook her head ‘no.’

      “She’s Egyptian. The Goddess of love, beauty, music, and dancing, among other things. She’s an amazing woman. Check her out.”

      “She was beloved by her followers. Hathor would be a more worthy subject to write about than m—” Mortified that I’d almost said me, I stammered out, “a muse.”

      The scent of burnt onions filled the air.

      “Oh, shoot.” Matthew lifted the skillet off the stove.

      I pushed back from the table. “Here. Let me.” I hurried over and turned the burner down to low. “Do you have another skillet?”

      Sophia hopped up. “I’ll get it.”

      Inspiration struck me with the force of Cupid’s arrow. If I got Matthew out of the kitchen proper and seated next to Calla…

      Matthew still held the pan filled with scorched onions.

      “Set it on the back of the stove,” I ordered.

      He placed a lid over the smoking remains and put them on a cold burner.

      “Why don’t you sit down. I’ve got this.”

      “But you’re my guest…”

      “None of that.” Hoping my face didn’t betray my inner glee, I steered him to my open chair, right beside Calla. “This kitchen is a dream, and it would be an honor to cook in it.”

      Calla patted the seat. “Nicco, will you pour him a glass of wine?”

      Elated I at least had the pair side-by-side, I returned to the kitchen island.

      Behind me, Nicco asked, “Would you mind if I opened another bottle?”

      “I can,” Matthew said.

      “No. Sit. I’ve got it.”

      Sophia handed me the new skillet. “Can I help?”

      “Of course.”

      She retrieved another onion while I sorted through the vegetables sprawled across the island.

      I held my breath as Nicco brushed past me. He could have saved himself a few steps going around the other end of the island, but no… he had to come this way.

      “Another Pinot Noir?” he asked.

      “There’s a Sauvignon Blanc chilling in the refrigerator if anyone wants white,” Matthew said.

      Calla lifted her wine glass. “Pinot Noir is fine with me.”

      “I left the opener on the island,” Matthew said.

      Nicco stood alongside me. “I see it.” He cut the foil and then picked up the wine corkscrew. “You know, they say red wine is for lovers.”

      “Do they now?” My tone may have been a tad acerbic.

      “They do.” He shifted his stance as he smoothly removed the cork, pressing his thigh and hip against mine.

      Sophia jumped a little when I brought down the chef’s knife with a little more force than I’d intended.

      A soft chuckle. “I know you prefer champagne,” Nicco whispered, his warm breath tickling my ear. My belly clenched. I was torn between the temptation to turn my face and kiss him or jabbing him in the ribs.

      He walked away before I could decide. After topping off Calla’s glass, he set the bottle in front of Matthew. “Shall I bring you your glass, Bliss? It’s a shame to waste this delicious wine.” Not waiting for my answer, he retrieved my glass and handed it to me.

      “Thank you.”

      “Anything for you.” He winked at me, then reclaimed his seat.

      Silence reigned.

      Matthew cleared his throat. “So, how did you and Calla meet?”

      I glanced up and caught Calla and Nicco exchanging an amused look.

      “I choreographed The Wizard of Oz,” Nicco said.

      Calla blurted, “I was the Scarecrow.”

      I forced my attention back to the vegetables.

      “I only had a couple of weeks with the Joffrey, but we hit it off. We’ve kept in touch ever since.”

      “Why only a couple of weeks?” Sophia asked.

      “Once the principals learn the choreography, I’m done. Off to new lands. New experiences.”

      “So, are you leaving soon?” she asked, and I swore I detected a note of hope in her tone.

      “No. I’m on vacation. You’re stuck with me.”

      Sophia offered a half-hearted laugh, then asked me, “Do you want the mushrooms sliced up?”

      “Have you used a paring knife?”

      She rolled her eyes. “Yes.”

      “Then have at it.” I watched her for a bit. Reassured she wouldn’t cut off a finger, I drizzled olive oil into the skillet.

      “We almost worked together again,” Calla said. “But you took the New Zealand job. Nicco is the one who talked me into coming back to Cedar Rapids to teach.”

      Surprised by the revelation, I stopped chopping. “He did?”

      Calla took another drink of wine before answering. “I was struggling after a rough breakup.” She shrugged. “I went to Cabo for a week of sun, margaritas, and self-pity.”

      Nicco lifted his wine glass in salute. “And I was there just for the sun and margaritas.”

      “I had offers from other troupes, but I didn’t think I could go back to dancing. Not then. I had no idea what I would do.” She reached across Sophia’s open space at the table and gripped his hand. “He suggested teaching.”

      “You have the patience of a saint and a passion for dancing. I couldn’t bear seeing you throw it all away.”

      I wanted to hug Nicco. I was beyond grateful he’d been there for my Calla.

      Matthew stared at Nicco as if he’d never seen the man before. He had the most peculiar expression on his face, remarkably not a frown, and I wondered what he was thinking.

      “Then you returned the favor last year,” Nicco spoke softly, but the echo of still raw emotions made me flinch.

      “Oh?” Matthew leaned back in his chair. “How so?”

      “Broken heart.” Calla smiled ruefully. “He crashed in my spare bedroom for two weeks.”

      Afraid of locking gazes with Nicco, I dropped my eyes to the chopping board. I was such a coward.

      “My turn for margaritas and self-pity,” he said. “Sadly though, no sun in Iowa, or very little of it during that visit anyway.”

      “It’s good to have friends,” Matthew said.

      “It is,” Nicco agreed.

      “Plenty of sunshine now. The three of you will have trouble keeping the kids' attention during practice tomorrow.”

      Sophia filled a large pot with cold water. Matthew got up and carried it over to the stove for her.

      “Dad, would you put the flowers on the table?” She handed the vase of daisies to him. “They’ll make a pretty centerpiece.”

      “Sure.”

      Calla smiled as he set them down. “Gerbera daisies are my favorite.”

      Sophia elbowed me. I stifled a laugh as she shimmied around in a circle. Thankfully no one else noticed her celebrating.

      “I… uh…” Matthew stammered. “Actually, I bought these for you. But in the mad dash getting out the door this morning, I forgot them.”

      Sophia and I stared at each other slack-jawed. I couldn’t believe he’d told her!

      “You… bought me daisies?”

      He scrubbed his knuckles against his clean-shaven jaw. “I did.”

      “I love them.” Calla laid her slender hand on Matthew’s shoulder. “Thank you.”

      Transfixed, Sophia gripped the edge of the island. I lifted my wine glass, murmured “cheers” in honor of Matthew’s confession, and drained half my glass.

      “Sorry, I forgot them.”

      “Have a massive bouquet sent to her tomorrow, and all will be forgiven,” Nicco teased.

      “He doesn’t need to do that,” Calla admonished him.

      Matthew, pink-cheeked and grinning like he’d won the lottery, cleared his throat once more. “I know you’re under a time crunch with the show, but I was wondering if you” — he pivoted, sweeping his hand out— “all of you, would like to go for a bike ride on the Cedar Valley Trail this Sunday? It’s supposed to be sunny and in the 80s.”

      “That would be wonderful.” Calla beamed at him.

      I’d have to find some excuse to keep Nicco, Sophia, and me from joining them. I took another gulp of wine.

      As I sautéed vegetables, talk turned to the show.

      “I’d love to see Bliss dance in the production,” Nicco said.

      My head snapped up. “No.” I gave him a baleful glare.

      “Oh, come on.” A devilish glint sparkled in his dark eyes. “The kids would love it.”

      Calla clapped her hands. “Oh my gosh! That would be awesome. The press loves you. Think of the—”

      “The show is already sold out,” I said, cutting her off.

      “Get a bigger venue.” Matthew retook his seat.

      I nearly threw a slice of green pepper at him.

      “I’m not going to dance. This is a showcase for the workshop students.”

      “But you dance for us,” Sophia piped up. “And we love it!”

      “That’s just to demonstrate,” I protested. “It’s nothing, really.”

      “Demonstrations, of course.” Nicco inclined his head. I wanted to wipe the smug smile off his handsome face.

      “Well, yeah, but also before we practice,” Sophia continued.

      I winced. First Ryder and now Sophia. So much for the sanctity of the breakout sessions.

      “She… it’s… magical.” Sophia looked at me, a shy smile spread over her face. “You look like a fairy queen dancing on the breeze. It’s so inspiring.”

      Touched by the adoration in her voice, I pressed a hand over my heart.

      “Then you’ll do it?” Calla’s question snapped me out of reverie.

      “No. I can’t. It would be in poor taste to overshadow the remarkable efforts of the cast.”

      Sophia bounced on her heels. “But we’d love for you to dance in the show.”

      “You could dance afterward,” Matthew said. “Before the curtain call. A little tribute for the parents and students.”

      Nicco grabbed the wine bottle, leaned across the table, and poured a healthy splash into Matthew’s glass.

      “Please. It would be amazing.” Calla clasped her hands to her heart, and for a moment, I saw the shadow of my daughter in the pose. “Something from Cinderella, perhaps?”

      “Or Giselle?” Nicco offered. “One number.”

      “Just one,” Sophia begged.

      One short dance. Before an appreciative audience. My heart beat faster. I hadn’t heard from Apollo in a while. Surely by now, I’d fallen off Zeus’s radar. I doubted he ever heard of Cedar Rapids. If we didn’t make a big deal out of my dancing one little piece… kept it a surprise… I shouldn’t. But oh, how I longed to. Mt. Olympus was a long, long way from here.

      “One. But!” I lifted my voice over the cheers. “Let’s keep it a surprise. I don’t want the focus to be on me. It should be on the cast.” I turned, catching Sophia’s chin between my fingers. “A surprise. I mean it.”

      Sheer joy radiated off her face. She nodded briskly. “A surprise.”

      It should be all right. What were the odds my father would ever find out? It was a high school auditorium, not the Paris Opera Ballet. No one of import would even take notice.
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      Holding the vase of Gerbera daisies, Calla slipped into the back seat before I even made it to the car. Nicco held the front passenger door open for me. I blew out an exasperated breath as I slid into my seat, earning a soft chuckle from him.

      Calla reached over the seat and touched my shoulder. “Dinner was amazing, Bliss. I’ve never tasted pesto like that before.”

      Unsurprisingly, Matthew didn’t have pine nuts. I had half a can of cashews to work with. At least they were lightly salted. I rinsed them a couple of times and was pleased with the results. “I’m glad you enjoyed it.”

      We lapsed into a comfortable silence.

      Even though the flashy red car was spacious and a console separated the luxuriant leather seats, I was hyperaware of Nicco. The lush scent of sandalwood enveloped me. The heat from his body scalded the left side of my body. I pressed the power window switch and turned my face to the cool breeze.

      A jolt of electricity arced through me when Nicco took hold of my hand. He gave a gentle squeeze and said, “Almost home.”

      Engrained habit had me entwining my fingers with his. My brain sent the mental directive to let go of his hand and draw mine back, but it fizzled out long before reaching my muscles. I’d missed his touch far too much. Holding hands felt natural, comforting. I couldn’t let go. Neither, it seemed, could Nicco.

      If I hadn’t left, would we be lovers still? Would we still be in love? Or would he have finally tired of me? I looked over at Nicco. Passing street lights flashed through the windshield, illuminating his warm brown skin, impossibly thick eyelashes, and firm jawline. As if he caught the whisper of my thoughts, he glanced over at me and then back to the road. In that fleeting moment, our eyes connected, and the intensity of his gaze stole my breath. It wasn’t hubris on my part. I knew down to the marrow in my bones that he loved me still.

      I hadn’t intended to hurt him. Only to save myself immeasurable decades or centuries of unremitting heartache.

      I should let go of his hand.

      His thumb brushed over my skin.

      Turning my face back to the half-lowered window, I didn’t withdraw my hand from his.

      Nicco pulled into Calla’s driveway. Gently, so gently, he squeezed my hand before disentangling our fingers and putting the car in park.

      My throat felt as dry as dust. I wanted to speak, to find words that, if not atoned for my actions, would at least apologize for causing him pain. Oration was not my gift.

      Calla opened her door. “Thanks for the ride home, Nicco.”

      “I’ll…” My voice came out harsh as a crow’s. I swallowed hard. “I’ll be right in.”

      “Okay. Night!” She closed the door and headed for the front porch.

      I waited until she went inside, then half-turned in my seat. Inspiration failed me, and I went with an earnest, “I’m sorry.”

      “So am I.”

      I’d expected his anger. Hearing the weariness in his voice made me flinch.

      Nicco ran his hands over the steering wheel. “We’ve wasted a year.”

      Caught up in what to say next, my mind struggled to process what he said. “We… what?”

      He twisted in his seat, his dark eyes boring into me. “We lost a year. A year of being happy, being together. I’m tired of pussy-footing around. You love me. I love you. That hasn’t changed. Time is a precious commodity, Bliss. I don’t want to waste another moment.”

      Nicco leaned close. Before I could react, his hands were in my loose hair. His mouth claimed mine. The ferocity of his kiss knocked me off-kilter. The addictive taste of him clouded my mind. I wanted him. Reason abandoned me. I reached for him, cupping one hand behind his neck, the crisp hairs there scrapping my palm, as my other hand found purchase on his shoulder and gripped tight. I kissed him back with wild desperation fueled by a passion that had never abated for him.

      I longed to feel the grounding solidness of him pressing against me. I scrambled, trying to navigate around the blasted console, and nearly strangled myself with the damned seatbelt.

      Beneath my lips, Nicco’s mouth curved into a grin. He nipped my lip as he braced a large hand against my hip, holding me in place. “We aren’t done, Bliss.”

      I shook my head, dimly aware that talking now meant breaking this connection. I couldn’t bear to lose this moment. Hungry for more kisses and desperate to silence him, I sought out his mouth.

      He eased back, denying me. “You can tell yourself whatever tall tale you want, but we aren’t done.”

      Chilly tendrils of reason wound around me. “Nicco…” I pushed against him.

      All pretense of professionalism had flown out the window the moment I was alone with the man. What had I been thinking? Clearly, I hadn’t. In less than ten minutes, I’d made a difficult situation worse with my impetuous actions.

      He tugged my hair, arching my neck slightly. His lips pressed against my throat. The kiss was gentle, almost reverential. When he released me, I wished he hadn’t let go.

      “I know your husband’s death devastated you.” Nicco pinned me with his intense cognac gaze. “I know it freaked you out when I asked you to move in with me.”

      Cold, grim reality slapped me. I knew what Nicco offered. And it frightened me how much I wanted to say yes. I counted myself lucky that my affair with Pierre only lasted five years. It had taken me a half-century to breathe past the pain.

      I eased back, fumbling with the seatbelt button. In a decade or less, I would fade away from my life as une danseuse étoile with relative ease. I’d toyed with the idea of confessing my immortality to Nicco. If he didn’t think me mad and walk away, confessing might grant me more decades with him, but each beautiful year with him would earn me tenfold in despair over the centuries to come. How much time would I have with Nicco? Not long enough. It was never enough. In the blink of an immortal’s eye, he'd die.

      “We both have issues, but we can work them out. I’m a patient man. I’ve got all the time in the world.”

      All the time in the world. I choked back a brittle sob.

      “I’m sorry, Nicco.” The seatbelt clicked. Unsure of what else to say, I opened the door and slid out. Gently, I closed the door and made my escape.

      The idling car remained in the driveway.

      Mortified by my actions and knowing he watched me, I walked to the house on shaky legs. How would I face him again? I’d opened my version of Pandora’s Box—freeing my emotions, unleashing my compulsive need to touch him, to taste him, to simply be with him—and now I’d pay the price to shut it. I had to minimize our time together. I’d get a sliver of reprieve tomorrow working alone with my group of students. It would disappoint Calla, but I’d pull out of the remaining interviews, all of which Nicco would be attending. If I had to, I’d beg her to let me work alone Friday as well. Nicco could help her instead of working alongside me. Two days. Two days to rebuild my professional walls. I could do it.

      The door loomed in front of me. The car hadn’t moved. The temptation to look back pounded through my blood.

      I was an idiot. Two days wasn’t enough. If I spent another five minutes alone with Nicco, I’d crumble. Leaving was the sensible solution.

      Calla and Nicco could handle the show. They didn’t need me. The kids would be amazing. I’d return to my life in Paris…

      Who was I kidding? I didn’t want to go. I enjoyed my quiet mornings with Calla. I’d miss our evening talks, both the serious and the silly ones. I wanted to watch my kids dance. I didn’t want to miss seeing their triumphant smiles as their parents and friends applauded and cheered. Misery crushed the breath from my chest. Sensible was overrated.

      I needed to get inside. The doorknob turned; I pushed open the door and hurried inside. After I snapped the deadbolt in place, I rested my forehead against the door, the wood cool against my overheated skin. Since running away wasn’t the answer, I was back to resurrecting my defenses in two measly days.

      I pushed away from the door and turned. Light from a solitary table lamp stretched over the small living room. Seated cross-legged on a floral-patterned couch in shades of green and gold, Calla watched me.

      Startled, I jumped, hand flying to my chest. I bit off a curse. “I didn’t expect you’d still be awake.”

      “I feel like I’m taking advantage of you.”

      Confused, I stared at her as if she’d spoken an archaic language I couldn’t decipher. “What?”

      “This experience has surpassed my wildest dreams. Having you here… I feel comfortable confiding in you, bouncing ideas off you. I love when we stay up half the night talking. We’re friends, aren’t we? I mean, you’re my friend.”

      I had the disorientating sensation that I’d walked in on a conversation already in progress. “Yes, we’re friends. I consider you a cherished friend.”

      “Right?! You’re practically like a sister to me. In fact, you sort of look like my great-grandmother.” She smacked her forehead. “Not that you’re old. Just that you look like her when she was… never mind. Scratch that.”

      “Calla, what is going on?”

      “I asked you to stay longer, and you did. Way past the original mentorship.” She patted the couch, beckoning me like a puppy. “You agreed to the showcase. You’ve done interviews. You’ve even helped Paige.”

      Curious (and mildly concerned) about where she was going with all of this, I sat beside her.

      “Do you have any idea how long it usually takes to get ready for a recital? Let alone a full production? Months. It’s amazing how you’ve inspired these kids in a few weeks. They are learning the routines in leaps and bounds. No pun intended. You’ve done so much. And now I’m asking you to perform. I got caught up in the excitement tonight. I mean, seriously, having you dance after the show, people will be talking about this for years.”

      It seemed like ages had passed since I’d agreed to perform instead of a few hours.

      Calla stretched out her legs and half-turned to face me. “But you seemed… reluctant. I don’t want you to feel obligated to do this. Bliss, if you really don’t want to dance, you don’t have to.”

      Not dance.

      She was offering me the chance to gracefully back out. Calla wouldn’t be upset. No one (my father nor any of his minions) could accuse me of wanting to bask in the spotlight if I bowed out now. It was the smart thing to do.

      But being in the spotlight wasn’t why I danced.

      “You aren’t asking me to do anything I don’t want to do. Dancing is as vital as oxygen to me.”

      She took hold of my hand. Her face was the picture of earnestness. “I don’t want to take advantage of your generosity.”

      I, on the other hand, would take advantage of this opening she’d provided me. Feeling a twinge of guilt, I ventured, “If you don’t need me for the upcoming interviews, I could use a little practice time.”

      “Mhm.” Calla pursed her lips, twisting them comically as she considered. A minute passed, then she bobbed her head in agreement. “That’s not a problem. Nicco and I can handle them.”

      Yes!

      Fatigue shadowed her face. I was ready to call it a night, but she began reciting her plans for the next few days. Plans I knew by heart. She leaned against me, tucking her legs beneath herself. Like an overexcited child determined not to give in to sleep, Calla continued talking.

      The memory of my daughter stole over me. She’d been like this, keyed up and fighting to stay awake. I’d stroke her hair as I listened to her talk. Sometimes she’d beg me for a story, but usually, the little imp would chatter away until finally, she fell asleep mid-sentence.

      “So,” Calla said, “you and Nicco.”

      I held my tongue.

      “Oh, come on. The vibes between you two.” She shook her fingers as if they’d been burned.

      “It’s old news.” I tucked my legs beneath me, mirroring her.

      “Uh-huh. Is that why your hair’s mussed and why you had the shellshocked look of a woman thoroughly kissed when you walked in?”

      “I wasn’t shellshocked.” I finger-combed my hair. “You startled me.”

      She giggled, then said in a sing-song voice, “K-I-S-S-I-N-G.”

      “Brat.” I jostled her shoulder with mine. “We have a history.”

      “Ah.”

      “I was married once.” More than once, but my early marriages had been arranged by Zeus, and while those men earned my respect, they never won my heart. Lysander had been the first man I’d married whom I genuinely loved. When he died, I vowed to never love again. Of course, I’d broken that dramatic vow and paid the price.

      “I watched my husband die. I love…” unable to say Nicco’s name, my voice broke. I took several steadying breaths before continuing. “I don’t know if I can survive that kind of pain again.”

      “I’m sorry.” Calla took hold of my hand and gently squeezed it. I returned the affectionate gesture.

      We sat there, leaning against one another, her holding my hand. I’d learned to armor my heart by keeping a certain distance between myself and my offspring’s descendants. My mistakes kept haunting me. Here was another person who captured my heart. Another loved one whose passing would shroud me in grief.

      “I’m not saying it’s the same thing, but I thought I’d never take a chance on love again. My judgment isn’t always the best.” Calla huffed out a laugh. “I was with Aaron for five years. I thought I knew everything about him. I believed we were solid. I trusted him.”

      I brushed a hand across her silky chestnut hair. “What happened?”

      “Out of the blue, he said he cared about me, but he’d fallen out of love with me. He’d found the love of his life, and I wasn’t her.”

      “I’m sorry.”

      Calla rested her head on my shoulder. “Yeah. It sucked.”

      In the following silence, I leaned my head against hers, breathing in the citrus scent of her shampoo. Her breathing slowed, more of her weight pressed against me, and I thought perhaps she’d fallen asleep, but then she said, “I felt numb for… a long time. Hollowed out. Then I met this nice guy.” Another soft laugh. “I can’t believe Matthew bought me flowers.”

      “I can’t believe he forgot them.”

      She snorted inelegantly.

      “He is quite smitten with you. What made you change your mind?” Mainly, I’d focused my efforts on Matthew, but perhaps one of my well-timed comments had influenced Calla.

      “Nicco.”

      Nicco? That didn’t bruise my ego, not at all.

      “After teasing me mercilessly about forcing him to be smack dab in the middle of an angsty, drawn-out romance where the main characters’ internal monologues are about all the reasons they can’t be together, he said,”—she yawned. “He said, ‘We all want to make it through life without scars, but as the Dread Pirate Roberts said, life is pain, highness. If you don’t take a risk, you’ll never find out if that accident-prone giant could make you happy, and that would be a damned shame.’”

      I could well imagine Nicco had been prepared to tell me something quite similar before I scurried away. “Good advice.” If only it were that simple.

      “He’s full of good advice. I’ve told him time and again he’s an old soul.” Calla yawned again, big enough that her jaw cracked. “I should go to bed.”

      “Me too.” I doubted I’d get much sleep. I needed to figure out a solid plan for evading Mr. Old Soul.
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      I tossed and turned in bed. The memory of kissing Nicco replayed again and again in my mind. I might have a day or two’s grace, but I couldn’t keep avoiding Nicco. He deserved an explanation. I didn’t want to hurt him again. I ran through conversations in my head, discounting each one because, in the end, they were pathetically lame. I felt like a hamster doing laps on an exercise wheel, going round and round and round and not making any progress.

      At some point, I must have drifted to sleep. The sound of my phone hauled me out of a convoluted dream where at one point, I drank tea with my mother at a circus and somehow ended up walking a tightrope while trapeze artists performed acrobatic feats around me.

      Bleary-eyed, it took me four bars of ‘Reflection’ to locate the phone. I squinted at the display before answering.

      “Clio?”

      As the Muse of History, Clio often lost track of time while researching. The concept of calling at a reasonable hour was lost on her.

      Without preamble, my sister said, “Father called me. Yesterday, I think. Did you know he had a cell phone? I can’t believe he can use one. You’d think his magic would short-circuit electronics.”

      “He called you?” If possible, Clio had a more contentious relationship with Zeus than I did. Even though my head was muzzy, a sliver of common sense kept me from adding, And you answered?

      “Weird but true. I really should check my caller ID before I answer. What have you been doing to get yourself in trouble? He’s looking for you.”

      “I haven’t done anything.” Why was he looking for me? Suddenly nauseous, I rubbed my stomach.

      Clio guffawed. “Like I believe that, Terpsichore. Don’t forget, I was with you when you stole one of Eros’ arrows.”

      Sisters. Always reminding you of your bad decisions. “Did he say—”

      “He wanted to know where you were, and I told him I didn’t know. Which technically is true since you could have left Iowa by now, for all I know. He also mentioned he has a nice—” Clio said the word as if she’d bitten into a lemon— “gentleman he wants to introduce you to.”

      Bile burned my throat. “You have got to be kidding me.”

      Why hadn’t Clio led with that? Was this why Mel had messaged me yesterday? I regretted not calling her back.

      “He asked for your number. Since I know you never answer unless you recognize the number, I didn’t think you’d mind.”

      Asked aka demanded. I wished she hadn’t given him my number but being a child of Zeus’ meant you learned to pick your battles.

      “Good luck. Glad I’m not you.” Without a farewell, Clio hung up.

      My phone said it was 5:47 A.M. here, meaning it was 6:47 A.M. where Mel lived. Would she be awake? No, probably too early to call. I’d hate to disturb her, especially if she didn’t know anything more than Clio.

      My mind hopped onto the hamster wheel again. Did Zeus know where I was? Who did he want to introduce me to? No, it didn’t matter who. If he thought I’d go along with his schemes… I scrubbed a hand over my face. I needed more information. Apollo might know what our father was up to. If he did and hadn’t warned me, I’d wring his neck. And if he didn’t, he could tap one of his many connections to find out.

      Glancing at the time again, I calculated it would be 12:51 P.M. in Paris. If that’s where Apollo was.

      I sent a perfectly polite text.

      Going back to sleep now was out of the question. I decided a shower might refresh me… or at least clear some of the cobwebs out of my head. Phone in hand, I headed down the hall.

      I enjoyed a minute or two simply standing beneath the hot spray of water, letting it ease the knots from my muscles. The sound of my phone going off prodded me. It rang again as I rinsed off the lemony scented lather.

      After I dried off, I wrapped a second towel around my sodden hair and slipped on a pearlescent pink bathrobe, the satiny fabric gliding across my skin. I picked up my phone as if it were a cobra ready to strike. Releasing my held breath when I saw another sister had called and left a voice mail.

      My relief was short-lived. The second call came from the same number I’d noticed in my missed calls during practice yesterday. Thankfully the caller hadn’t left a message. I had little doubt whose voice I’d hear if they had.

      The ‘Reflections’ ringtone startled me. I shrieked, nearly dropping the phone. Bracing myself, I checked the display.

      Melpomene!

      Unlike Clio, Mel greeted me and asked how Calla was before gently scolding me for not calling her back. She then gave me a brief rundown on what was new with her before delivering the unwelcome news Zeus had contacted her. She, too, was amazed he could use a phone. After extracting my promise to visit soon, Mel wished me luck and said goodbye.

      I returned Erato’s call as I walked back to my bedroom. My sister repeated what the others had already told me, though she had one new piece of information for me. Zeus was no longer in Greece.

      Apollo hadn’t answered my text.

      I donned yoga pants and a comfy t-shirt, then headed for the kitchen.

      Calla sat at the kitchen table, head propped in her hand, staring at the vase of daisies prominently displayed in the center. The largest mug in the house—proclaiming ‘I solemnly swear I’m up to no good’—rested on the coral-colored placemat in front of my seat.

      “You’re up early,” I said.

      “I couldn’t sleep.” She touched a bright orange Gerbera. From the goofy grin on her face, I imagined a certain lawyer was the cause of her restless night. “I heard the shower running, so I rolled out of bed and made us coffee.”

      I dropped into my chair and breathed in the steaming coffee. Even the rich, aromatic scent of premium dark roast couldn’t sweeten my mood.

      “No offense, but you look… ” Calla scrunched her nose and stared at the ceiling as if searching for the right word. “A little stressed out this morning.”

      “A little.” I sipped my coffee.

      “Bliss, if this is about the solo dance, you really don’t want to do it.”

      I set down the mug, reached across the table, and clasped her hand. “Now more than ever, I need to dance. There’s a bit of family drama going on.” I gently squeezed her hand, then let go. “Three of my sisters called this morning to warn me our father is...” Looking for me. Will undoubtedly become angry when he can’t locate me. Might throw some lightning bolts and destroy who knows what to vent his displeasure.

      I heaved a sigh. “Being his usual difficult self.”

      “Bummer.” She assessed me over the rim of her coffee mug. “I’ve got a massage at eleven. It’s yours if you want it. You look like you need a nice relaxing massage.”

      “Are you saying I look like crap?”

      “I’d never say that.” Calla waggled her eyebrows at me. “Do you want the massage?”

      “No. Thanks for offering. You keep your appointment. I’ll drop in on a yoga class.” The combination of an energetic practice and a little mindfulness might quiet my mind and bleed off some of my frustration.

      “I’m going to see if I can reorganize a few interviews. I’m meeting Paige for lunch. She wants to give me an update.” Calla held up her phone. “She’s already texted me. Want to join us?”

      I shuddered. “No thanks.” I refrained from commenting Calla would be wiser to meet with Paige Weathers before the massage. It seemed a waste to get all relaxed and then deal with Ms. Hyper-Organization. “But will you ask her about handheld steamers for the costumes?”
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      “Sorry we have to leave so early. I need to pick costumes up from Elise.” Dressed in black capri leggings and a flowy, short-sleeved gray t-shirt, Calla wound a ponytail holder around the end of her braid. “If there’s time, I’ll run by Lowe’s and get paint. If not, I’ll run by there on our way home.”

      “Why are you picking up costumes?”

      Calla shrugged one shoulder. “For the same reason you got roped into altering Sophia’s costume. Stopping by Elise’s and Lowe’s won’t take that much time. I did ask Paige about steamers, and she’ll send out an email.”

      “Great.”

      “You still seem stressed. Didn’t the yoga class help?”

      “Not really.” The class had gotten me out of my head for a while. So had an impromptu dance session in the backyard that left me breathless and needing another shower. I didn’t know if any of the neighbors had seen me but based on the amount of racing back and forth and yipping, the dogs in the yard directly behind Calla’s seemed to have enjoyed the performance.

      I checked my phone for a message from Apollo. I’d left one voice mail and sent several texts asking for more information, but he hadn’t responded.

      The mysterious no-location phone number had called once more. Blessedly, I’d been occupied dancing my heart out.

      “Can I get you a coffee before we leave?” Calla slid her feet into slip-on sneakers.

      “No, I’ll be fine once I get to the studio.” I’d have time to dance before the kids showed up and once they arrived, focusing on them would definitely not allow my mind to wander.

      Tote bag in hand, she snatched the car keys from a silver bowl and headed for the door. “Are you sure you don’t want to join us for the interview?” she teased.

      “Nope. Practice. Practice. Practice.” Hitching my tote onto my shoulder, I trailed after her, pausing to lock the front door.

      “Your focus is admirable,” she said, grinning wryly. “I did manage to get The Press-Citizen and Gazette interviews combined.” She aimed the key fob toward her Subaru Impreza. A double chirp emitted, followed by the clicks of unlocking doors. “We’re meeting them Saturday before the full run-through.”

      “Mhm.” I checked my cell once more before getting in.

      Road construction turned our normally straightforward trip into a trial of stop-and-go traffic as two lanes of traffic were narrowed down to one. I decided someone in civil engineering had a sadist streak as the lane changes became ever more random.

      Nervously, I jiggled my leg. Another glance at my phone confirmed no new messages. Irritation simmered through me. “At this rate, you’ll never make it to Elise’s before practice. Turn right at the next street, and let me out. I’ll walk.”

      Calla edged the car forward. “There’s probably more construction traps waiting in the residential areas,” she muttered.

      Two cars ahead of us had the same idea and turned off Eighth Avenue. Calla followed, pulling over in front of a taupe-colored story-and-a-half house.

      “I’ll see you later.” I grabbed my bag and hopped out.

      “Later.” Calla drove away.

      I crossed the residential road and walked a few yards back to the intersection. The slow-creeping cars stretched beyond my line of vision. I turned right, grateful I didn’t have to get to the other side of the bogged-down street. Overhead, the sun burned bright in a cloudless blue sky. A warm wind sent dandelion fluff spinning and pried strands of hair loose from my ponytail. If only it could blow away the anxiety-laden thoughts tumbling through my brain.

      Ten blocks later, I walked across the strip mall’s parking lot. Four non-descript gray sedans were in front of the bakery/coffee shop. A delivery van sat at the far end of the lot alongside a candy-apple red car. I froze. My heartbeat thundered against my ribs. Nicco could not be here. I wasn’t ready to see him yet.

      My imagination was playing tricks on me. He couldn’t be here. Didn’t he have an interview at the high school before practice? He should be at Washington.

      I dug out the key to the studio from my bag, then picked up my pace, scurrying across the lot. From this distance, it didn’t look like anyone was inside the shiny red car. No one stood outside, though I could see people in the bakery. Feeling a tad embarrassed, I unlocked the door and slipped inside.

      A glance at the clock made me wince. No cathartic dancing for me today. I barely had time to get ready before the kids started pouring through the door. I flipped the deadbolt, adjusted the thermostat, and dashed into the bathroom to change.

      I’d just secured my wavy caramel-colored hair into a bun when I heard a knock on the glass door.

      Surprisingly, Ryder was the first to arrive. I unlocked the door, turned the ‘closed’ sign over to display ‘open’, and then held the door open for him.

      I waved at his mother as he tore through the door. The parents no longer balked at my no-loitering policy. Ryder crammed his backpack into a cubicle. Energy radiated off him like heat roiling off a sun-scorched blacktop.

      “Will you synch my phone with the sound system?” Best to give him something to do before he found mischief of his own. It wouldn’t take him long, but he could play DJ with my music until class started, which would keep him occupied.

      Two round-faced blondes entered next, chattering away like magpies. They tossed out questions, not waiting for any answers, pausing only long enough to hug me. Their enthusiasm was so infectious the knot of anxiety in my stomach loosened.

      Sophia flew through the door. “He ordered a bouquet of tulips and those tiny white flowers today! Miss Calla should get them during practice.”

      “Excellent!”

      She jumped up, giving me a high-five.

      All three girls squealed in delight when Demi Lovato’s “Confident” poured out of the speakers. After donning their ballet slippers and haphazardly stowing their gear, they raced into the classroom.

      More students came in. A few more hugs were bestowed. Basking in an avalanche of goodwill and skyscraper energy waves, I felt like a new woman.

      The door swung wide again.

      Apollo walked inside.

      Stunned, I gaped at him. My irritation level spiked to a murderous degree. He couldn’t answer a single damned text, but he could fly from heavens knew where and just breeze in here?

      My anger sputtered as I really looked at him. Wearing custom-tailored ebony slacks and a suitcoat threaded with gold, my astonishingly handsome brother looked like a corporate raider. His eyes, however, did not look human today. The irises were an eerie sunbeam gold that obliterated his pupils.

      Instincts wailed for me to proceed with caution. “What… are you doing here?”

      “Funny you should ask.” Eyes flashing, he advanced on me. Shoulders squared, I stood my ground. He held up a folded newspaper. “What part of ‘lay low’ do you not understand?”

      A latecomer veered around Apollo, taking no notice of the angry God.

      “Take a look at this.” He thrust the paper at me.

      Warily, I opened a copy of La Repubblica and found a photo of me next to an AP story about our Aladdin production. I checked the date… Tuesday, two days ago.

      “Would you care to hear the voicemails I’ve received from our Papa?”

      “No.”

      Apollo lowered his voice to a thunderous baritone. “Have you talked to Terpsichore?”

      I winced.

      “Where is this Cedar Rapids? Tell her to come home.”

      “Shit.” I clamped a hand over my mouth, hoping none of the kids had heard me. I would not go home. “When did he start reading newspapers?” I hissed.

      “Hera thought he’d like to see an article about his beloved daughter.”

      Damn it. “I can’t do this right now. I’m not discussing this where the kids can hear.” I hoped the reminder that children were present would dial his temper down a notch or two. “We have practice.”

      Apollo glared at me. “Fine.” He stalked to the couch. “I can wait.” He crossed his arms and plunked down onto the cushions. A sliver of pupil broke through the searing gold of his eyes.

      Aubrey came through the door and made a bee-line for me. “Miss Bliss, my mom wants to talk to you.”

      Of course, she did. She probably thought of one more thing to-do item since her lunch with Calla. “I’ll talk to her after practice. Put on your slippers, we’ll start in five minutes.”

      Aubrey shot a glance toward the front door, where Paige stood looking in. She waved at me.

      Oh, for the love of…

      I pinched the bridge of my nose and counted to ten.

      Paige tapped on the glass.

      “Aubrey, would you ask Ryder to turn the music down a notch or two and please close the doors when you go into the studio.”

      “Yes, Miss Bliss.”

      What could possibly be so important? If this was about the steamers, I couldn’t be held responsible for what I’d do. Gritting my teeth, I walked over and opened the door. “Paige, I promise I’ll make time for you after practice.”

      “No. This is an emergency.” She slipped past me. “I just got the call. There’s been a mix-up with the ticket sales.” She froze for a moment, looking at Apollo, a look of confusion stamped on her face. No doubt, she wondered who he was and how he merited entry into the forbidden zone.

      I didn’t think the kids could hear us over the loud music, but I lowered my voice just in case. “Why are you telling me?” I angled myself to block her view of Apollo. “I thought we sold out. What’s the problem?”

      “That is the problem. Two different groups of volunteers were selling tickets. The same tickets.”

      “What do you mean the same tickets?”

      Paige rushed on, “Somehow the printers doubled the order, and no one noticed. Both groups sold ALL their tickets. General admission. First come. First serve.”

      My jaw dropped. It would be utter chaos. Calla was going to freak out. Shellshocked myself, I stated the obvious. “The show is next Saturday.”

      “I know.”

      “What are we going to do?” I hissed.

      Paige waved her hands about. “I thought since you’re part of the Paris Opera Ballet, you’d know how to handle this situation.”

      “Handle this?!” I started pacing. “Why would you think that? Paige! I’m a dancer. I don’t deal with business. Maybe we can get the auditorium for a second night.”

      Apollo grunted, clearly displeased.

      I ignored him.

      “Bliss, half the tickets were paid for in cash, and all the tickets have Saturday’s date. We have no way to contact all the buyers. Everyone’s going to show up and—”

      “I know!” I imagined an angry tide of parents and grandparents, all screaming they had tickets. I wished Nicco were here. He’d have a plan. From the studio, I heard the music change. Longingly, I looked at the French doors. Now more than ever, I desired nothing more than to lose myself in the music and pretend everything was all right. “Paige, there’s nothing I can do about this now. We have practice.”

      “You’ll tell Calla?”

      Worried at what might come out of my mouth, I nodded and pointed to the door. Paige fled.

      I didn’t bother locking it. Apollo studied his manicured nails as I walked past him. The French doors vibrated from the bass-heavy music within the studio. Either Aubrey hadn’t delivered my request, or Ryder ignored her. I entered, avoiding Apollo’s eyes as I reclosed the doors, and turned to face my crew.

      Half of the kids were jamming out to the music. They crashed into each other, bouncing around with an element of frenzy in their movements.

      A few limbered up at the barre, their faces tense with concentration. Aubrey and Sophia huddled in the far corner. All traces of Sophia’s earlier happiness were erased.

      Ryder turned down the music. Everyone stopped and turned, giving me their full attention. Nervous energy thickened the atmosphere.

      “Miss Bliss, do you think we’ll be ready by next Saturday?” Ryder cast a sideways glance at Aubrey. “There will be a lot of people there.”

      I scanned the room, meeting all their eyes. “Are you nervous?”

      Every single one of them responded with an anxious ‘yes’ or by bobbing their heads. I knew exactly how they felt.

      “Every time I perform, I’m nervous. Then the music starts and claims me. It will be the same for you. You’ve practiced. You know what to do.”

      “But I forget,” Aubrey said.

      Others nodded in agreement.

      “That’s okay. It happens sometimes. Sink into the music, let it take you over, and dance. I don’t care if you do a sauté or an assemblé or if you forget a combination. Dancing is joy. I want you to experience that. You are all talented, graceful, and capable.”

      Ryder’s chest puffed up like a banty rooster. Tension drained from Sophia’s face while Aubrey and several other children remained skeptical. Now wasn’t the time to hammer away at timing and synchronization. Right now, they needed—and I needed—a dose of frivolity to lighten our souls.

      “I have faith in all of you. Not only will you be ready, you will be amazing.” I undid my bun, shaking out my hair. “Ryder put on something with a tribal beat. Everyone gather round. We will get to our routines in a bit. Right now, we’re going to practice spatial awareness and blow off a little steam. Follow the music’s lead. Dance however you want to. Use a part of your consciousness to avoid crashing into each other but let go of everything else and play.”

      The sound of drums filled the air. We danced. And it was glorious.
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      “That was an odd practice session,” Apollo commented as the kids gathered their belongings, invigorated and confident, even if we never got around to working on the show’s choreography. “If you added a bonfire and chanting, your little imps would have summoned Artemis, and she would have been well-pleased.”

      His eyes looked almost human now, the pupils fully visible and only a thin corona of sparkling gold-rimmed his brown irises.

      “I was tempted to join myself.”

      “As you can see, I’m not grandstanding. I’m not a glory hound. I’m doing what I do best. Inspiring young, creative minds.”

      “No doubt.” He watched Ryder tie his sneakers. “That one has great potential.”

      I silently agreed, but I doubted my brother meant as a dancer. No, Apollo knew a kindred mischief-maker when he saw one.

      “So report back to Father Dearest that all is well and I don’t want to meet anyone, thank you very much.” I slipped a hand behind my back and crossed my fingers. If Apollo delivered the news I was fulfilling my obligations (my father’s words, not mine), perhaps Zeus would leave me in peace.

      “Ah, so you’ve heard that news.”

      “He called my sisters. Of course, they told me.”

      “I’m afraid he won’t listen.”

      My good mood crumpled. “He seldom does,” I muttered.

      Aubrey threw her arms around me and gave me a crushing hug. “Thank you, Miss Bliss!” She darted out the door. My mood deflated further seeing Paige waiting for her with the engine running. Coward. A small part of me hoped she’d stick around to help me deliver the news about the ticket fiasco.

      My imps lingered, apparently reluctant to leave. I received hugs and enthusiastic declarations of ‘rocking their roles’ in Aladdin. Two twelve-year-old girls cornered me, talking over each other as they recounted how thrilled they were to be part of the production and how much I’d inspired them.

      I turned my head, intending to give Apollo a smug smile, and saw him talking to Sophia and Ryder. The three of them, heads bent together, looked thick as thieves. That didn’t bode well.

      It didn’t take long before parents popped their heads in and called for their progeny to hustle. I received many wide-eyed stares from the adults as the kids bounced around like baby kangaroos, caterwauling and generally carrying on as if I’d given them high-octane sugary drinks. Ryder high-fived Apollo and hugged me before following his mother out.

      At some point, Matthew arrived. He stood with his daughter and Apollo, a bemused grin on his face as he listened to her prattle away.

      I herded kids to the door.

      Calla stood outside, talking with a couple of mothers. I steeled myself to deliver the bad news, assuring myself we would find a solution to the ticket dilemma.

      When she came inside, her face brightened with delight. She arrowed straight to Matthew.

      “Thank you! Oh my gosh, Matthew! The tulips are gorgeous. You are so sweet.”

      The expression on his face was priceless as she hugged him. Sophia’s mouth rounded into a comical ‘O’. She locked eyes with me and gave me a thumbs up.

      Calla stepped back and bumped into Apollo. “Oops. Pardon me.” Her smile switched from high-wattage to professional meet-the-parents in a heartbeat. “I’m sorry. Have we met?”

      I rushed forward. Heavens only knew what would come out of Apollo’s mouth. “This is my brother, Apollo. Apollo, this is Calla.”

      “It’s nice to meet you.” She offered her hand, and he shook it, studying her face.

      “Likewise.”

      “Bliss.” Calla turned to me. “I’ve got bad news.”

      What now?

      “Nicco is at his wit’s end with our tempestuous leads. I don’t know exactly what happened. But he says he refuses to work with them after their behavior today. Will you talk to them?”

      “Sure.” Jasmine and Aladdin were the least of my worries right now. “Calla.” I took hold of her elbow and steered her toward the couch. “I’ve also got some bad news.” I pressed her shoulders, urging her to sit. She resisted.

      “What?”

      “There was a mix-up with the tickets. They printed a double batch, and all of them were sold.”

      She stared at me blankly. “Right. I know we sold out.”

      “Yes. But there are twice as many tickets out there and no way to contact all the buyers to let them know about the mistake.”

      “Twice as many?” Her dark eyes widened in panic. She gripped my arms. “Maybe we can get the auditorium for Sunday and hold a second matinee performance.”

      “We have no way to contact all the ticket holders. Everyone is going to show up Saturday.”

      “What are we going to do?” Her nails dug into my skin.

      “I’m not sure, but we need to think of something.”

      Calla held onto me as she closed her eyes and had what I imagined was a quiet freak-out moment. Still holding onto me as if I were a life preserver, and she was moments from drowning, she opened her eyes. “I can’t think. I can’t breathe.”

      “It will be okay,” I soothed.

      Matthew edged around Apollo. “We can figure this out. I’ll help.”

      “No!” Sophia and I cried out in unison.

      I could just imagine what would happen with his kind assistance. Calla frowned at us. She released her vise-like hold on me. “Yes. Matthew is perfectly capable of helping.” She turned to him and latched onto his arm. “You have a cool head. What do you think we should do?”

      “Do you think the kids can do back-to-back shows?”

      “It’s a lot to ask of them. They have the energy and drive.” She paused, chewing on her bottom lip. “Yes, they can do it.”

      “Okay,” Matthew said. “The bulk of the tickets were probably sold to family and friends. Let’s call all the parents and see how many of them we can get to come to an earlier show. Ask them to contact others who they know bought tickets and see if they’ll switch as well. It might not work. But it’s one option.”

      Astonished, I stared at Matthew. Who was this man? And why hadn’t I thought of any of this?

      “Let’s go to your house. We can hit the phones.” He flashed a brilliant smile. “I’ll order pizzas. If this idea doesn’t pan out, we’ll figure something else out.”
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      Matthew paced between the dining room and living room as he talked on his phone. Calla sat cross-legged in an easy chair, talking on hers. The two of them covertly watched each other and grinned like lovestruck teenagers. Sophia sat at the dining room table, wolfing down a slice of chicken, bacon, and artichoke pizza.

      My offer to make calls had been gently declined with profuse thanks for all I’d already done for Calla and a “we’ve got this.”

      Apollo sat on the couch beside me. He finished another slice of pizza, then wiped white sauce off his mouth with a napkin. “Calla has a quaint home.”

      “You aren’t staying here.”

      Apollo matched my low tone. “No. I’m staying at The Hotel at Kirkwood Center. I have a suite.”

      I glared at him. “You have a suite? You couldn’t be bothered to book a room for me, and you have a suite?”

      “Of course, I didn’t make a reservation for you. I theorized the lovely Ms. Phelps would invite you to stay, and I was right. It worked out much better this way. The two of you have clearly bonded.”

      “You… you…” And he claimed I was a meddler. The nerve!

      “A simple thank you would suffice, Terpsi.”

      “Don’t call me that,” I growled.

      “Calla is a lovely girl. She reminds me of your mother, especially her eyes. And judging by the furtive glances and flirting smiles between her and… what’s his name again?”

      I doubted he’d forgotten the name, my brother just wanted to rile me.

      “Matthew.”

      “Yes, Matthew. Well, they seem smitten. It looks like your little meddling project is working out well.”

      “Meddling?” I popped him with my elbow. “I did no such thing.”

      “Matchmaking? That isn’t meddling? Do you think they’d mind if I had another slice of pizza?”

      He was impossible. “If you want another slice, help yourself.” Agitated, I crossed my legs, my foot swinging like a metronome. “As for matchmaking,” I infused starch into that single word. “They would have gotten there on their own. Eventually.” Probably before Sophia graduated high school. Maybe. “I just gave them a gentle nudge.”

      “I believe our father would say that’s what he’s doing for you.”

      I made a disgruntled sound halfway between a grunt and feral hiss. “I don’t need his help. I’ve never asked for his help. He doesn’t have an altruistic bone in his body. He wants to marry me off to someone I don’t know for his personal gain.”

      “All he wants to do is introduce you—”

      “Apollo, if you say one more word, I swear I will geld you.”

      He shifted, angling slightly away from me. Just when I thought he’d rise and grab another slice of pizza, he laid a hand on my knee, stilling my swinging leg. “Wouldn’t it be far easier, Terpsi, to marry some mortal you won’t fall in love with? I’m sure father has chosen someone wealthy. Someone who will indulge your whims.”

      “I take care of myself quite well. I am not a pawn on a chessboard.”

      The front doorbell rang.

      Before I could rise, Sophia made it to the door and let Nicco in.

      My stomach did a loop-de-loop.

      “What’s the emergency?” Nicco asked. “Did Romeo and Juliet kill each other off?”

      Apollo leaned over and whispered in my ear, “I thought you were doing Aladdin, not Shakespeare.”

      Calla held up a finger and continued talking on her phone. Matthew acknowledged him with a nod.

      “Mrs. Weathers ordered too many tickets, and they all sold, and Dad and Miss Calla are trying to fix it,” Sophia said. “Do you want some pizza?”

      “What? Who is Mrs. Weathers?”

      “Paige,” I said.

      The confusion on Nicco’s face cleared. He grinned at me. His gaze flicked to Apollo, and his expression went flat.

      “What. Are. You. Doing. Here?” Venom spiked each word. In three brisk strides, Nicco loomed over us. A tendon twitched along his tight jaw. His long fingers curled and released rhythmically. I hadn’t seen him this angry… ever.

      Calm and cool, as if a pissed-off wolf wasn’t snarling at him, Apollo said, “Hello, Niccoló. I’m visiting my dear Bliss.”

      I glanced back and forth between the pair. What on earth was going on? Why did Nicco look like he was about to pummel my brother?

      “You two… know each other?” I certainly hadn’t introduced them.

      “I believe we should take this outside, so we don’t disturb Matthew and Calla’s calls.” Apollo rose, drawing me up with him. Nicco pivoted, but not before my body brushed against his, sending shivers dancing along my spine.

      “Sophia, it’s best if you stay here,” Apollo said.

      I continued tossing puzzled glances between the pair as Apollo escorted me outside. It wasn’t lost on me that he kept my body between his and Nicco’s as if using me for a shield. I couldn’t wait to find out what the issue was between them.

      Apollo dragged me down the steps.

      I shook free once we reached the walkway. “How do you know each other?”

      “I dated his mother.” Apollo stepped into the yard. He stood with his arms loose at his sides, feet planted hip-width apart, and his knees slightly bent. I could practically hear dramatic western music playing as the two men squared off.

      I hadn’t met Nicco’s mother. She spent a great deal of time traveling and had villas in Madrid and Casablanca, as well as an estate in Melbourne.

      “Did you break her heart?” Knowing my brother as I did, and judging by the storm of emotions playing across Nicco’s face, it seemed the most likely answer.

      “No. We parted amicably, I assure you.”

      Nicco barked out a mirthless laugh. “If my mother hadn’t forbidden me, I’d smash in your pretty face.”

      “You could try.”

      “Apollo, behave.” I stepped between them.

      “How do you know Don Juan here?” Nicco asked scornfully.

      Apollo answered for me. “I’m her brother.”

      Nicco gaped at us for nearly a minute. Finally, he gathered his wits and asked,  “You’re siblings?”

      “He’s my brother,” I confirmed.

      “Unbelievable. The one person… wait. You’re his sister.”

      I started worrying about Nicco’s inability to comprehend what the word siblings meant. “Yes. Well, half-sister. Same father, different mothers.”

      Again, Nicco’s jaw dropped. He stared at me. “Zeus? Your father is Zeus?”

      Shock slapped me. He knew my father? How? Zeus had been asleep for ages.

      Nicco threw his hands into the air and shook them. He spewed out a torrent of words in an ancient language that sounded vaguely familiar. I didn’t need a translation to understand he was cursing. Nicco stalked away.

      “He doesn’t actually know who Zeus is, right? I mean not the sky and thunder God Zeus.”

      Apollo spared me a glance before his attention snapped back to Nicco. “I assure you he knows who our father is.”

      How was that possible? A dozen questions swarmed my mind like angry bees. “How does he know Zeus?”

      “I imagine through his mother.”

      “Does he know who you truly are?” Did Nicco know immortals existed?

      “Oh, yes.”

      Nicco whirled around and paced back to us.

      “Wait. His mother met Zeus? When?”

      “Ages ago. Hathor isn’t fond of our father,” Apollo said.

      “Hathor? His mother’s name isn’t Hathor.”

      “I assure you it is.”

      Nicco planted himself in front of me. “Zeus is your father? You’re an immortal?”

      My head swam. Instead of answering Nicco’s question, I blurted out my own. “Your mother’s name is Aziza, right?”

      “Aziza,” Apollo snorted. “No. She is THE Hathor.”

      “Hathor?!” Now I was the one standing slack-jawed. “You dated the Goddess Hathor?”

      “Bliss.” Nicco gripped my shoulders and gave me a gentle shake. “Are you an immortal?”

      “Yes.” My brain caught up. If he inherited immortality from his goddess mother, I wouldn’t lose him to death. I wouldn’t face a cold, bleak existence mourning him for eons. Hope kindled in my heart. “Are… you?”

      Behind us, Apollo blathered on. “Hathor is an amazing woman. Her radiant beauty puts our Aphrodite to shame.”

      “I am immortal,” Nicco said.

      Shaken to the core and terrified I’d heard wrong, I cupped his face between my hands and asked, “You won’t die?”

      A devilish grin spread over his face. “I believe that’s the definition of immortal.”

      “You won’t—” I bit back the words ‘leave me.’

      “Try to get rid of me, Bliss. We’ll annoy each other and have glorious fights.” He slanted his mouth over mine and kissed me. Each honey-sweet kiss felt like a benediction.

      The need to touch more of him was a fever in my blood. I wrapped my arms around him, my hands brushed over the cotton-soft fabric of his shirt and the solid muscles beneath, and held on tight.

      “We’ll make mistakes together,” I whispered against his lips.

      “We will.” Nicco’s strong arms enveloped me. Deliriously happy, I melted into his warm embrace.

      I scraped my teeth over his bristled jaw. “We’ll have adventures.”

      “We have all the time in the world.” He nipped my lower lip, then kissed away the sting.

      “Break it up, kids,” Apollo said. “You’re making a spectacle of yourselves. The neighbors across the street are watching, and so is Sophia.”

      Reluctantly, we parted. Sure enough, Sophia stood at the living room window. She smiled shyly and waved. Feeling as light and effervescent as champagne bubbles, I grinned and waved back.

      Nicco curled his arm around my waist and kissed my temple. “I’m in such a good mood. I don’t even care that popinjay is your brother.”

      “Ah, love and immortality conquer all.” Apollo rubbed his hands together. “Well, if the two of you are together, this might deter father.”

      And just like that, anxiety took a bite out of my happiness. Little would sway my father from his machinations.

      “What are you talking about?” Nicco asked.

      “Sad to say, Zeus is old world. He favors arranged marriages and cementing dynasties. He has a mortal suitor selected for Terpsichore.”

      “Suitor?” Nicco’s hold on me tightened painfully. “You’d marry a man you don’t love, but you wouldn’t marry me?”

      “No.” I frowned up at him. “I’m not marrying—”

      My irritating brother interrupted. “Father keeps things close to the vest. If the gentleman he has picked out is who I think it is, he won’t live but five, ten years tops.”

      Nicco dropped his arm. Suddenly chilled, I wanted to snatch it back. His eyes darkened with emotion—anger? anguish?—bore into me. “I thought your husband’s death nearly destroyed you. That’s what you said. That was the excuse you gave for leaving me.”

      Apollo’s phone chimed.

      “Nicco, I wasn’t lying. It took me centuries to recover from Lysander’s death.” I rested my hand over his heart. Nicco stepped back. My own heart threatened to shatter.

      Apollo slid the phone out and checked the display. “Speak of the devil.”

      I wrapped my arms around my middle, trying to hold myself together against the despair clawing me with its vicious talons. “I love you so much. It would have been a hundred times worse losing you to death. But that won’t happen.” I gave him a tremulous smile. “We have all the time in the world.”

      “Hang on,” Apollo said. “I’ll put you on speakerphone.” He mouthed ‘sorry’ to me.

      “Daughter.” My father’s booming voice reverberated through the air. “You’ve been avoiding my calls.”

      Nicco took another step back.

      Damn it!

      “I wasn’t avoiding you,” I spoke through gritted teeth. “I didn’t recognize the number.”

      “What is this nonsense about you dancing for money? For glory? You are embarrassing me. You will stop this frivolity immediately and come home.”

      Abandon my dreams? Scurry home with my tail metaphorically between my legs? Hot, thick anger suffused me. If he wanted to do this now, fine. I would not be ordered around like a recalcitrant child. “No. I am not leaving. I’ve built a life here, and I am fulfilling my duties as a Muse. Your suggestion that I’m doing otherwise is ironic given that you are fine with my dancing when it brings accolades to you.”

      Apollo snatched the phone back, mouthing, ‘Are you out of your mind?’

      We played tug of war with the phone while I continued my diatribe. “I’m certainly not being paid for what I’m doing here now. Have I received money for my talents? Yes, and that is no sin. You will pretty it up with words, but what you want from me is a form of currency too. I am staying here. We have nothing to discuss.”

      Apollo bared his teeth at me. I released the phone. I was sure Apollo intended to smooth things over with placating words, but my father wasn’t done with me.

      “I have a suitor for you,” Zeus said.

      I struggled to keep my voice firm and resolute instead of turning into a shrill, harpy. “Father, I told you two thousand years ago, I’m done playing your games. I am not coming home. I am not meeting anyone.”

      Static crackled over the phone that I doubted it had anything to do with the cellular signal. “I believe you will reconsider after we talk.”

      Clenching my fists, I closed my eyes. I remembered every one of his threats. I could recall every person he blithely hurt to get me to obey his demands. The vision of my sweet Calla filled my mind. My sisters were also pawns he would use against me. Even Nicco, should Zeus learn of him, could be utilized as blackmail fodder. If I could put my father off for a bit longer, at least until I could devise a plan to protect those I loved… I swallowed my pride and said, “All right. I’ll think about it.”

      “What the hell do you mean?” Nicco demanded. “What’s there to think about?”

      “Who is that?” Zeus asked.

      Eyes snapping open, I reached out for Nicco. He looked at me as if he’d never seen me before. I mouthed, ‘I don’t mean it. Calm down.’

      “Terpsichore’s inamorato,” Apollo answered.

      “Her what?” Zeus thundered.

      A vein pulsed at Nicco’s temple. “Apparently, there are a lot of things you don’t mean.” With a shake of his head, he turned and walked away.

      Devastated, I stood rooted in place. I heard my father’s scolding voice but the words blurred. A cold numbness spread through me. Nicco had walked away. Why hadn’t he let me explain? He couldn’t believe I’d choose another over him, could he? I couldn’t breathe past my grief and despair.

      Apollo caught me by the elbow.

      Another burst of popping static cut through my haze. “Terpsichore!” My father bellowed. “Are you listening to me? Stop playing games.”

      Oh, but I had to play this game to the end. I ached to run after Nicco. Instead, I stiffened my spine, took a shuddering breath, and forced myself into the role Zeus expected, that of the obsequious daughter.
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      The last place I wanted to be was a high school auditorium. After Zeus’s phone call, I’d walked through the house in a haze, somehow making it to my bedroom. Ten minutes later, Calla had come in, told me she’d sent everyone home and held me while I cried. I’d spent most of today with an icepack over my eyes and drinking a tea she swore relieved her worst headaches. The throbbing in my head (and heart) remained unabated.

      Now she watched me with the focus of a new mother helicoptering over her babe.

      “Are you sure you’re ready for this?” she asked for the fifth time.

      “I am,” I lied.

      Except for Ashley (our prickly Jasmine) and Brandon (aka Aladdin), every single kid was excited about holding two performances. Calla gathered everyone in the auditorium to answer questions before splitting them up for practice. With the question-and-answer forum over, we were waiting for Nicco to arrive.

      Kids milled around the periphery of the auditorium in pairs and clusters, talking excitedly among themselves. I noted most of my crew were onstage stretching. Ryder wasn’t among them. I searched the rows of chairs but only saw Paige and a silver-haired volunteer jotting something down on their clipboards as they spoke on their phones.

      Matthew also held a clipboard. “It’s coming together nicely. We managed to contact all the parents last night. They’re reaching out to family and friends. I’ve got an updated list of those who can attend the early show.”

      Weary to the bone, it took more energy than expected to focus on his news. Somehow I had to muster enough steam for the pep talk I’d promised to deliver to our two leads.

      “Paige and Jim are working the phones. Hopefully, by the end of practice, we’ll have a final count.”

      “Oh, my stars!” Calla laid her slender hand on his forearm. “This is going to work!”

      My heart skipped as Nicco came through the left-side double doors. I tensed as he walked down the aisle. I needed to talk to him. I wanted a chance to explain. He wouldn’t meet my eye.

      He stopped three rows back from us. “Am I working with the gymnasium group or in here?”

      Calla glanced between us. “The gym.”

      “Okay. Can you round the kids up and send them my way?”

      Electricity crackled through the air. The scent of ozone pervaded the room. Every fine hair on my body rose. Apollo entered through the right-side doors, along with my father. My breath whooshed out as if I’d taken a sucker punch to the gut.

      He. Could. Not. Be. Here.

      I watched them approach. Apollo’s face was set in grim lines. My father resembled an athletic Santa Claus in a tailored Armani suit. His long white hair was pulled into a queue, and his flowing white beard was neatly combed. For our audience, he wore a mask of pleasant civility.

      Nicco turned around to leave and froze.

      Rationally, I knew I needed to continue the charade of bending to my father’s will, for all our sakes. Yet a molten rage bubbled through my veins.

      “Who is that with your brother?” Calla asked.

      “No one you want to meet.”

      “O-k-a-y.” She drew the word out as if it had four syllables. “I know things are rough for you right now. Are you up for talking to them now?”

      I yanked my gaze off my father’s face and reluctantly turned. Calla nodded toward the stage, where a mutinous Ashely glared at Brandon. I struggled to rein in my temper. I’d made a promise.

      “All of Matthew’s efforts will be wasted if those two won’t work together.”

      “Sure. I’ve got this.” Another lie. I had no idea what I could say that Calla or Nicco hadn’t already. With my emotions careening like a mega-rollercoaster, I tried to calm down. I counted in my head as I walked to the stage.

      Out of the corner of my eye, I caught my father veering away from Apollo. He moved with brisk efficiency, and in seconds he intercepted me.

      A wave of anger surged. Without thinking, I held up my hand in a stop gesture. “Don’t talk to me right now.” My voice rang with authority. “I’m working.”

      My father sputtered as I walked past him. I noticed several teenagers drifting toward our side of the stage.

      Brandon and Ashley straightened, standing at attention like privates before a drill sergeant. I needed to get my temper under control. Counting wasn’t working today.

      More kids sidled toward us. We didn’t need an audience for this conversation. “Come with me.” Both teenagers followed me halfway up the aisle. “Have a seat.” I directed them each to an aisle seat and planted myself between them.

      “Do you want to dance in this production?”

      They answered, “Yes,” in unison.

      “I’m not a coach who can give you a pep talk.” I pinched the bridge of my nose, searching for the right words. “I’m not a counselor. Can you please tell me what’s going on? Why did the world’s best choreographer say he couldn’t work with you?”

      Brandon slumped in his seat. Ashley crossed her arms over her chest.

      “You both are talented. You both have a passion for dancing. Professional? Not so much. This is a learning opportunity for you. As adults, you’ll find there are times you have to work with people who drive you crazy. On occasion, you have to work with someone you don’t like.”

      “I like her.”

      I waited for more.

      Neither spoke. I wished I had Calla’s patience.

      Finally, Ashley said, “I thought we were back together again. You know? But he keeps flirting with—”

      “I’m not flirting.” Brandon vaulted out of his chair. “Ashley! I wasn’t flirting. We were talking. About concert choir.”

      A tear trailed down Ashley’s cheek.

      He crossed the aisle and knelt beside her. “I love you.”

      More tears leaked out as Ashley choked back a sob. She was breaking my heart.

      I laid a hand on Brandon’s shoulder. “Okay. I’d like to talk to Ashley for a bit.”

      Nodding, he stood. I edged around Ashley’s knees and sat beside her. Slowly, Brandon walked back to the stage.

      “He’s going to leave me,” Ashley spoke so low I barely caught her words. “I,” she hiccupped, “I don’t know why I got so pissed about Jaycee. I know they’re friends.” She hiccupped again. “It hurt so much when we broke up. He’s going to leave me again. I know it.”

      I wrapped my arm around her. She turned to me and buried her face against my shoulder. Behind us, I heard someone’s quiet steps. Since the air currents still hummed with energy, I figured it was Zeus. He could wait.

      Ashley’s body shook with muffled sobs. I petted her corkscrew curls. I didn’t know this girl. Didn’t know her background. Didn’t know what losses she’d suffered. But I understood the pain of being left behind.

      “Sometimes you love a person so deeply you’re afraid of losing them.”

      Another hiccup, then she nodded against my shoulder.

      “You… we,” I amended, knowing that even though thousands of years separated us age-wise, we both shared the same fear. “We focus on the ending. Living in fear of that moment, they leave and break our hearts. When we should be enjoying every moment with them right now.” If only Nicco could hear me now, he’d love the irony. “It’s  a silly way to live, isn’t it?”

      “Yeah.”

      “Endings suck. They are horrible. They are soul-crushing.” I choked back a sob. Why had I agreed to this? I was making a hash of it.

      A thousand memories rushed through my mind. Sailing on a ship with Lysander. The tang of salt on my lips and the surety of his arms around me. Dancing with Pierre. Picking blackberries. Laughing until my stomach hurt when we got into a tussle and smashed those berries into each other’s faces. Happy times. Silly times. Ridiculous fights and passionate make-ups. I’d forgotten how alive I’d felt. How much hope and joy I’d experienced. I would not be the woman I was today if I hadn’t loved them. If not for Lysander, I’d never have dared break the restraints of living on Mt. Olympus and ventured out into the world. If not for Pierre, I’d have abandoned my dreams. Who would I have become if I hadn’t been a fool and stayed with Nicco?

      “But in our haste to protect ourselves, we miss out on a lot of amazing. And if all we can focus on is the end… it becomes a self-fulfilling prophecy, doesn’t it? We chase away the one person we want more than our next breath.”

      Ashley lifted her head, mascara streamed down her face. “I don’t want to chase Brandon away.”

      I tucked my fingers beneath her chin. “Can you be brave enough to live in the moment?” Could I? I’d give anything for another chance with Nicco.

      Ashley nodded.

      “Smart girl.” Smarter than me.

      She sat back and swiped at her wet cheeks. “Do you have any Kleenex?”

      “These yoga pants don’t have any pockets, sorry. Run to the bathroom. We’ll wait for you. Oh, hey.” I caught hold of her arm as she stood. “Are you good with back-to-back performances?”

      “Bet.”

      I took her teenage shorthand answer for a yes. “Good.”

      One talk down, one to go. The thought of facing off with my father felt like a Sisyphean task. I didn’t know if I had the strength to continue my charade of being the obedient daughter. All I wanted to do was find Nicco, apologize, and hope I could win him back. I wished I’d strategized with Apollo last night instead of falling apart. If I had any hope of success with my father, I needed to keep a lid on my temper. It wouldn’t hurt to channel my sister Calliope for her gift of eloquence.

      No sense in delaying this any longer. I pushed out of the folding seat and side-stepped to the aisle. Onstage, Calla was organizing Nicco’s brood of students.

      “Can you give me five more minutes?” I called out.

      She waved in acknowledgment.

      Steeling myself, I turned. I wasn’t surprised to find my father waiting in the aisle. It did give me a jolt seeing Nicco seated two rows behind me. The barest hint of a smile curved his lips. I felt my cheeks heat from a mixture of embarrassment he’d overheard me and pleasure that he hadn’t left. I glanced away and saw my brother standing in the back next to the double doors.

      Zeus started lecturing the second I reached him.

      “You are wasted as a Muse. You will meet August, and you will stop this absurd exercise.”

      “Let’s go into the hall, please.” Hoping my father wouldn’t take offense, I kept walking up the aisle, all the while silently praying for inspiration.

      I did a double-take when Nicco joined us.

      “Bliss has been doing exactly what she was born to do.” He adjusted his stride to match mine. “She is an inspiration to all of us.”

      I nearly tripped. He was standing up for me? After yesterday?

      “Who are you?” Zeus asked.

      “Niccoló Romano, sir.”

      “Is that supposed to mean something to me?” Zeus quickened his pace, edging in front of us.

      Nicco ignored the barb. “Her inspiration has been vital in bringing this show to fruition. Normally it would take months of practice, but she has instilled a sense of joy in our students, and they’ve absorbed the choreography like sponges.”

      Though his praise acted as a balm to my jangled nerves, I held out little hope it would alter my father’s mule-headed opinion.

      As Zeus approached the double doors, a somber-faced Apollo stepped to the side and made a sweeping gesture with his arm.

      “I witnessed Terpsichore’s magic yesterday, Father.”

      We followed Zeus out into the wide corridor.

      “She was indeed impressive, Father,” Apollo said.

      Zeus abruptly stopped in front of the concession stand window and rounded on us. He pinned me with his storm-cloud grey eyes. The atmosphere thrummed with electric energy. I braced myself for a tirade.

      “I’m here!” Ryder’s shout shattered the tension. We all turned and watched him race down the hall. A curvaceous auburn-haired woman trotted behind him.

      “I am so sorry we’re late!” She called out.

      “Hi, Miss Bliss. Hi, Mr. Nicco.” Ryder blazed past us into the auditorium.

      It took Ryder’s mother a little longer to reach our party. “Miss Bliss,” she panted. For the life of me, I could not recall her name. “I know you have a no-parent policy, but I didn’t want you to blame Ryder for being late.” She drew in a deep breath. “It’s on me. I was late getting to the school, then we got caught in that road construction.”

      “Give yourself a moment, my dear,” Apollo said.

      “Thank—” She smiled up at Apollo. Taking in his beauty, she went preternaturally still. Her already flushed face turned a rosier hue. “Oh my.”

      Apollo aimed his killer smile at her.

      “Down boy,” I murmured.

      Nicco stifled a laugh.

      Based on his deepening scowl, my father was not amused.

      With an effort, Ryder’s mom tore her eyes away from Apollo and settled them on me. “I also wanted to thank you for all you’ve done. Ryder’s dad… hasn’t been around for some time. His so-called friends teased him about being in dance.” She looked down at her clasped hands. “I saw my son slipping further and further away from me.” She raised her head, snaring me with her doe-brown eyes. Her voice trembled. “You’ve changed his life. He’s focused now. You’ve inspired him to want more, and I can never thank you enough for what you’ve done for Ryder. For me.” She hugged me.

      Tears pricked my eyes as I hugged her back. “It’s been an honor teaching him.”

      “Thank you. I promise I’ll be waiting right outside when you’ve finished practice.” She gave my brother a saucy grin.

      Everyone remained quiet as she race-walked down the hall.

      Nicco broke the silence. “I cannot state my case more eloquently than Mrs. Evans has. You have no cause to be upset with Bliss… er, Terpsichore. She is being true to her nature.”

      “Fine,” Zeus growled. “She can finish this… this… whatever it is she’s doing with all these children.”

      I hated when he spoke as if I weren’t standing right in front of him.

      “She doesn’t need—” Apollo clapped his hand over my mouth. I licked his hand, and he jerked it away.

      “Ick.” He wiped his hand on my mascara-stained shoulder.

      “But!” Zeus raised a dictatorial finger. “As soon as this is finished, she will return to Greece.”

      Something inside me snapped. His pronouncement infuriated me.

      “No, I’m not coming back to Greece.”

      “I beg your pardon?”

      “Father, I am not a music-box ballerina you can wind up and expect to dance to your tune,” I said, heedless of the repercussions. “I’m not going to give up the life I’ve created.”

      “Ungrateful child, I will not tolerate this disobedience.”

      Afraid I would give in to the overwhelming compulsion to shake him, I planted my hands on my hips. “The world has moved on. Marrying me off won’t garner you the kind of adoration it did eons ago.”

      “I am your father.” Electricity crackled around my father, and tiny blue-white flames sparked from his hands. “You will do as I command.”

      “I love Nicco.”

      Thunder rumbled across the sky.

      “Love? What do you know of love?” Zeus demanded.

      “Bliss and I are engaged,” Nicco blurted.

      What? We were? My knees turned to jelly. Apollo steadied me.

      “And,” Nicco continued. “I am not above reaching out to my mother and asking for her intervention.” Nicco held his hand out to me.

      Swamped by unadulterated joy, I could barely breathe. Swallowing past the lump in my throat, I went to him. He tucked me against his side, and it felt like home.

      “You mean to tattle to your mommy?” Zeus laughed, a deep, rumbling belly laugh.

      “His mother is Hathor,” Apollo said. “THE Hathor.”

      Zeus stopped laughing. His eyebrows shot skyward.

      “My mother won’t be pleased you are trying to steal my fiancée. When I explain the situation, she will protect Terpsichore as her own daughter.”

      “You know Hathor will do exactly that, father. Do you intend to start a war with her?”

      Zeus eyed Nicco. “No. No. I don’t.” He swung his gaze to me. “Engaged? Without my blessing?”

      As if he’d give it.

      “I love him,” I repeated.

      “And I love her. She’s my heart’s desire.” Nicco kissed my temple.

      “How” —Zeus curled his upper lip into a sneer— “romantic.”

      Apollo smacked his hands together. “Well, now. What do you say we watch the practice? And you can see firsthand what a fine job Terpsi is doing.”

      “My apologies,” Nicco said. “Bliss has a hard and fast rule. No parents are allowed to observe. We don’t want to distract the children or disrupt the Muse.”

      “We wouldn’t want that.” My father inclined his head to us. “But I expect a front-row seat for the premiere performance.”

      I wasn’t foolish enough to protest. A small thing such as no available tickets wouldn’t hinder Zeus. He’d simply create a seat for himself with his magic. I just hoped he didn’t conjure a throne.

      Ryder poked his head out the double doors. “Miss Calla wants to know how much longer?”

      “We’re coming.” Nicco’s hand found mine. I entwined my fingers with his. “Gentlemen, excuse us.” He led me back into the auditorium. “Ryder, will you close both sets of doors, please?”

      “Sure.” Ryder yanked the doors closed and then scampered back to the group.

      “I’m sorry,” I said as we walked down the aisle. “I’m sorry I was an idiot and broke up with you. I’m sorry I hurt you. And yesterday—”

      “Shh. Bliss, stop.” Nicco drew me to a halt. “I let my temper and jealousy blind me yesterday. The idea of you marrying someone else. Some stranger you didn’t love… when left me because I told you I loved you and wanted to spend the rest of my life with you… I went a little crazy. Then I heard you talking to Ashley. And I knew I’d been a fool. Will you forgive me?”

      My heart careened. “I will forgive you if you forgive me.” I stepped close and stroked my fingers over his razor-smooth cheek. “Also, yes.”

      “Yes?” Confusion etched his face.

      “Yes, I’ll marry you.” I cupped his face between my hands and kissed him. I poured all of my love, my joy, my longing into the far too brief kiss.

      Nicco grinned rakishly as I pulled back.

      “After practice, you are coming home with me,” he said.

      “Yes.”
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      Thanks to Matthew, every person with a ticket saw the production. My father did not create a throne, but his seat and Apollo’s were noticeably roomier than the others. Both shows went off with only minor blips. At the end of each performance, instead of a solo dance, Nicco created a new number so I could dance with the entire cast. A great many liberties were taken in the finale, but I doubted anyone in the audience noticed. No one thought to time it, but we received at least a seven-minute ovation from the friends and family-packed first showing.

      “Call me when you get to New York.” Calla hugged me.

      Matthew loaded my last suitcase into the trunk of Nicco’s car.

      I breathed in her scent, willing myself not to cry. I promised myself I would not disappear out of Calla’s life. I would enjoy every precious moment I had with her. When I was sure my voice wouldn’t crack, I said, “Promise me you’ll come out to New York soon for a visit.”

      “I will.”

      Reluctantly, I released her.

      From the back seat, where he rearranged bags, Nicco called out, “I’m sure you two will talk each night.”

      “You’re coming back in November for the workshops, right?” Sophia asked.

      “We are.” As I hugged her, I whispered in her ear, “Text me progress reports.”

      She giggled. “I will.”

      Aubrey and Ryder had also added their numbers to my phone. I looked forward to hearing about their hijinks.

      Matthew closed the trunk. “All set.”

      I slid into the passenger seat. Sophia closed my door. We hadn’t even pulled out of the driveway, and already I was homesick for them all. Nicco got in and started the car. I rolled down my window and blew kisses as we drove away.

      “I’m going to miss her.”

      “I know.” Nicco captured my hand, lifted it to his lips, and kissed my palm.

      Happy and content in a way I never expected to be, I entwined my fingers with his and drew his hand to me. “We have all the time in the world.” I pressed a reverent kiss against his knuckles.

      “All the time.”

      He drove one-handed as we navigated the streets. As we turned onto the I-380 S ramp, he said, “Oh, by the way, Mom wants to meet you. She’s looking at property in Connecticut. She’s going to drop in and visit.”

      All vestiges of wistfulness evaporated. “Meet your mother?” Anxiety butterflied through me.

      “She’ll love you.”

      I certainly hoped so, or the next few millennia could prove tricky.
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included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or
in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or
binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.
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