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      “Elyse?” Poseidon asked and my head swam. My name on his lips was intoxicating. When he spoke, warmth filled my body. His voice was deep and velvety, and I felt it brush against my skin, every syllable filled with a sensuality that translated into something deep and dark and delicious inside of me.
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      Heracles swung a fist like a wrecking ball at me. I sensed the disturbance in the air a moment before he punched, missed, and I ducked. I spun around and kicked back, hitting him in the ribs before he had a chance to sidestep.

      He stumbled backward with a grunt, and I cheered on the inside that I’d caught him off-guard.

      “Better,” he said, lifting his chin, a hint of admiration in his eyes at my move. “You’re still a bit slow. You can be even faster.”

      “Come on, that was great.” I squared my shoulders. Heracles rarely dished out compliments. He always pushed to get more out of each training session, but it came from a caring place.

      “It really was, and I’m impressed,” he said. “But you can do more. You’re so much stronger than before. With every death, you have new power. It’s not just about exploring this additional ability, but about controlling it to the fullest.”

      I nodded, stepping back into my fighting stance. I’d do what it took to be as strong as possible and defeat Death, to stop him from taking any more innocents, but first I needed to train, then find out where the bastard had vanished to. Where was he anyway? Out there plotting how to kill more people or gaining strength with each passing day to take me down?

      “Again,” Heracles said.

      I expected him to swing another fist at me. This time, though, he kicked me square in the chest so fast I didn’t feel the pain at first. But I flew a couple of feet and landed on my back. I couldn’t breathe, and I felt as if someone had shoved a plastic bag down my throat. A web-like pain shuddered through my chest, spreading outward, and I groaned. “Shit!”

      “Come on. Get up.” Heracles leaned over me, his golden-red hair falling over his shoulders.

      I offered him a trembling hand, and he yanked me to my feet as I gasped for air.

      “You good?” he asked, the bridge of his nose wrinkling with concern.

      I nodded, still sucking in oxygen. I leaned forward with my hands on my knees, relearning how to breathe. “Are you trying to kill me?”

      He huffed a long exhale. “You have to be ready for anything that comes your way, Elyse. X isn’t going to give you time to recover.”

      I shook my head and straightened up. Fire burned in my chest. “X isn’t doing drills with me. You are.”

      “I’m training you to combat Death himself. This isn’t the same as centaurs and griffins. This is a different ballgame. You died, so you’re stronger, but you’re not powerful enough. You have to battle smart.”

      “If I need to be stronger, why don’t I just die another time?” I asked. The logic made sense to me. Zeus had given my family lineage additional lives while we fought godly creatures. I’d used up one already when Hades killed me, so I had three left. It had resulted in making me tougher, meaning with each death, I’d become a more powerful opponent for X. But at the back of my mind it also reminded me I was pushing closer to my last death, the one after which I wouldn’t come back to life.

      X had to be stopped. That was my role, right? Protect humans at any cost, even to my own detriment. My dad had drummed that into me as I’d grown up, so it always felt natural, except now I’d lost my first life, and uneasiness slithered through me.

      Heracles stepped closer, his chiseled chest reaching my face. He looked down at me with cerulean-blue eyes, and when I met them, I remembered his father, Zeus. He’d visited me, demanding I remember I had to keep battling for the good cause. That he’d given me power and I couldn’t give up because who else would look after the mortals?

      “Don’t you dare waste your lives. You hear me?” Heracles growled, leaning closer, his breath on my face, just as his father had thrown similar words at me. “You can only die two more times. After that, it’s over for you. And you’re the last Lowe still fighting. If you’re done, it’s over. Endless people will lose their lives before Zeus decides to stop Death and the monsters, or maybe my father will no longer bother with the human race. He created the Lowe power because he cared for mortals, but if you die, he might not do anything. He isn’t the same god as when he first blessed your family.”

      I sighed and stepped away from him, not needing the entire world on my shoulders. “You don’t have to get in my face, Herc. That speech would have worked fine two feet away.”

      “I’m serious,” he said. “Don’t fuck around with this.”

      “Jesus, okay, okay.” I lifted my hands in defense. “I was just spit-balling.”

      “Don’t.”

      Heracles turned around. He was serious about training. Since I’d died, it seemed like he was terrified it would happen again. But I knew what I was doing. This new power was a thrill—I hadn’t ever felt this strong. Sure, I needed more control, but I wasn’t nearly as bad off as Heracles thought.

      “So, I heard Poseidon is in town.” Heracles walked the mats in the training room where he picked up his water bottle.

      I joined him, grabbing mine and guzzling the refreshing water. “Yeah,” I said, putting the bottle down, remembering when Poseidon had arrived just outside my place a few days before.

      “No doubt he’s cleaning up Hades's mess,” Heracles added.

      I didn’t answer him. That “mess” included me. I’d gotten intimate with Hades. He’d gone down on me in a police academy and driven me insane with pleasure. The god of the Underworld was irresistible, and I hadn’t been able to stop myself. I’d also gotten it on with Apollo. Something about Apollo was so fucking sexy, but it wasn’t just that. He was also kind and caring, despite his biker image and his every-man-is-an-island attitude. And he’d gifted me a necklace with the essence of the moon. Just remembering the night he’d whisked me away to the French Alps warmed my insides. I wanted to spend more time with him, get to know him so much better. Or was I fooling myself having such emotions?

      I wasn’t going to get into that with Heracles. Yes, the guy was my mentor. He knew I was falling for Apollo, and even Hades, but I didn’t want him to know how much they really affected me, as I wasn’t in the mood for another lecture.

      Zeus had appointed Heracles to train the Lowes in the art of supernatural warfare. My entire family had been selected by Zeus to look after humankind, and even though I was the only one left, Heracles had followed up on his responsibility and did a damn good job of preparing me for war.

      It was a pity this conflict was against Hades’s fantastic buddy, X, and I was still on the fence on how much influence Hades had in bringing Death to Earth. The Greek Grim Reaper was such a pleasure to deal with while he sucked up every soul he could find, consuming mortals’ life force before their time. Not.

      “Why did Poseidon feel the need to step in?” I asked.

      “He always gets involved with his brothers’ fights,” Heracles responded. “He’s in the center of the family drama, trying to stop everyone from snapping each other’s necks.”

      “I thought petty fighting was a human thing.”

      Heracles shrugged. “The three of them can be pretty childish.”

      Zeus, Poseidon, and Hades were brothers. But Hades was bitter because he’d been tricked into being the god of the Underworld by Zeus and Poseidon.

      “Have you seen Hades lately?” Heracles asked, cocking a brow.

      I shook my head. He’d told me the gods viewed love differently, that being with more than one of them wasn’t a big deal. It was to me because I’d started falling for Apollo, and even though Hades was a divine pain in my ass, I couldn’t help but feel something when I saw him.

      Not to mention the instant attraction I’d felt for Ares, which must have been a moment of weakness. One god in my life was bad enough, but having any kind of feelings for three was asking for trouble.

      I couldn’t pretend that all of this meant nothing. The whole situation had played on my mind for the past few days, ever since Poseidon floated down from the skies like a goddamn angel. When he’d arrived, he and Hades got into an argument, and I’d left them behind. I wouldn’t get in the middle of the gods’ drama. Ever since, I kept away from all of them, needing to focus on dealing with X. Yet the gods played on my mind endlessly.

      “That’s it for today,” Heracles said. “I have another class in ten.”

      I smiled. Heracles had started giving other classes at the community training center. It was good for him to focus on something besides the Lowes. I knew he needed other outlets because he had so much free time since it was only me left. Once upon a time, there had been hordes of us. He’d had his hands full dealing with the family, and I recalled Dad had told me they invited him to parties and functions, though Heracles rarely attended. How did he feel about me being the only one left to fight the monsters? I was his last shot at this—and that had to mess with him after watching everyone he’d ever trained die multiple times. Sometimes, I caught him staring at me when he thought I wasn’t looking, and I swore he had pity in his eyes.

      He was forbidden from jumping in to help or he’d be ripped from Earth by Zeus and forced back into Olympus. It must have been hard for a hero like Heracles to stand back, considering he and Death had a past. Tales had been woven about Heracles having battled Death long ago to rescue the Greek princess Alcestis from the Underworld, but obligation now forced his hand. He’d once told me he feared losing his divine authority if he went against Zeus. So, he did the right thing and sat on the sidelines while I fought.

      Heracles deserved to live a human-like life. It was what he’d chosen when he refused to live on Mount Olympus with the other gods. But he had no one here on Earth that I knew of —he wasn’t always the sharing kind. Maybe he needed to get out more, make more friends.

      “What’cha doing later tonight? Feel like Mexican?” I asked.

      He shook his head instantly, as if that was out of the question, and glanced away when he responded. “Got plans tonight.”

      “Oh,” was all I said, gaining myself an it’s-none-of-your-business look. “Well, whoever it is, have fun.”

      He stiffened, and that response told me a secret definitely lurked somewhere in his personal life. Interesting.

      “I’ll call you for our next session,” I said, throwing my training equipment into my bag and zipping up.

      Heracles nodded and followed me outside into the cool morning breeze. He poured water over his face from the bottle. It cascaded down his bronze skin, and I shook my head, willing to bet he drove the humans in his class wild with either lust or jealousy. Yet I couldn’t help but wonder who he was meeting tonight.

      When I climbed into my car, it was just after 7 a.m. Heracles and I had trained since sunrise so he could hold the early classes after he finished with me and I could have a normal day’s work.

      Catina wouldn’t be at work yet, so I drove to her apartment for a quick hello. She was a human, fully immersed in normal life. We’d been friends for years, and I liked spending time with her. She was a reminder that life wasn’t always crazy, and at times, I envied the lack of drama and danger in her life.

      “I would never be able to exercise so early,” Catina said when she opened the door.

      She was still in her robe after a shower, but she’d already applied makeup. It looked like she wore the newest trend of golden glitter eyeshadow, which I’d seen at the stores. As a columnist at Foundation women’s magazine, she was always on top of the latest fashion trends. “Or arrive at my friend’s house before showering,” she added, pulling up her nose. “No offense, but damn, you need a shower.”

      I laughed and made a kissy face in the air instead of hugging her. Catina shook her head as she drew back, and I followed her to her bedroom. She opened her closet to choose her outfit for the day, and I sat down on the bed.

      “Am I seeing you at the office later?” she asked.

      “Only tomorrow,” I said. “I have to edit a few things first as I have another job that’s paying really well.”

      I was a freelance photographer and did quite a bit of work for Catina’s boss, Tina. The job was fun when Catina and I got to work together for the day. It made me feel normal. Fighting gods and mythical creatures was fun and all, but sometimes I wished I was more part of the human world.

      “Then we’ll have to gossip now,” Catina said. “How’s your Pretty Boy doing?” She came out of the closet with clothes and dropped the robe, standing in her underwear.

      Which one? I thought, but I didn’t ask out loud.

      Catina must be referring to Apollo. She wasn’t fully clued up on how I felt about Hades and what we had. Or didn’t have. I wasn’t ready to share my comfort level with multiple lovers.

      “He’s out of town for a while,” I said.

      After Apollo had taken me to the French Alps, I’d asked for a few days to clear my head and make sure everything I’d experienced as of late sunk in.

      “Why?” She pulled on a pencil skirt and shrugged into a white blouse.

      I didn’t know how to answer. Apollo wasn’t exactly out of town. He was also lying low while Poseidon was around. Apollo wasn’t allowed to be in love with mortal women. I hadn’t found out about this until Poseidon had arrived and Apollo freaked out. Apparently, Zeus forbade it. That Apollo had fallen for me was a hell of a compliment, but now he was worried Poseidon would tattle to his brother, resulting in Apollo being tossed into Olympus, never to return to Earth. And in all honesty, that thought stung because I was just getting to know him and I wanted more, not to have him vanish from my life.

      Uncertainty pushed against me like an invisible gale, tightening around my chest at the notion. I had no control over the gods, so I hoped things would somehow work out.

      Which was why I’d agreed to see him on the sly whenever we could make it happen. The bittersweet decision was sour on my mind, but I refused to let it get the better of me when I had enough trouble to deal with.

      “He’s traveling for work,” I lied. What else could I have said?

      “And you’re still good?” Catina tucked in her buttoned blouse and shrugged into a matching blazer to complete her power dress suit.

      I nodded.

      “What about the other one?”

      What could I say about Hades? Our relationship was love-hate in the purest sense of the term, and I still didn’t understand what I felt for him.

      She paused with one foot in a shoe. “You’re not exclusive with your boytoy?”

      I hated having these talks with her. The more men—gods—I had in my life, the harder it became to explain to her. She was a standard monogamous-relationship kinda gal, as far as I knew. And I wasn’t, it seemed. How could I stick with just one god after what I’d experienced with two?

      “Doesn’t he mind?” Catina asked after I didn’t answer. She pulled on the other shoe and studied her final image in the mirror, looking perfectly put-together as always.

      “He doesn’t,” I said.

      That wasn’t entirely true, as I didn’t know exactly how either god felt about the topic.

      “It’ll work itself out,” I said.

      “I hope so for your sake, my friend,” Catina replied. “Boy trouble only gets worse before it shatters your heart. Anyway, I better get a wiggle on and go to work.”

      I nodded, and we walked to the front door together. She let me out and locked up behind us.

      “I’ll see you tomorrow,” she said and we headed to our respective cars. Catina headed to work, ready to live a normal life. I drove to my apartment to shower and start work on the photography projects I needed to keep going to make a living. I’d always loved taking photos, so it was a dream to work in the field, though some weeks I wished it paid better. And finding a more secure job played on my mind. Though lately I doubted I’d be able to fit it into my schedule. Plus, I’d been feeling more and more like my human side was fading away.

      Since I’d died, it left me feeling disconnected from the human world in a way I couldn’t quite explain. It was as if I were torn in two.

      Maybe it was just because I’d been so involved with the gods, their passion and their issues, that I hadn’t focused so much on the human aspect of my life.

      That had to be it.
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      Leaving the ocean behind and walking on dry land was like stepping out of the cool of the night into the scorching heat of the day. Without waxing poetic, I hated it. I’d been the god of the sea for a long time. I had a palace of gems and coral on the ocean floor. Peace. Everything I wanted.

      But I spent more time than I liked at Mount Olympus, thanks to the other gods and their childish endeavors. Just when I thought I’d be able to head back home, to sleep for a century and live my life in tranquility, I found out my brothers were playing games again.

      I was sick and tired of their shit. Most of the time, I felt like the older brother to both of them rather than the middle one.

      Heracles came to Mount Olympus to plead with Zeus for help. He needed a god to help Elyse Lowe because Zeus still forbade him from getting involved, insisting his son was there to train Elyse, not battle alongside her. That had been part of his agreement for Heracles to live on Earth—train the Lowe family and nothing else. I was no fool. Such a decision must have killed the great hero, Heracles, but for generations, he kept his word and trained the family. Nothing more. If it were me, I doubt I’d have stayed so obedient for that long.

      At first, I didn’t care the little human woman needed help. She was the only one left of her kind still willing to fight the devils and dangers X sent to the surface. But I admired her for such tenacity, to fight for something she believed in, a real cause, so I stayed to see what exactly was going on. Everyone needed a potential ally.

      Then I found out about the amount of trouble Hades had caused, and the only person who could get him back in line was yours truly.

      I hated being the responsible one. Every time shit hit the fan, Zeus and Hades fought nonstop, bringing others into their quarrels until they became unmanageable. I learned a long time ago that if I stopped them early, it wouldn’t escalate. And I supposed it stuck with me to always jump in and put out the fires.

      Maybe it wouldn’t have bothered me so much if Hades had kept his issues on land. But X had just had to come to the sea, and that was my domain. So, when X consumed half a dozen fishermen who hadn’t been ready to die, he stepped on my toes. How dare he take those men and cross into my territory? I sensed their deaths like a spear to my heart, but I’d been too late to save them, and now it weighed on me. I fought to protect people who revered the ocean along with all the creatures of the sea: the nereids, the Hippocampus, Cetus, all of them. Keeping them safe was my job, along with offering them a haven in my realm. But I’d failed, and that killed me.

      If X interfered with my world, Hades needed a backhand because he was connected to X. The two of them had always been linked. Hades wanted to wander into my backyard? He had to know this wasn’t going to go away. My little brother was a pain in my ass on a good day, but he was pushing his limits now.

      And this wasn’t a good day.

      I marched the tarred roads of the city of Chicago, the place some gods made their playground. Who knew why my kind loved this location so much? It was dark and dirty. Only little of the beauty from when the Earth had been created now remained. The mortals walked around with burdens as I’d never felt before. What could bring them such sorrow?

      But despite the dreary lives the humans led, they didn’t deserve to die before their time.

      So, it was up to me to get between Zeus and Hades. Again. Before Hades did something stupid enough to piss Zeus off and we had another fight on our hands. If they fought again, I’d lose another couple of decades trying to find peace between them. Though knowing my luck, I’d somehow get caught up and suffer Zeus’s wrath. Like the time Apollo and I tried to overthrow Zeus in one of Hera’s schemes. As a result, we were stripped of our divine authority and sent to serve King Laomedon of Troy, where I ended up helping build the towering walls that surrounded the city.

      A familiar sensation rose through me… the one where it felt as if all there was in my life was the battle between my brothers. When had I last taken care of myself? When had I last done something solely for my own pleasure?

      Sometimes, I wanted to do something for me.

      “What the fuck are you doing here?” Hades asked when he opened his door. The house I’d walked up to looked like it was two steps away from being condemned. It was all but falling apart, the lawn overgrown, spiderwebs hanging from the tree branches. But Hades stood before me in sweatpants and a black muscle shirt, sipping coffee from a cup as if he lived in a hotel.

      I pushed past him and into the house.

      Hades cursed under his breath, but what was he going to do? Send me away? He knew by now that I wouldn’t leave until the problems were all fixed.

      “I like what you’ve done with the place, getting the humans to leave you alone,” I said, looking around. The inside was perfect, well decorated like any upper-class home around these parts—the humans classified everything. Had he stolen the furniture or bribed his way around? Maybe he’d just taken what belonged to the humans he’d killed.

      I gritted my teeth. That thought annoyed me more.

      “So, are you going to tell me why you’re here this time or am I supposed to play twenty questions with you again?” Hades stood tall.

      “Don’t get cute,” I said. “It’s not going to help your cause.”

      “And what cause is that?” Hades shook his head and sat down on the armrest of his leather couch.

      I wasn’t in the mood for games. “Simple. Stop fucking with the humans and I’ll go away.”

      He ran a hand through his dark hair. “That sounds like a good deal… if I was actually fucking with them.”

      I narrowed my gaze. “Are you denying it?”

      “Yep,” Hades said with a shrug.

      I huffed, tired of these games. “I can’t believe you. You’re so full of shit. I could have been home, deep under my beautiful oceans. Instead, I’m on land trying to pick up after you because you can’t behave for two seconds when I turn my back.”

      Hades groaned. “Stop, for the gods’ sake. You’re grating my tits, and I’m over your whining. No one wants you here, so go home.”

      I laughed bitterly. “Poor Hades, that your life should be so hard.”

      He jumped up and marched over to me, getting right up in my face.

      “If you want to blame me for shit I actually did, fine. But don’t throw around accusations when I kept my hands clean. You should be breathing down X’s neck.”

      “X is your shadow,” I growled, my rage spiking. “He doesn’t act without your say-so.”

      “He does now.” His voice wavered.

      Fear?

      “I don’t keep X on a leash, contrary to what everyone thinks. How the hell should I know why he’s sucking the life out of the humans? I can’t control him.”

      Hades’s denial? Spouting more crap, then. More useless denials. What utter shit. How many souls had been lost? They hadn’t even ended up in the Underworld. It was a total abomination, going against the order created eons ago. All while Hades sat in his home, pretending to be a mortal.

      “Don’t bullshit me,” I threatened.

      “Look, as fun as it is to fuck with you, I’m serious about this. When do I ever hide it when I’m doing something heinous?”

      True Hades usually rubbed it in our faces when he’d been particularly awful.

      “I’m just here to do my own thing,” he said. “To find myself, as it were, and I want to be left on my own.”

      I shook my head, refusing to fall for his attempt at gaining pity. “That Zen shit isn’t going to fly with me.”

      “Whatever. I just want everyone to leave me alone. What’s wrong with that? You want the same thing—you said so earlier.”

      Where was this coming from? Hades never spoke like this. He’d call anyone who said things like that “a pussy.” But he looked dead serious. Had something happened to him to make him change? The brother I knew flew off the handle, pushed my buttons, got physical. The complete opposite of the god in front of me.

      “What about the human girl?” I asked, changing topics to see if I could get him to open up.

      His gaze slid away from mine. “What human girl?”

      “The Lowe girl. She was with you when I arrived the other day, remember? Why was she with you?”

      Hades shrugged. “How can anyone explain why women are drawn to me?”

      I took in a sharp breath, refusing to let my brother infuriate me with his games. “Come on, cut the crap. Are you stopping her from doing her job?” Was he distracting Elyse while X murdered innocents?

      He met my eyes, his lips thinning. “I’m not all bad, you know,” he said in a tone that made me wonder what the hell was wrong with him. Hades never sounded so defeated, like he cared what others thought. If I hadn’t known my brother better, I’d have thought he sounded as if he had… feelings.

      Fuck, didn’t we all. I lost my wife, Amphitrite, when she left me long ago. It had stung like a bitch because I once loved her so much, but I’d moved on with my life eventually. What we had would always stay with me as a memory, but now I questioned if love existed or if it was a myth. A fantasy exaggerated by humans? I’d gotten over Amphitrite and survived.

      I stared at Hades, who looked so distant. Was he sulking over splitting up with Persephone? He’d been madly in love with her, and I believed their relationship was the real thing. But when I discovered it was a spell, I’d worried about my brother and how he’d cope. Such a blow wasn’t easy to bear. Maybe I ought to have contacted him earlier, talked to him about it, seen if he was all right? But I was too late with that too. I gritted my teeth, remembering all the time I’d wasted on creating peace when in fact it made me incompetent at what I ought to excel at: protecting others, being there for my family.

      “If you want to prove you’re not all bad, stop this ridiculous charade,” I demanded, but I took a deep breath, needing to control my anger.

      Zeus always said my temper would be my undoing. Like the time I’d quarreled with Minos, the king of Crete. He asked me to send him a bull for a sacrifice to a god, and I obliged, but instead of carrying out his original intent, the idiot decided to keep the animal for himself. I’d been so furious that he lied to me, I caused his wife to fall in love with the bull and she gave birth to the Minotaur. Yes, not my finest hour, but the lesson was that letting anger control me only made the situation worse. With a deep exhale, I unfurled my fists.

      Hades sighed, his shoulders curling forward. “Whatever, Poseidon. Go lecture someone else.”

      “I want to know why you were with her,” I said in a calm voice. “If you’re not stopping her, what are you doing?”

      Too many things didn’t add up. From Hades living on Earth to him being with Elyse—a warrior blessed by Zeus—and to X being on the loose. Hades had a purpose for everything he did, so I didn’t buy this bullshit.

      “With no due respect,” he said. “my life is none of your business.”

      Hades stood and slammed the empty cup on the coffee table before he walked past me to the front door, and opened it.

      “Where are you going?” I asked.

      “Out,” he said, slamming the door behind him.

      I stood alone in his house. Nothing had come of our conversation—again. Hades was a tough guy to talk to when things were fine between us. But let's face it, it hadn’t been smooth with us for a long, long time. We’d argued for who-knew-how-many centuries, but I couldn’t deny it’d be nice to have a brother by my side to share things for a change. Not fucking argue all the time.

      The only thing worse than being kicked out of someone’s home was that person checking out. I didn’t want to stick around Hades's place when he wasn’t with me. It was probably why he’d done it that way. It caused less of a fuss.

      I thought about what he’d said. If he assumed Elyse was none of my business, then she was exactly my business. The only time Hades wanted me to back off was when something happened he didn’t want me to know about.

      When it involved a woman, though? It baffled me. Hades was not the guy to fall for anyone. After the run with Persephone, I doubted he ever wanted to think about love again. So, what was going on here?

      I left the house and stood in the quiet street, wondering which way to go. Hades hadn’t told me anything about the Lowe girl. When he acted like it was nothing, it was usually something, and I planned to find out.

      And people were dying. It was her job to look after the humans, but she was the only one left of her family. I could only imagine how hard it was for her to make it all work when Hades was this difficult and X was on a rampage.

      The Lowe family had been around since almost the beginning of time. They’d always been good at what they did, but I hadn’t ever found out exactly what my brother Zeus had planned when he created them.

      Or why. And that worried me, as everything Zeus did had a motive.

      Maybe I should look Elyse up. I wanted to know who she was, what she was doing about X. If Zeus had sent help, it meant she’d been struggling. But she hadn’t given up, and that was a good sign. If she had, there would be no one whose sole intention was to fight X. Most of us gods kept to ourselves and didn’t pay attention to what befell humans. I’d spent too long dealing with shit on Mount Olympus to see the problems here, so maybe this was the time to make a change.

      Elyse would be my next stop.

      But first, I had to find a place to stay. Hades seemed settled here among the humans, as if he were planning on a prolonged visit. Apollo had scratched open a spot for himself, and word had it Heracles was the number one bachelor around town these days.

      Gone were the days when the gods kept to themselves and watched the humans make love and war on Earth. There were no temples for us the way there used to be, no sacrifices that paid homage. And if I built such a house of Poseidon, I doubted anyone would worship me or care. Humans these days revered man-made things like phones, which was ridiculous. I’d watched them for years, as they ignored families and friends for those devices. Regardless, if we gods intended to mingle with our creations, we had to join them on Earth and walk around like them. Understand their world.

      And if some of the other gods could integrate, I guess I could do the same for a while before returning home. Though I was curious why they’d descended to live amid the mortals.

      I wasn’t going to be here for long. I’d slap some sense into my brother, find out who Elyse Lowe was and how she’d stop X, and then I’d get the fuck out of Dodge.

      I had an ocean to get back to, and I was already feeling a little dried out.
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      Messing around with the gods was complicated. And I hadn’t seen Apollo for a few days, so not seeing him again played on my mind endlessly. I fingered the round glass ball on the necklace that was laying on the bedside table—Apollo’s present. It held the essence from within the moon, he’d told me. A little something to help brighten the way for me when he wasn’t around, but I couldn’t wear it during training in case I lost or broke it. Plus, Heracles asked too many questions.

      Apollo’s gift still stunned me because I hadn’t expected anything from him, let alone a present from his heart. I couldn’t stop smiling each time I remembered him looping it around my neck, and the butterflies swept through my stomach once again. Gods, what was happening to me?

      Yet my goal hadn’t changed. I was still here to care for the humans who couldn’t look out for themselves, and X was still running loose somewhere, hopefully not sucking the souls out of people and cutting their lives short when it wasn’t time for them to go. Especially since I hadn’t sensed him for days, so I’d focused on controlling my new power for when I tracked him down.

      I had more strength than before—dying had been the best thing that could have happened to me.

      It was sad I felt that way about losing a life, considering I’d cared so much for Hades when he’d killed me. But that ship had sailed. I couldn’t afford to care for someone who could look me in the eye and shove a blade through my heart. As attracted as I was to him, I had to keep my head screwed on straight.

      When I arrived home after a sunset run, sweat covered me, and my muscles ached. I pushed myself harder and further than ever before. My body needed to keep up with my new energy. Even though Zeus had imparted godly power to my family’s bloodline, I was still trapped in a body that was mostly human and I had to be sure I stayed healthy.

      I was about to strip and jump into the shower when a pulse shuddered through me. Electricity floated in the air, coating my flesh, and prickled on the back of my throat. It was familiar. Death.

      A shiver rippled down my spine. The upside about dying—aside from the energy boost—was that I knew firsthand what dying felt like. And it wasn’t a picnic. The darkness that had suffocated me still shrouded me now and then, submerging me for long enough that I worried I wouldn’t escape the sensation—as if the world closed in around me with no way out.

      When the fiery surge ran over my skin once again, I trembled. It was a lot more personal than a bat signal in the sky.

      I had no doubt the pulses of power buzzing in my bones was X, so I hurried to my room and geared up. I couldn’t sit home when he would kill more people. No matter how much he scared me. This was my mission, right? My plight in life, what I’d trained for, what Dad brought me up to do. He’d once called me Zeus’s sword, to act on his behalf and protect humans. That was exactly what I’d do now. Not let him down or the innocents who didn’t deserve to die before their time.

      I had to fight with my new strength and that meant that my way of gaining an advantage had to change, so Heracles had ordered weapons for me. I still wore blades in the wrist sheaths to work with, and I preferred having my knife at my back. But Heracles and I were starting to practice using the Meteor or Flying Hammer, a thin metal chain with metal balls on each end I could flick as an extended punch, to trip someone up, or to deflect weapons. It was a lot more fun than the bo staff had been.

      I owned a gun for the simple reason of attempting to work with the bullets to make them a better weapon against immortal creatures. Something my dad had been tinkering with, and I promised myself to continue his progress, though I hadn’t made much advancement in that department. Besides, until I made headway with Dad’s work, I couldn’t afford to use guns when facing off gods as they could all disappear at will, and if I shot at X and he ghosted into thin air, gods knew where my bullets were going to end up. Guns worked for monsters that couldn’t evaporate. Gods were ancient, and modern technology just didn’t cut it, but my dad insisted someone told him the right bullet could destroy monsters. I hadn’t figured out that right bullet yet. It might be a waste of time, but I loved working on the project because it made me feel as if Dad was near.

      With my blades in place, I headed out again. My body hummed with my new ability, leaving me alert and ready to battle. With the adrenaline pumping through my system, I’d already recovered from my long run, and I didn’t feel any of the usual exhaustion.

      It didn’t take me long to find X, and he glanced over his shoulder at me as if he’d been waiting for my arrival. Bastard. He was in an alley, and he’d cornered a bunch of kids. But I tensed as I laid eyes on X. Sweat drenched my skin, the throbbing of my pulse in my neck heightening. At once, a thundering surge of fire shot through my veins, a newfound anger. Encasing me, demanding I fight to the end, all rational thoughts vanishing. Only desperate hunger to fight X remained. To take him out. To end this. I recognized this influence he had over me, yet in my mind I battled between keeping sane and not rushing into combat. That was what he wanted, and how he called to me before, when Hades killed me.

      X was sucking the soul out of one of the kids, the body turning into ash. What remained of the kid floated on the breeze, vanishing within moments. I curled my fingers into a fist, nails digging into the fleshy part of my palm.

      The others were terrified, crying, whimpering, crouching in the corner. Their fear flooded my senses, bitter at the back of my throat. But the kids couldn’t move—X had them trapped in a kind of spell that allowed them to see and feel everything but not escape. That was clear by their wide eyes, staying frozen on the spot when they could have run.

      Knowing you were going to die and seeing it happen was horrifying.

      “You’re really starting to piss me off,” I shouted, my muscles tense and ready.

      X turned toward me slowly.

      An icy ache dropped through me, and I twitched, fighting the impulse to recoil. He was scary as hell, but I couldn’t afford to back down. His eyes were pools of fire, and somehow, I knew this was where all of his victims ended up. The flames fueled X, and he got stronger with each soul he devoured.

      Newsflash: I was stronger.

      I swallowed hard. Just because I had additional abilities didn’t make it any less terrifying. It would have been so much easier if I could hide out at home, watch a bit of reality TV, and eat a microwave meal.

      But this was my life. Seeing X consume these people was about as real as it got. And Dad’s words about nothing being scarier than losing your mind to your own fear swept through my mind. Slowly, I took a deep breath and held my ground.

      I had to stop X.

      “You,” he spat. The sound that came from his slit of a mouth was a cross between a raspy breath and a hiss, and I shivered as it slithered up against my skin.

      “Yeah, I’m back,” I said. “Wanna play?”

      X moved toward me, and my resolve to fight him ebbed with each step. The spell broke. The barriers holding the kids dropped like an elastic band around my chest had snapped. They were free to go.

      “Run!” I yelled at them.

      But they didn’t move—they were crippled by the all-too familiar fear.

      “Get out of here,” I cried out to them.

      The first one snapped out of the daze, rubbing his eyes at first, and shot out of the alley. The rest followed suit—it only took one to break the ice and the rest would walk—or run—in his footsteps. I was glad they were out of the way. I knew how devastating terror could be, and X wouldn’t hesitate to make them collateral damage if it came down to it.

      I was scared too. I felt the same dread that emanated from X in a cold wind that had trapped them on the spot.

      Instead, I reached deep down, grounding myself and gripping my newfound power with two metaphysical hands. I held on tight to the fire while unsheathing the blades on my wrists before throwing them.

      Loaded with magic, they traveled through the air. The extra energy carried them with a whistling sound and they found X, tried and true.

      One sliced his arm, and he hissed again. A red line appeared on his dark skin. His skin was almost the color of burned wood, his eyes like embers that would never go out, and around him, a fog of darkness canceled out the light, replacing it with something murky.

      The other knife flew straight through him. He’d seen it coming and shifted his molecular density. It was unfair that he had extra tricks, but there wasn’t much I could do about that.

      At least he was distracted by my knives, which was what I’d been going for. Knives weren’t going to take out this guy. I would have to do that. I darted forward, closing the distance so I was right in his face before he knew what was happening. I was so close, I could smell Death’s shitty breath.

      Bravery, my dad had once said, was all I needed to defeat the enemy. And right now, I wore it as a straitjacket.

      My body hummed, and I struck X twice on the jaw. He staggered back at my strength. A thrill traveled through me. I hadn’t been able to cause this kind of damage before.

      But he bounced back quickly and grabbed my throat. I tried to push magic into my skin as my body burned up, my flesh growing hot to the touch, but X had spent a life in hell. He didn’t care about the scorching heat.

      I’d underestimated him. Or overestimated myself.

      Shit.

      I was in trouble. My breathing cut off and I started to struggle. The more I panicked, the less grip I kept on my magic, and this was how he was going to get me. His amber eyes, the flames that plummeted into darkness, were right in front of my face. I squeezed mine shut. If I looked too deeply into his, I’d never stop falling. He’d roll my mind and spit me out, useless.

      “That’s enough!” someone shouted. The voice was deep and thunder crackled in the air. A moment later, rain poured. It started as a drizzle, but built very quickly, coming down harder and faster until we were drowning in a torrential downpour.

      This was not normal.

      A mini tsunami hit, soaking us through, and X let go of me. The waters kept crashing into me. I lost my footing and fell, my stomach climbing to my throat. It washed me a couple of feet down the alley before the water ran into storm drains. I coughed, pushing myself up and looking toward the source of the energy.

      Poseidon stood in the middle of the rain, the water not ever touching him. In his hand, he held a trident of pure gold, which shimmered as he wielded it, lifting it over his head and bringing it down onto X.

      X shrieked—the sound like all the screams of the humans he’d consumed combined, and I pressed my hands over my ears. The noise sliced down to the bone, grinding inside me.

      Despite the terrible blow, X wasn’t defeated. He struck back and Poseidon swung around. He wore a coat and it whipped around him, flying out like a cloak as he spun and landed a kick on X’s sternum. The crack echoed in the air, and I cringed, knowing how that felt.

      Still, X didn’t go down.

      “You can’t stop me!” he screeched. He hadn’t spoken much before.

      “Yeah, but I’m going to have fun trying,” Poseidon declared.

      I jumped up and ran toward them. I’d help Poseidon fight. Two was always better than one.

      I pulled the large sword from the sheath on my spine and charged X. My battle cry drew his attention to me and Poseidon lunged the trident forward, sinking the prongs into X’s chest. His eyes flamed red at me, his mouth open in a snarl. He wrapped his black hands around the trident and made another noise that drowned out all others.

      Then he disappeared. He ghosted away as if the battle had never been.

      My ears rang after the awful sound, and I shook my head, trying to get rid of the noise. The earlier rage burning through me evaporated like steam. The same rage always hit me when I was near X. I hated that he had such influence over me, and maybe the training with Heracles ought to extend beyond the physical fight.

      The rain stopped, the streets slick with oil after the water had washed over them. And I stood, trembling at how fast everything had just happened.

      “Are you okay?” Poseidon asked, coming to me. His voice sounded a little distant, but my ears were recovering.

      I nodded and looked up. I wanted to thank him, but my voice caught in my throat when he stopped before me. Last time I saw him, he got into an argument with Hades so fast, I walked away. I hadn’t paid him much attention when I saw his anger. But now I had the time stare at him, I was lost.
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