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      The early evening sky held enough light for one last game of hide-and-seek, and Layla Sinclair knew the best hiding spot in the backyard of her family’s coastal house.

      “You’ll never find me,” Layla said with a challenging laugh.

      “Sure I will,” Ilene fired back, starting her count from the back porch.

      At ten years old, Layla knew she was the best in the family at finding hiding places, sassy cousins included. While Ilene counted and all six children scattered, Layla dashed past the twinkling white lights strung around the yard in celebration of the holiday season—even though Christmas was still a month away. She found the live oak she wanted to climb; the one with a branch low enough to reach. Rubbing her hands together, she readied to scale the tree.

      Flickering light by the dock through the clearing caught her attention. Maybe people were taking an evening ride. Her uncle Simon had a boat. She loved riding in boats—sometimes even liked to pretend she was a pirate, sailing the high seas and causing mischief. She crept closer to see a boat parked on the sound-side dock with two men unloading crates.

      “Hello, little lady.” One man in a blue jumpsuit smiled and waved.

      Taught to always be polite, she gave a tentative wave.

      Delivery men, she deduced. That wasn’t a surprise because this huge Thanksgiving party, still going into the weekend, had Sinclairs from all over the country in attendance. Later tonight, she’d probably have to sing again for the family, but until then, she was free to play.

      “Does that path lead to the Sinclair estate?” the man with the friendly smile asked. “We have a wine delivery.”

      She glanced at the plentiful crates. Her aunts and uncles had certainly been opening many bottles these last few days. Their supply was probably dwindling. Such a funny word. That’s what Aunt Elliot said about the cookie count with so many children under one roof. Dwindling.

      “Yes. Just follow the lights to the house,” Layla said, toying with the sleeve of the frilly shirt she wore over black leggings.

      “Much obliged. What are you doing by the docks?”

      “Hide and seek.” She glanced back at the tree.

      “Oh, yeah? That’s a mighty fine tree for climbing. Big ol’ granddaddy oak. You’re not afraid of spiders up there?”

      “Not this time of year.”

      “Brave one. Need a boost?”

      Layla considered it. He was a delivery man with a kind smile. Not exactly a stranger. She wasn’t going anywhere with him, and she could use that boost if she stood a chance of hiding from Ilene now that the countdown was probably up.

      “Okay.”

      “On the count of three.” He joined her by the tree, placing large, strong hands on her hips. “One, two, three!”

      She pushed off with her legs to help get higher as she stretched her arms toward the limb.

      Instead of launching her into the tree, the man jerked her back and clamped his huge hand over her mouth. His other hand squeezed her waist so tightly, tears sprang to her eyes.

      She screamed and flailed, but the hand muffled her cries and his grip on her only tightened. Seemingly effortlessly, he dragged her toward the dock and onto the boat. Stars danced before her eyes, and her fingers and toes tingled.

      Out of breath, Layla stopped screaming so she could suck in air through her nose. Fear had her heart pounding faster than a rabbit’s.

      “What the hell you doing, Teddy?” The second man’s tone sounded more annoyed than surprised that his friend was kidnapping a child.

      Rain began to fall.

      “Payday. Load the shit back up,” Teddy barked.

      “Payday?” He started loading the crates back on the boat even as he verbally protested. “Thought we set up all this to get inside and steal stuff.”

      “Do you know who this brat is?” Teddy said. “Layla-fucking-Sinclair. Her whole family is loaded. She’s a child star. That’s how I recognized her.” He carried her onto the boat. “Grab the ties, Red.”

      Tears sprang to her eyes as she whimpered behind the massive hand still covering her mouth. The lanky redhead sent Teddy one last lingering glare as he pulled the half-hitch on the dock tie and tossed the rope onto the deck.

      “Get us out of here.”

      As Red fired up the engine, Teddy roughly set Layla down on the bench, then eased his hand away. “Now, don’t scream⁠—”

      Uncontrollably, she unleashed a screeching wail that would have made her director proud had she pulled it off in Tell No One, the horror show she’d played an accessory part in. The backhanded blow came swift and solid. Her jaw erupted in pain before her world went dark.

      

      When Layla woke, recent events tumbled through her mind as her entire face hurt. She’d never been struck in her entire life. She’d seen her share of corners for timeout but never physical punishment. Bracing against the rocking boat, she sat up and wiped at her eyes. She was alone with her fear down in the tiny cabin below deck.

      After exploring the small space and confirming the door was locked, she used the bathroom. She washed her hands and walked back into the cabin, where she noticed a cup of water. Sniffing it, she smelled nothing foul, and the cup felt cool, as if it had been poured fresh. Thirsty, she gulped it down.

      Quietly, she put her ear to the door to listen. The engine rumbled too loudly to make out the voices until it slowed. “We get to the trailer, make the ransom call, and then let ‘em scramble to collect it. Family like that ought to have ten million easy.”

      The other one scoffed. “Probably all tied up in houses, boats, planes, and plastic surgery.”

      “Hmm. You’re right. Let’s suppose they can get their hands on two million cash. We ask for five.”

      She felt so foolish for having trusted the man. All he wanted was money.

      “Why five if you think they only got two?”

      “If they try to negotiate, they feel like they’ve accomplished somethin’, and if we’re wrong about the two, maybe they got more to give.”

      “What about the kid?”

      “They pay the cash, we dump her on the side of the road somewhere, and tell ‘em where to look.”

      “I dunno. She’s seen our faces.”

      Footsteps on the stairs had Layla shrinking back, climbing onto the narrow bed. Laying down, she closed her eyes. Pretend to sleep Layla. Maybe they would leave her alone if they thought she was sleeping. She’d done it for a movie before. She’d done it to fool the nanny a dozen times. She could do it now.

      The door creaked open.

      “Ha, ha. Told you she’d drink the water.”

      “How long she gonna be out with what you put in there?”

      “Pill bottle says it helps you get a good night’s sleep. Must be at least eight hours, maybe more ‘cause she’s only a kid.”

      They had given her sleeping drugs, and she’d fallen for that too. Why would they do that to her? When the door closed again, the lock clicked. Tears slid down her cheeks. Terrified, she curled into a tight ball, and before long, she tumbled into a bottomless pit of sleep.

      

      When she woke up again, Layla was in a small room with a mattress and a table. They had moved her off the boat to somewhere on land, judging by the stillness.

      Noisy rain pelted the tin roof above her. A glass of milk and a sandwich were on the table, but she wouldn’t dare put anything else in her mouth again from those men. Stretching to her tiptoes, she tried to peer out of one of the grimy windows. Morning sunbeams from an overcast sky cast gray light over trees. Between the boat ride and the sleeping medicine, she didn’t know how far they’d traveled or where she was now, other than no longer on a boat. She sobbed as she fought a wave of helplessness.

      I must escape.

      She stared at the window above her, considering how to open it, when the door burst open.

      Teddy looked haggard like he hadn’t slept all night, but with wild eyes. “Good, you’re up. They want proof of life.” He held a phone up in one hand and a wickedly long blade in the other.

      He slashed it once through the air and had her scrambling back with a yip. Her heart sped faster, and she fought the urge to cry again. The rain on the roof poured harder, the wind blowing it at an angle.

      “You tell them what I’ll do to you if they don’t pay.”

      When he swiped through the air again, closer this time, Layla screamed.

      Teddy laughed. “That’ll do, brat. That’ll do.”

      He left, locking the door again. Layla’s entire body shook, and the rain turned to drops of hail pinging off the trailer with an almost musical ring.

      She couldn’t stay here. She’d seen enough movies to know the bad guys didn’t always deliver after the victim’s family paid the ransom. And she’d seen their faces, as one of them had pointed out, so there was another reason not to let her go.

      She might not survive if she didn’t run now.

      Quietly and with her heart still sprinting from the knife threat, she moved the small table under the window and stood on it. Stretching onto her toes, she pushed the window open. Her body was small enough to fit, but Teddy’s couldn’t. That was probably why he hadn’t considered she might escape. But reaching her hand to slide it open and getting up to it to climb out were two different tasks.

      She looked around but saw nothing else she could put under or on the table to make it higher. The room was bare except for the poisoned food, small table, mattress, and the light overhead. She would have to pretend the window ledge was a tree branch and pull herself through.

      With both hands grasping the edge, she jumped and pulled at the same time. The metal windowsill bit into her hands and then her ribs when she hung halfway out. Her legs banged into the wall as she struggled for balance, but large balls of hail fell with such force, she was sure the sound drowned out her escape.

      Looking down, she noticed the cinder blocks propping up the trailer and gaped at the long drop. She had no choice but to fall face first as there was nothing she could grab to swing her legs around.

      Catching herself on her hands, pain jolted up through her elbows and shoulders, but the rain-soaked ground absorbed some of the impact. Tears came as she struggled to her feet and pushed through the pain.

      The wind whipped up around her as she dashed away. Through a short clip of trees, sand replaced dirt beneath her feet. She was on the beach with no place to hide. Running through the sand proved slow and taxing.

      When she stopped to catch her breath, Teddy called after her, “Come back here!” With face contorted in rage and looking like a wild animal, he closed in fast.

      She would never outrun him. Terror jolted through her at the thought of how he would hurt her when he caught up to her. He had that scary knife.

      From a darkly eerie and unnatural swirling gray cloud amidst the rumbling sky, a spiral of wind and vapors stretched toward the ground. The air felt electrically charged as a tingling sensation spread through Layla.

      At the bellowing sound like a train, Teddy turned to look back toward the trailer. The twister tendrilled down, both horrific and majestic as it dropped onto the trailer. Like an angry living beast, it devoured metal and trees into its belly with a deafening roar. Wind whipped Layla’s hair and clothes.

      The tornado curved toward them, sweeping Teddy up into the deadly debris and swallowing both him and his screams before it bent to dance its way out to sea. Her chest squeezed in fear and relief. She couldn’t see where the man had gone. One moment he’d stood in the sand, and the next, he’d disappeared.

      Over the ocean, the twister churned the water, hurling a wave at her. She screamed as it crashed into her and swept her out to the murky depths of the Atlantic where the dark, icy water dragged her under. She knew how to swim, but her arms and legs, feeling frozen solid, wouldn’t move. Even if she could control them, she didn’t know which way was up.

      Something brushed by her, then again. Her hand closed over a smooth fin, and she clutched it like a lifeline. The creature brought her above the surface toward the shore, where she sucked in a breath of air. Her eyes burned from the saltwater, so she closed them tight as she shivered.

      Strong arms lifted her out of the surf, and she felt safe for the first time since her kidnaping. They were soft, warm, and furry—not something that would have a fin. She curled into the heat, trying to warm her body.

      When they stopped moving, she opened her eyes to see the storm had cleared, leaving a light-gray sky. To her right, the ocean appeared calm and the tornado had vanished. Above her was the face of a boy holding her… not a bear like her imagination had led her to believe.

      He had pale green eyes, full lips, and a furrowed brow. “You’ll be okay.” He took off his plaid over-shirt and bundled her up in it. “We’ll get you warm in no time. You’re safe.”
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      Tyler Callahan pivoted around the three snarling heads of the Cerberus he battled. The enormous beast had dense black hair, and  snapping jaws lunged for him so close that Tyler felt the spittle from its mouths fly onto his arm.

      In his bear form, he struggled to wrangle the Greek mythological creature. Three heads meant three sets of independently gnashing teeth, and on a surprisingly quick and powerful canine body. When he tried to wrestle one head, the other two bit him. And how did one strangle such an anatomically abnormal beast? Tyler’s bear arms weren’t long enough to wrap around all three heads at once. In bear form, he also wasn’t agile enough to quickly grab the Cerberus by the hind legs and fling it aside.

      After his third agonizing dog bite—because the pain from the hologram felt real even if the injuries weren’t—Tyler opted for another approach. Backing away to regroup and biting back his frustration, he focused. Rapidly transforming, fur gave way to leather skin as his body expanded ten times his current size and he dropped to all fours. Tusks and proboscis sprouted forward, and he let out a trumpeted cry.

      The Cerberus lunged, and Tyler swung his head, great elephant ears flopping, as he knocked the animal ten feet back with the blunt force from the side of one tusk. Tyler’s blow lifted the dog off its feet, but it landed back on all fours, snarling at him.

      Rebounding, the canine charged. Leaping forward off powerful hind legs, it sailed through the air directly at Tyler’s face. Throwing his head back, Tyler lifted his thick ivory spikes and impaled the Cerberus. The hologram glitched and then faded.

      Panting and fatigued, he transformed back into human form. “Take that, you ugly mutt.”

      After glancing around, he was grateful for the absence of an audience. This morning, the other team members trained elsewhere, which meant he could slump onto the bench in exhaustion with no one around to think less of him. Not that anyone would.

      The six warriors who’d answered the enigmatic call to the island and accepted Athena’s challenge to complete the tasks necessary to keep the titan Kronos entombed in his dimension were a cohesive unit. No one would judge him for being tired after taking on a Cerberus. Even Layla, who would undoubtedly have given him crap about it, wouldn’t have shown any genuine malice.

      Hers was a mouth, though, he’d rather be kissing than taking crap from. Too bad she hated him.

      Tyler plopped onto the bench and did the intended slouching as he wiped a towel across his face. In his career helping people, he’d performed his animal transformations covertly to aid in his roles in search and rescue missions.

      Prior to being assigned this monumental quest, he’d never transformed in order to fight, and certainly hadn’t envisioned using his powers against monsters spawned from Greek legends. Fortunately, the holographic training was arming him with the knowledge of what forms worked best against which creatures.

      He shuddered to remember his last few virtual battles with their mix of pain, failure, and triumph. Fighting Medusa as a mountain lion had killed him as soon as he’d sunk his teeth into her. Who knew she had toxic blood? He’d ‘virtually’ died that round. As a hawk, he could gouge out her eyes and avoid close contact.

      The Minotaur had been bested by a bull—matching the beast’s size and strength and going at him horn-to-horn. But when Tyler tried that with a Nemean lion, its claws had shredded his bull hide. No brute force of claw or fang could breach the animal’s gold shell, but it wasn’t impenetrable to the toxic poison dart frog. Thanks to a rescue venture in the South American jungle, he’d known what that was in order to think to become one.

      When Tyler had tried to take out a hydra in wolf form, the damn thing kept regenerating heads. But as a fire salamander, spraying poisonous liquid from glands behind his eyes and into the eyes or mouth of the beast, he’d defeated the snake-headed creature.

      The cyclops had picked him up in panther form and hurled him out of the rink, which the system rightly declared a failure on Tyler’s part, who had to use some of Rex’s magic tears to heal serious road rash. But as an owl, Tyler took out the creature’s lone eye before transforming back to human form and impaling him with a sword.

      And the list continued. Tyler needed to learn all of this now because there would be no second chances in a real battle.

      Six warriors, the other five of whom he considered friends, were tasked with keeping Kronos confined to his world because the titan was apparently fantasizing about destroying Earth and its inhabitants. So far, the homicidal maniac had thrown all sorts of horrors their way—a Cetus (aptly termed boarshark by Madison), giants, a Minotaur, Medusa, and those were even as Kronos waged psychological warfare on his opposition.

      Tyler had learned not to underestimate Kronos’ underhanded deviousness.
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        * * *

      

      Layla stood alone on a beach on the island of Milopas and summoned the storm. The clouds billowed forth, dark and foreboding. After six weeks of training and honing her power, she could easily summon the storm through will. She could bring rain and fierce wind, but in battle, her real destructive force would come from lightning… if she could control it.

      She recalled one of her earlier sessions with Alexios, their guide for all things battle-related.

      “How do you call up the thunder?” he’d asked.

      “Storms are anger. Rain is sadness. Sunshine is happiness.” As simple as they were predictable, she thought.

      He’d nodded sagely with a furrowed brow on bronze skin, looking wiser and more like the two-thousand-year-old Greek warrior he was. “When we fought the giants on Crete, what emotions did you experience?” 

      She shuddered thinking of those enormous, burly giants with murder in their dark expressions.

      “Fear, mostly. Afraid one of us would be hurt. Or the dog. Zephyr was zipping under those massive legs, and I thought he might get trampled.” She thought fondly of Madison’s black lab-boxer mix who fearlessly defended all six of them even though he was the smallest and the only one without magic.

      “What else?” Alexios nudged.

      “Some anger, I suppose. I mean, the nerve of those jerks to attack without provocation and with deadly intent.” She considered further. “Pride, too. You and Rex were a strong duo. Madison turned two of them into stone, and Zoey and I backed one off a cliff. Tyler... Tyler was an impressively ferocious bear.” She chuckled. “Up until he made the mistake of looking at Madison and turned to stone. So, I guess awe and a little petty satisfaction mingled in there as well.” 

      Alexios grinned, the expression transforming him from the wise teacher into the good-natured thirty-year-old he was. “Good. Now, imagine these many emotions warring for your power throughout the course of a battle. If your power can only be wielded through emotion, what if you could only feel anger the entire time? How difficult would that be?” 

      She gave him a wry grin. “You obviously haven't heard how long I can stay mad.” 

      Alexios cocked his head to one side. 

      Because that hadn’t earned her a laugh, she shook her long, dark hair off her shoulders and said, “All joking aside, yes, I see your point. I can’t fight a prolonged battle while feeling nothing but anger.”

      “Good. You must find a way to summon the winds and lightning that does not involve fear or anger or madness. Or calm, for that matter. You won't be calm in battle either.” 

      Calm definitely didn’t describe her emotional state during any time of her life. She took a breath, thinking of the enormity of his observation and what that meant she needed to work on improving. “I need to detach my emotions from my power.” 

      “Exactly. The same way you pull a bow and fire an arrow, you should summon a storm and shoot a bolt of lightning.” 

      “Mechanically. I like that. Makes sense. How do I do that?” She bounced lightly on her toes, waiting for the sage wisdom of insight he would provide.

      “That is for you to figure out. Once you do, hone those steps as you are doing with the bow, so the motion is fluid and seamless. So that the magic is fluid and seamless.” 

      After stewing in his wisdom for a while, more than a little frustrated he hadn’t spoon-fed her the solution, Layla had gone to the person she knew whose summoning of powers was fluid, seamless, and didn’t require emotion… Zoey.

      Layla found her friend in the glassblowing shed Zoey had created to continue her hobby in between her training. She wore a fire-resistant apron, goggles, and had her short red hair spiked around a head bent and focused on her work.

      “How do you summon fire?” Layla had asked, standing in the room filled with stifling heat.

      Zoey tilted the metal rod in her hands, the molten orb at the end glowing orange as she spun it. Her palm hovered close, flames licking from her fingertips to keep the glass pliable. “What do you mean?”

      “My control of the weather has always been linked to my emotions. Because my focus over the years has been magic suppression, I just tried to suppress my emotions. Alexios wants me to learn the activation of my magic without emotion.”

      “Makes sense.” Zoey blew gently into the tube, the glass swelling into a perfect sphere. She rotated it carefully, sparks flickering in the reflection. “The battlefield can be a veritable melting pot of emotions.”

      “So… back to my original question…”

      Zoey nodded, guiding the orb with a pair of paddles before tweaking the rim with metal tongs. Sweat streamed down the side of her face. “I focus on the source and imagine a sort of dial, like a volume control, and adjust how high—or how loud—I want it to be.”

      Layla frowned. “What do you mean, focus on the source? What source?”

      Zoey pinched off a glowing thread of glass, her fire dimming enough to let it cool. “Hard to describe. I can sort of sense the power’s origin at the bottom of my brain, deep inside. When I focus on it, I can summon it.”

      She held up the piece, its surface shimmering like frozen fire. “Like this. Controlled. On my terms.”

      Layla had taken that knowledge and returned to the isolated beach several times to feel the source of her power, focusing on her head.

      Nothing happened.

      Two weeks of struggling with her magic mixed in with her other training had passed without success. So, she’d decided to approach the matter scientifically. Maybe Zoey’s power originated from her brainstem, but Layla's was somewhere else. 

      Returning to the beach, she’d focused her senses on every organ she knew and still came up empty. The air charged, and her awareness prickled, as if building to something—before puffing out to nothingness. Out of frustration, she summoned and discharged a thunderous bolt but didn’t consider the use of emotion to achieve lightning a success.

      Finally, she’d consulted an anatomy book and was hunched over it in the common room when Madison had approached. 

      “Playing a doctor in your next movie role?” the cute blonde asked in her smooth, British accent. 

      Layla looked up from the pictures in the anatomy book. Madison wore her uni-band sunglasses to protect the rest of them from her ability to turn living things into stone.

      “No,” Layla said. “But that would be a role I haven't done. I’m trying to find the source of my power.” She gave Madison a similar explanation of Alexios’ teaching as she had to Zoey and then relayed what Zoey had said. “Based on what I'm looking at, the base of the brain contains the hypothalamus, which controls body temperature, so maybe that’s Zoey’s source.”

      Madison nodded and walked over to look over Layla’s shoulder at the book. “You need a part of the anatomy that corresponds to weather control?” 

      “Exactly. Except I’ve tried every organ.” Frustrated, she roughly patted the anatomy book pages as if they had misbehaved somehow.

      Reaching toward the book, Madison turned pages back to the Table of Contents and scanned the list. “Maybe it’s a system, not an organ. See here. Cardiovascular system. Nervous system. Integumentary system.” 

      Layla thought about the spine-tingling sensation every time she summoned the weather. She flipped to the chapter where a diagram showed ropes of nerves traveling from the cervical spine down the thoracic spine to the lumbar spine and extending out to the body from every vertebra. Every part of the yellow network depicted on the diagram matched where she felt her magic.

      The nervous system.

      She leaped up from her chair and hugged Madison. “You’re a genius. Thank you!”

      With her new knowledge and revelation, Layla was back on the beach, feeling the power pulse through her nervous system as clouds rolled in. Her training was lonelier than the rest because her power was unpredictable. It would be poor form to electrocute one of the other five people she’d joined forces with to keep Kronos sealed in his realm.

      A bolt in nature could carry up to three hundred million volts and temperatures hotter than the sun’s surface. Yikes! A direct strike from her magic was fatal, or would at the very least inflict catastrophic injuries. And, if her lightning was close to an ally, the current could jump sideways from the main strike point—a side flash. And it could also radiate through the ground for up to thirty feet from the strike point, sometimes more in wet ground.

      For all these reasons, she trained alone with her lightning, and until she could create controlled channels of it consistently, the established minimum safe distance while she used her magic was a hundred feet.

      Layla closed her eyes and inhaled, but the air tasted different—sharp, metallic, like biting down on copper. The fine hairs along her arms rose as though reaching for something unseen. Clouds materialized above her.

      She thought about the scientific way lightning was created. Inside a storm cloud, particles of ice and water collided again and again until they split apart. The lighter, positively charged fragments drifted upward, while the heavier, negatively charged ones sank. The separation built a dangerous imbalance, a vast voltage difference stretching between sky and earth. The ground responded, pulling its own charge upward to meet the storm above. Then came the leader—an invisible path of electrons, snaking downward. From the earth, positive streamers leapt upward, desperate to connect. And when they met, the circuit closed in a blinding instant. Current ripped through the air, turning it into superheated plasma. The bolt carved a path across the sky, and thunder was just the sound of air exploding under the weight of that power.

      The ground hummed through the soles of her boots, and when she finally let go, the air cracked. A blinding arc leapt from the sky to the ground, the shockwave rattling her teeth. For a moment, she felt only release—like the ache in her nerve endings had discharged. The clouds faded.

      Victory.

      The entire summoning had taken about thirty seconds, which meant she was getting faster, but in battle, a lot could happen in thirty seconds. She needed to be faster, and probably direct more than one bolt at more than one target… while simultaneously firing her arrows.

      If she kept allies at a hundred feet, what was the minimum safe distance for herself? So far, she’d kept bolts at about forty feet—a distance where she could feel the charge and taste the ozone but hadn’t electrocuted herself. Zeus, she hoped that wasn’t a possibility. After all, Zoey couldn’t burn herself, even when practically engulfed in flame.

      Focusing again, Layla decided she would try to singe a spot twenty feet from her. Spine tingling as she readied the magic, she spread her legs to brace for a shockwave.

      The bolt ignited but struck closer than she’d intended—more like ten feet instead of twenty. The lightning knocked her off her feet, and she flew, airborne, until her body came to a slamming halt as she landed in a patch of bushes. Thorns raked her arms as the spiny broom clutched at her like a dozen angry cats. Crushed thyme released a pungent wave of scent so strong it stung her nose. She coughed, half-gasping, half-laughing, tangled in branches that smelled like someone had dumped an entire spice rack over her.

      Detangling herself, she stepped out of the bushes and brushed off her pants, still chuckling at herself. Well, good thing she trained alone with her lightning.
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      Walking back from her training, Layla daydreamed about her screenplay. She enjoyed acting, but wanted to embrace another realm of creativity.

      She wanted to write a Greek mythology adventure but with a different flavor than the trials and tribulations she and the others on Milopas faced. Escape into her imagination was a reprieve from the reality of their purpose to fight Kronos.

      She had words on paper—or letters on screen, technically—and a general idea of the plot, but she needed more flare. She’d already decided on a ship with sails instead of stagnation on an island, training. This scenario meant her characters needed to already possess skills and would have to develop teamwork on the fly—ha-pun intended.

      She loved sailing and decided her main character would have a pirate flare. Power over the weather? Maybe. Maybe the characters wouldn’t have magic, just their wits and ingenuity. Ideas slipped through her mind like headlights through fog without latching on to anything substantial.

      Layla climbed the stone staircase, pausing at the training platform. She’d spent many hours learning various weapons and how to wield them. For close combat, she preferred a kopis because the small sword was manageable. Her principal weapon, however, aside from lightning, was the bow. With arrows, she had the distance she needed from the battle to bring down her lightning. Because she was still honing control of her magic, she had yet to use the two together—shooting an arrow at one target while electrocuting another. 

      On the outskirts of the holographic training sphere Madison had dubbed the first circle of hell, Zoey and Tyler were talking. He sat on a bench, wearing a sweat-drenched t-shirt and shorts with dark and unruly wet hair clinging to the back of his neck. He had thick ropes of muscle over a six-foot-two, self-assured male bone structure.

      Weren’t the fates cruel sons of bitches? They’d thrown her into a situation where she was forced to work with her ex-boyfriend to save the world. Where walking away wasn’t an option. At least one she wasn’t willing to entertain.

      No problem. She’d faced all sorts of adversity in her acting career, like assumptions about her being a pretty face who couldn’t pull off grit or couldn’t be taken seriously. If she used her looks for her career, she was shallow. If she didn’t, she was ignored. She’d had to fight for roles to show her range of ability.

      What’s one more hurdle?

      Her relationship with Tyler had many great moments before it broke. In fact, there had been downright magical moments, right up until he’d shredded her heart and walked away.

      Zoey wore stretch shorts and a tank top, the white of her shirt contrasting sharply with her tan skin and bold, short red hair. She sat angled slightly toward Tyler, so Layla couldn’t see her expression but could still hear her voice.

      “This shapeshifting thing,” Zoey said. “You keep your clothes and what else?”

      “Clothes stay—thank the gods—and anything in my pockets or closely strapped to me.”

      “Phone?”

      “Stays with me as part of the form I turn into until I turn back. Not like I can make a call as mountain lion though.”

      “Backpack?”

      “No.”

      “Weird.”

      He shrugged. “I didn’t invent the magic. Just use it. Besides, you don’t burn when you use your fire magic. Weird,” he echoed.

      “Comes in handy. Glassblowing. Welding. Firefighting.”

      “Welding, huh?” Tyler asked Zoey.

      She shrugged. “It was a paying gig. All of my post-high school education has been what I could learn in an informal apprenticeship style. I thought because I could wield fire, maybe I was supposed to have a job related to that.” 

      “It’s a cool job.” 

      “It’s a hot job,” she countered in a tone suggesting she hadn’t enjoyed it. “Laborious and male dominated. Most of them decently respected a woman in their field, but some felt threatened and others...” 

      Layla knew glimpses of the rest of that story. Men hadn’t been kind to Zoey over the years. She’d built walls because of them. 

      “And then pyrotechnics before becoming Layla’s stunt double?” Tyler must have sensed the shift in Zoey’s mood and opted to steer the conversation back to happier turf.

      “Yeah. That was rewarding work. Blowing up shit. Incredibly cathartic. But I loved being a stunt double. That was by far the most rewarding.”

      “Is that when you and Layla became friends?” he asked. 

      “Not at first. I’d always kept to myself, and she was super busy on and off set. We were work colleagues to start. As time went on, I’d give her crap about being an entitled princess and she’d banter back about who dragged me out of the sewer. We mixed those in with real appreciation for each other’s talents. Still, we only interacted on set. Don’t make that face.”

      “What face?” Tyler leaned back, grinning at Zoey’s reprimand. 

      “That face like you think she saw me as not good enough to have a recognized friendship offset. We didn’t socialize offset because I had no interest in the lack of privacy the media and public gave her. I kept my distance because my whole life has been about keeping my head down and people out. I couldn’t risk anyone finding out about my fire.” 

      Layla warmed at the memory of how their friendship had grown. At the time, she’d thought Zoey was reserved and hadn’t known she was keeping such a big secret. Layla had been delighted to have a friend who wasn’t impressed by fame or fortune and demanded nothing of Layla other than to be herself… rather like her relationship with Tyler years ago.

      “Okay. Okay,” he said. “But the friendship off set came at some point.” 

      Zoey nodded. “The Nemean Lion. During the attack, we discovered each other’s powers.” 

      “Your bond solidified through knowing each other’s secrets.” His tone suggested he respected and understood that. 

      “Knowing we weren’t alone,” Zoey agreed. “My arm had been mangled in the attack and was irreparable. That was a low point—when I realized my stunt double days were over. Layla offered me a job as her bodyguard.” 

      Layla suppressed a snicker, recalling how she’d practically had to beg Zoey to take the job. No way was she losing their friendship because Zoey was struggling with issues of self-worth.

      “Bodyguard? Did she need that?” 

      Is that worry in his voice? Layla wondered.

      Zoey shrugged and kicked a toe at the foot of the bench. “At the time, she had less control over her power than she does now and certainly couldn’t be caught using it in public. She needed someone who understood that part of her and could intervene if needed. Plus, in her words, I give off a convincing don’t-mess-with-me-vibe which is eighty percent of the work of bodyguards she’d used in the past.”

      Tyler chuckled. “I can see that. She was smart to have hired you.” 

      “And we’ve been friends ever since.” 

      Layla’s heart squeezed. A friend who was making nice with Layla’s nemesis. Fraternizing with the enemy. Layla looked up at the now overcast sky. Ugh. How childish can I be?

      Zoey didn’t make friends easily. Layla should be happy she was opening up to Tyler, not feel betrayed. And she had no business eavesdropping on her friend.

      And Tyler’s interest in Zoey’s past? Also, none of Layla’s business. She had zero claim on him and no right to the sting of jealousy that struck at the bottom of her breastbone. Besides, he wasn’t flirting or moving closer. The conversation was entirely platonic, and even if it wasn’t, she should be happy for Zoey, not jealous. Thunder rumbled above.

      Damn emotions. Layla turned to head down the stairs but glimpsed Tyler tipping his head to notice the clouds and Layla standing there. He definitely didn’t need to know Layla felt emotionally distraught over a simple conversation.

      She hurried away.
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        * * *

      

      Tyler wiped a towel across his forehead when a light growl of thunder rumbled over head, and he noticed gray skies had replaced the sunny blue. Gaze instantly searching, he spotted Layla going down the stairs.

      What had put her in a foul mood? Rumor on the small island was she’d been struggling with her lightning training, so perhaps that wasn’t progressing as she expected.

      “Will you excuse me?” He hopped up and left Zoey at the training center as he trailed after Layla. He caught up with her on the path that wound around the lightning-bolt-shaped island. She wore a summer dress with bright yellow tulips that hugged her delicious curves. Her long, brown hair was braided to one side. The sight of her always took his breath away. 

      “Layla, wait up.”

      She whirled, dark braid snapping as lose strands flew about her face. Her expression of surprise flashed instantly to anger as crystalline blue eyes flared. 

      The shift in her mood had his own temper flaring. She was always quick to be mad at him for something. She didn’t treat the other four in the group on this island with an ounce of disdain–only him. 

      “You shouldn’t sneak up on people,” she scolded. 

      “I didn’t. If you weren’t so wrapped up in your own thoughts, you would’ve heard my footsteps. You should be more aware of your surroundings.” This was a dangerous quest, dangerous times. If she wasn’t paying attention, something far worse than the ex-boyfriend could get the drop on her. To be fair, the island itself had proved physically safe. So far, Kronos had only played mind games with Madison and Rex ,and those had stopped after their success in the labyrinth.

      “Leave me alone.” The snap in her voice had a defeated edge to it he hadn’t heard before.

      “Okay. Look. I didn’t follow you to fight. I just want to talk.” During their six weeks on the island, he’d spent some mix of it verbally sparring with Layla, avoiding her, or trying and failing to have a normal conversation. It was past time for him to dig in his heels.

      “Talk to Zoey. She’ll listen.” Layla turned and resumed walking.

      His brain sputtered a moment before his legs kicked into gear, and he followed. He hadn’t expected to hear jealousy in her voice. Wait. Had she been eavesdropping on them?

      These last few weeks—ever since the labyrinth almost swallowed Rex and Madison—he’d resolved to take a different approach to Layla. Befriend the best friend. If Zoey put in a good word for him, Layla might listen. She might tell Layla to put aside the past and mend old wounds. 

      Had his plan backfired and made Layla jealous? Except, she would only be jealous if she had feelings for him. That realization altered the playing field. He’d planned to reconcile, not rekindle, fully acknowledging only to himself that the goal would be hard on him because he still had feelings for her. 

      But if she felt something for him—enough of something to invoke jealousy from a casual conversation—he wanted to explore that further. 

      “I want to talk to you,” he said, catching back up to her. 

      She stopped and turned. “About what?” 

      “We’ve been avoiding each other since stepping foot here.”

      “As much as two people can on an island,” she agreed.

      “I’d like to make amends.”

      “I… I don’t know how to do that.” Her voice sounded oddly small, but she wasn’t saying no, which he took as a good sign.

      “I think it starts with a conversation,” he said.

      “I’m not sure one will lead to another.”

      “Then we’ll begin with a walk,” he said.

      They meandered slowly, the path just wide enough for a side-by-side stroll and arrived on one of the island’s beaches under a clear sky, back to the vibrant blue of earlier. Layla was controlling her powers better, but for now the weather functioned a little like a mood ring—or an early warning system. 

      “Strange,” she began, gaze focused forward. “Life takes you in so many odd directions. Sometimes it doesn't feel like we have any control over it. I’m an actress because that’s what my family raised me to be. I’m here on this island because it called me and set me on a path with these quests.”

      “Life guides us, but I don’t think it controls us.” He paused before continuing, unsure if disagreeing with her on this topic would widen the rift between them. Just because he wanted to explore the possibility of a relationship, didn’t mean he’d become a docile, agreeable male.

      When she continued to stare calmly out at the ocean, he continued, “Your family opened doors for you that wouldn’t have otherwise been open, but you had the talent and fortitude for acting… and a stubborn enough streak that you would’ve changed careers if acting hadn’t suited you. As far as the island is concerned, you didn’t have to answer its call. You could’ve ignored it—stuffed it down the same way most of us stuffed down our powers our entire lives. You were brave enough to answer the calling, not knowing what the future held.”

      She bent down, scooped up a shell. “Brave or foolish?” Her tone sounded curious, without its usual snark. “We’re working against a titan, for Zeus’ sake.” Before Tyler could reply to that, she added, “We only met so long ago because I was kidnapped. I didn’t have control over that either.”

      He stuck his hands in his shorts’ pockets. “I’d like to think we might have crossed paths on the same shore one of those many summers at Kitty Hawk. Our houses were walking distance down the beach, after all. We both loved strolling along those sandy shores.” He’d returned to that beach alone to relive their time together every time he visited his mother between his rescue missions.

      “Maybe you’re right.” She chucked the shell into the ocean. “I remember the dolphin. All these years, I thought I’d imagined the animals until learning you’re a shapeshifter. The dolphin that swam me near to shore and the bear that carried me out. And the boy who held me.”

      He thought back to that stormy day. “You were so small.”

      “Did your parents ever know?”

      “No. The first time I changed was when I was swimming in those waters. I’m sure my stepdad would have called it the devil’s work and used it as an excuse for a beating.” The memory of always hiding his true self was sometimes bitter.

      “I’m sorry.”

      Tyler shrugged. He’d confided in Layla long ago about his parental situation, so she knew what his childhood had been like until his mother finally evicted his stepfather.

      Tyler added, “Saving you was a defining moment in my life. When I reflected back on how I saved your life and couldn't have done that without my powers, they became more than just a fun pastime for me. I then gave serious thought on how I could use my abilities to help people.”

      She regarded him intensely. “It was a defining moment for me too. I realized I could kill people if I was scared and angry enough.”

      Tyler wanted to swear, kick the sand, and curse the kidnappers all over again for scarring her the way they had. For causing her to fear the magic living inside of her. He doubted that unleashing his own anger would help her or allow the conversation to continue—because, for once, they were sharing a decent conversation.

      “You’re using your power to help people, too.” Not only now, he knew. From news reports he’d read about some of her travels, there had been a secret use of her power behind the acting and philanthropy endeavors.

      Several articles detailed her travels to areas of drought where she’d donated food… and brought the rain. The shaman in Ethiopia even called her Rooba Dhaltee—Born of Rain. To the public, the stories were fanciful and entertaining tales that expanded her fan base even more, but he knew what really happened. Or, now he did, after learning of her powers and revisiting the stories.

      She’d found a way to help people with her powers, even before the call to come to Milopas. However, she hadn't shared that information with him, and he couldn't be sure confessing his suspicions would put him on the receiving end of her appreciation or her anger. She might feel vulnerable knowing he’d glimpsed that side of her and lash out at him because of it. 

      Kicking off her shoes, she sank her feet into the sand. “We’re on a tropical paradise, and it’s so hard to just relax and enjoy it.”

      He understood her frustration—training and the threat of future battles loomed over them. Although she wasn’t asking for his help, he considered how he might facilitate a relaxing moment for her.

      “I read an article about you after your movie Untamable,” he began. “You said you loved learning to horseback ride, and you thought the perfect spot might be along the sand surf of an isolated beach. Let's find out if you’re right.” 

      “Um. We would need horses for your idea.”

      He winked at her before transforming into a white stallion. When eyes widened, and her mouth fell open, he preened a little at her reaction, holding his head high and swishing his tail.

      “Okay, show-off. You know you’re pretty magnificent looking, don't you?” 

      He tossed his head up, and she chuckled. She placed a light hand between his eyes, petting him.

      He stilled. This was the first time they’d touched in ten years. He savored the moment. Hope swelled again at the idea that his plans for reconciliation could actually morph into rekindling.

      “Does it hurt when you change forms?” she asked.

      He shook his head, and she lowered her hand. “But you can’t talk? I guess that makes sense because the anatomy is different.”

      Tyler leaned back and extended one front leg as he bent the other, until he was kneeling.

      “You’re serious?” 

      When he eased a little lower in affirmation, she sucked in a breath. “Okay, but don’t do anything crazy. You don’t have a saddle, and I’ve never ridden bareback. She walked to one side to climb on but hesitated as she took hold of his mane. “Will I hurt you if I hold on to your hair?”

      He rolled his eyes, which made her laugh out loud. The carefree sound had his heart skipping a beat. After she climbed on, he straightened and gave her a moment to adjust before proceeding. 

      The feel of her thighs squeezing around his side and back was unexpectedly erotic, sending heat straight to his loins. Fortunately, from up top, she couldn't see his reaction to her, so he’d just have to control his hormones before she dismounted. 

      When he started walking, she said, “Wow, it really is amazing to ride a horse on a beautiful beach.” She stroked his neck, which felt fantastic but also stoked his physical reaction to her.

      He curbed it, wanting to give her the relaxing moment she needed. If only for a breath in time, they could forget the looming danger and threat of apocalypse on the horizon.
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