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      “We can’t go in there,” I said.

      Ares kicked the door, and it splintered at the lock, swinging open.

      “That’s destruction of property,” I pointed out as I swept kisses across his cheek and neck. Hell, he smelled and tasted like candy on a stick.

      “They can bill me.” Ares dragged me into the office. He shut us inside and hauled the desk so it held the door in place. I giggled. This was a different side of him. Urgent, serious. But sensual.

      I loved it.
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      Magic and newfound energy filled me after my second death, and the power hummed under my skin like an adrenaline kick, as if I’d eaten a kilo of chocolate and washed it down with two gallons of energy drink. Getting out into the crisp air before the world woke up helped tame the power inside me. My life had changed so much since the gods arrived in town. Not to mention, Death, or X as we all called him, had been killing innocents and now was focusing his attention on me.

      The sun crept over Chicago on Monday morning, turning the silvery quality of night into the brightest orange hues, and I powerwalked along an empty sidewalk. My backpack sat over my shoulder with my camera, since this was the best time of day for photos. I worked as a freelance photographer because it was the easiest job I was good at, which I could maintain while I fought to save humans from whatever the gods sent our way. A nine-to-five just wouldn’t cut it, and despite my struggles being divine in nature, I still had human bills to pay. The contrast staggered me sometimes.

      I had a handful of recurring clients, mostly requiring photos for their website, which was fine by me. They gave me a brief and I delivered the shots they were after, meaning I worked on my own when I found the time. So, I made a living despite never having my head in the game. Recently, my “normal life” had taken a very serious backseat.

      While nothing was going wrong, it was a good time to do some work, to get photos in while I could. Plus, aside from my images commissioned by several specific clients, I’d also taken images to sell as stock photos. Every bit counted. My work had a strong urban theme, and Chicago had some beautiful spots when the light hit it just right.

      Lately, the sun had been out more. It had always been grim and overcast before. A result of pollution, everyone had said.

      It took me a while to realize the gloomy days were largely because Apollo, the god of the sun and light, had rejected himself, and as he was back—love was a beautiful thing—the sun shone more. Not to mention, because he was in my life, I smiled more than I had in a long time.

      I loved the outdoors, loved feeling the warmth on my face. It reminded me of Apollo’s kisses. Yep, I had to catch up with him later today. Maybe with Poseidon as well. I missed him, and I couldn’t believe I’d ever be so gushy over a guy… or several guys, in my case.

      A warm breeze swooshed past, taking an empty chips bag with it. All the stores around me remained closed, and only the occasional car drove past.

      But my mind refocused on X. I needed new weapons to give me a greater advantage in combat against him. I’d used knives, bo staffs, and nunchakus in the past, but I needed more. Every time I died, my power grew, and I became stronger. It felt as if I were being born again. Twice over, in my case. And I couldn’t go back to my old ways, not after experiencing this level of power with my speed and strength. I didn’t want ranged items like guns or arrows or anything cliché. Besides, I didn’t get the feeling X would shy away from a bullet. A firearm was so…human. Only the power behind the weapons could beat X.

      For that, I needed a melee device, something used in hand-to-hand combat. I didn’t intend to use trauma items like clubs or anything similar. Instead, a daring, edgy item would work best. Maybe a different sword?

      Ha. That would work wonderfully.

      It’d been weeks since I last saw X or heard of the destruction he’d caused. It wasn’t that I’d forgotten about him, but I’d become a little lax. I trained hard and prepared for another fight with him, but he hadn’t killed in a while. Part of me started thinking about other things again—my hopes, my dreams, the lovers in my life. The possibility of a happy future.

      I checked my phone. Poseidon and Apollo sometimes messaged me, and on occasion, Ares. But nothing from Hades.

      It wasn’t like I was sitting on the edge of my seat waiting for him to message me or anything. But sometimes, I couldn’t stop thinking about him, and I yearned to talk to him. After our last few encounters, I shouldn’t have wanted anything to do with him. But he’d come to my rescue, along with the other three gods when X trapped me, and I’d never forget that moment when I realized that I wasn’t alone anymore when it came to battling Death. So now, I couldn’t stop hoping Hades would visit me.

      But I had no idea what to think of our messed-up relationship. Who was he really? And how did he fit into this whole mess with X running around? I couldn’t work it out myself, so I’d waited for him come to me. And when he hadn’t, I let it go. Though he remained on my mind.

      My phone pinged with a text just as I put it in my pocket, and when I unlocked the screen, I saw it was from Heracles.

      
        
        Out of town. We’ll train later. I’ll call you when I get time.

      

      

      I’d expected that, but I still sighed. I missed his company. He’d been so busy lately, going off by himself, being secretive. It wasn’t how he used to be. He’d been appointed by his old man, king of the gods, Zeus, to train the Lowe family to be the protectors were born to be. But as of late, my mentor was MIA.

      I stopped, leaned my back against the window of a juice store, and dialed his number. Despite him being a demigod, Heracles had a cell phone, he lived in a condo, and he wore ripped jeans and muscle tees. It was one of the things I loved him about him—he was so damn down-to-Earth.

      “Are you going to avoid talking to me again?” I asked when he answered.

      “Thought you might be with one of your lovers,” he quipped, but there was no menace behind his words. He’d been the one who explained how gods often had multiple lovers, and the behavior was normal. That I shouldn’t fight my attraction to the four gods who’d burst into my world. But at the same time, something had changed in Heracles, and he’d pulled away from me.

      I forced a giggle. “Come on. Don’t make fun of me. I’m starting to get this whole multiple-men thing is a part of who I am, but I’m not all the way there yet.”

      Heracles chuckled, and I pictured his wide smile, the creases at the corners of his eyes when he laughed.

      “You haven’t called me in ages,” I said. “You can’t just ditch our training sessions all the time. You’re supposed to teach me.”

      “You hardly need to be taught anymore. You’re as strong as I am now.” A serious tone threaded his response. Was he upset my power had grown to the point where he was no longer needed?

      His comment was a hell of a compliment. But I wasn’t satisfied. For so long, Heracles had been all I had, the only person who understood the two worlds I straddled, whom I confided in when things got too messed up to handle on my own. And part of me felt as if I’d lost a close friend, and it was somehow my fault.

      “What’s been up with you?” I asked.

      He hesitated, and I laughed in the silence.

      “Found something better to do with your time?” I asked again, trying to get him to open up, to tell me what was going on.

      “It’s not that.” Heracles swallowed loudly over the phone. “I love training with you. It’s just…empty.” His voice drifted off.

      It hurt to hear him pull away, an ache settling in my gut. “Yeah, that’s not an insult at all.”

      Heracles snickered. “I know you better than to think you bruise easily.” He took a deep breath and sighed. “It’s just not that easy to step down and let someone else be the hero. I’m tired of being behind the scenes. It kills me to see you fight for your life, but I can’t do anything more to help you.”

      My gut tightened at hearing the pain in his voice, his longing to do more. “So, what? You decided not to be a hero anymore?”

      “Not quite like that,” he said without hesitation.

      I frowned. “Are you doing…hero work?”

      Heracles’s laughter boomed through the phone. “We’re not in a movie, Elyse. But yes. Hero work, if that’s what you want to call it. I just want to feel like there’s more to my life again, and there is so much crime and ugliness in this world that could use a bit of divine intervention. I’ve been training you Lowes for centuries. It’s been great, but you’re all grown up now and kicking the kind of ass I’d battle if I could. And if I’m forbidden from aiding you, I can’t sit back and do nothing. A guy needs a hobby, you know?”

      I smiled, understanding what he was saying. This was Heracles, the legendary hero who’d completed twelve labors. Hell, he’d defeated the Nemean Lion, captured the Erymanthian boar, and even killed the Lernean Hydra. He was the son of Zeus! So as much as it hurt to hear him following his own line of heroism, I couldn’t blame him.

      “Don’t forget about me when you’re all big and famous,” I said. “And I want to meet up when you’re free.”

      When he answered me, I heard the smile in his voice.

      “I won’t be famous. You’ll always be my little prodigy, and you won’t get rid of me that easily.”

      He laughed again, a deep rumble in his chest that I’d come to know and love. Heracles was like a second father to me. He’d taken over everything when I lost my family. Not just the mentoring, but he’d been the person I turned to for everything. It wasn’t that I didn’t need him anymore—Heracles would always be family to me. But I understood he needed more.

      I could only imagine how much it exhausted him to do the same thing for centuries on end. Heracles was a better man—or god—than the rest of them put together.

      After I ended the call, I pushed into a jog. But a longing danced through my chest, a feeling as if I’d somehow lost Heracles from my life. Which was ridiculous. He pulled away weeks ago, but to hear him say he was going sat on my shoulders like a boulder. I had no people in my life I considered close, and it terrified me to lose Heracles. But who was I to stop him from following his passion?

      Remembering X and my mission, I decided, I’d order two blades: a katana and a scythe for good measure, once I arrived home.

      I appreciated irony as much as the next person and going up to the Greek version of the Grim Reaper with a scythe sounded like pure poetry to my ears.

      The weapons would be easy enough to order. With a credit card, you could do anything these days. World domination? Sure, are you paying by MasterCard or Visa? Getting these tools should have been harder, but the Lowe family had never struggled to buy them. Maybe it was a god thing. We had Zeus’s special attention. I supposed it helped to have friends in high places.

      After running ten blocks, I stopped and caught my breath as I adjusted my backpack, which kept getting tangled with my dark braid. My hair reached my hips, since I never cut it. After all the blood I’d gotten in it during my last few fights, I considered cutting it to an easier length to maintain, but I didn’t want to get rid of the length. My mom used to have long hair, and in a way, it reminded me of her.

      This was the first time I’d grown it so long, and when I braided the hair, it was out of the way for the most part.

      I flashed on an image of Hades wrapping my braid around his hand, pulling my head back so he could kiss my neck while he fucked me in the training center.

      It wasn’t because of him I wasn’t cutting it. But God, that had been hot as hell. Everything about him left me breathless.

      Which was exactly why I had to stop thinking about him—he brought trouble in more ways than one. He was my weakness and something about him drew me to him. But he was also the downfall of this Earth, from what I could see.

      I didn’t want to believe he was capable of something so horrific as X. But just because I didn’t want it to be that way wouldn’t magically make it so. I had to be realistic.

      Which was why I’d stop thinking about him and get on with my day.

      The streets were quiet as I passed more shopfronts. A young couple walked out of a bakery, holding hands, exchanging smiles. The man carried a bag of pastries. As much as I craved such a simple life, I refused to torture myself with what I couldn’t have. I accepted I’d never have a human future, not with the power coursing through me and four gods in my life. Letting myself ponder what my future could possibly be was foolish when I wasn’t even sure how I’d defeat X. And that was priority, not silly dreams of happy endings.

      Soon enough, I was in a back alley, taking photos of gorgeous graffiti of an old man’s head with fish swimming out of his ears that a nameless street artist had spray painted on an old brick building. While I had no clue what it meant, as long as it made sense to the artist that was what mattered.

      A sudden cloud of darkness surrounded me.

      My heart raced. I stumbled and caught myself on the wall. This fog didn’t feel like X. The darkness seemed as if it were inside of me, resonating with something familiar, and I swallowed hard, trying to stay awake and on my feet. Heaviness sank through my body, the sensation growing denser inside me, almost dragging me under. I scanned the alley on either side of me. No sign of anyone else.

      Energy hummed over my flesh, calling me, and fear bubbled in my chest. The kind that screamed to fight!

      After dying twice, the increasing darkness inside me was one side effect I worried about. I had a strength and awesome energy, sure. But it was as if a little piece of myself disappeared every time I died, replaced by the new power that clung to my insides. It was like being unable to take a deep enough breath, no matter how much I tried.

      This wasn’t X, but me, and whatever was happening to me after my last death.

      I could only die one more time and wake up again, or would the drowning feeling drag me to a darkness I’d never wake up from instead?

      The thought terrified me. After my father died, it had almost killed me to lose him. But I always held on to the promise I’d spend time with him again one day in the afterworld. Except if X took my life, I’d never get a chance to see Dad; I would perish from existence. And not even the gods could do a damn thing to save me.

      A while ago, I thought my ability to come back to life was a bonus. I’d been damn flippant about it, especially when I’d killed myself so quickly to escape X. I’d done it to survive, for more power, and I’d gotten it. But I regretted killing myself now, wasting a life when I could have waited for the gods to come and help me.

      But it was too late for hindsight. And what was it they said about spilled milk? Better to look forward and to focus on what came next.

      To that end, I kept my eyes peeled for X in case he appeared. Usually, where there was darkness, he followed. And Hades was often not far behind. The whole idea tore me apart because the feelings growing inside me for Hades were the opposite of the hatred I held for X. That bastard had shown me a vision where he killed my father, and I trembled at the memory. Bile hit the back of my throat. Fuck, I knew it hadn’t been real, but the ass had played with my mind, and I wanted to drive my sword deep into his black heart.

      So, was Hades the one who’d set X free? And if he had, what were his reasons? Or had X somehow escaped from Hades and all this chaos was out of Hades’s control?

      I wanted to believe the latter. But that would mean I trusted Hades. And despite being attracted to him, I wasn’t sure I could fully trust him. I didn’t want to see him as a villain, but everyone else seemed to. And he did have that devil-may-care attitude, even when it came to the deaths of the humans X killed before their time came.

      If Hades wasn’t behind this, why didn’t he try to stop X?

      My breaths caught in my chest, and I exhaled slowly, needing to release the growing anxiety. Along with the fear I’d discovered Hades was the bad guy after all and I’d let myself fall for him.

      I wanted to believe he was a hero like the rest of us, but I was too scared he’d prove me wrong again. He was already volatile, and I never knew what to expect from him. I couldn’t discount that he could be the one behind the darkness that brewed in the heart of Chicago.

      Because with Hades, it was impossible to know how quickly the weather would change.
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      After a couple of hours of photography, I finished and headed home. Yet my mind remained on Hades and on X, even when taking photos and trying to find the right shots for my clients. I stepped out of the alleyway just as movement caught my attention in my peripheral vision. I turned to find a dead pigeon on its back, near a dumpster. I glanced up and studied the busy sidewalk, but nothing seemed out of the ordinary. Poor bird. It must have been its time. Unlike the people X had taken before their deaths.

      The earlier unease lingered, while a coldness swirled around my legs, yet the wind remained distant. My mind replayed a short loop of him jumping me not long ago when I hadn’t expected him. The gods came to my rescue, but it was a reminder to always remain vigilant.

      Where are you, X? I swallowed hard, hating this cat-and-mouse game. What the fuck was he waiting for? My stomach heaved, and each step I took through the crowds felt like a move toward my own grave. Everything in my mind tumbled around X.

      My phone buzzed, and I flinched. Fuck, the asshole had me high-strung. I collected the phone from my pocket and answered it.

      “What are you doing?” Catina asked.

      I exhaled and let my muscles untangle. Hearing from my simple, straightforward human friend was a welcome break from everything. It was a rarity in my life these days; plus, she offered me the distraction I needed from my hectic otherworldly business.

      Recently, though, Catina and I hadn’t been as close as we used to be. Even when I saw her at Foundation, the magazine that had me on retainer for some fashion but mostly city life photos, it just wasn’t the same.

      Every time I learned more about my role as a godly fighter, the more I felt like Catina and I were drawing away from each other. Plus, she didn’t see eye to eye with me on my choice of lovers…more specifically, with how many I had.

      But I missed my friend—it was an ache that came and went, sitting in my gut like a slow-burning fire, always returning in quiet moments. I missed how around her, everything felt easy and there wasn’t anything to worry about other than looking good on our nights out and whether some guy was a good kisser or not. God, those days seemed a lifetime away. I wanted to hear her gossip about work, to laugh at funny things she did, and to enjoy her company… But if I let myself dwell on what was slipping away, I’d crumble.

      “I’m working,” I said. “Got some amazing photos of the city.”

      “That’s new,” she replied with a smile in her voice, and I breathed easy.

      I’d been uncertain how things would play out between us after our last argument. Especially since Catina wouldn’t let go of her viewpoint, so we agreed not to talk about her disapproval over my love life and try to make our friendship work. To somehow return to where we used to be.

      I laughed because she was right, I didn’t often work. Not as frequently as I trained. Or fought.

      “Why?” I asked, slightly hesitant. “What’s up?”

      “I got off work early today. Do you want to meet up?”

      Was she wanting another serious conversation over how many men I dated? Or was I overreacting?

      Yet, she carried a cheery tone behind her words. This was what I missed, my friend laughing and catching up, so I agreed. I longed to see her, rekindle our friendship, and spend time with her doing the little things that didn’t matter but made me feel so good. I needed to know we were both moving forward and attempting to make our relationship work.

      We met at the Metric Coffee Co., as usual. It was her favorite place. Even though I didn’t love coffee that much, the artisan shop had become the place I associated with Catina and a good time.

      When I hugged her hello. Her hair hung longer than usual—she always looked stunning, no matter how long she wore her blonde hair. But it was a testament to how little time we spent together.

      “I feel like we hardly talk anymore,” Catina said after we’d ordered our coffee and sat down at one of the tables.

      “I’ve been so busy.” I fidgeted with my fingernails.

      Catina nodded but didn’t answer me. I half-expected her to ask what I was so busy with, to mention the men in my life. I didn’t want to keep lying to her, but there was a very blurry line between the truth of what I was doing and insanity.

      It’d been a while since Catina and I spent time together without fighting. The past couple of months had been weird for me. I developed feelings for at least three different men, and I still had to smooth things out with the one guy, Poseidon, whom Catina thought was solid.

      Then there was Oliver, my neighbor. To be fair, he was a great guy. And he’d make some ordinary girl extremely happy. But it just wouldn’t work for me. Oliver had a crush on me for a long time, and we’d gotten as far as organizing a date before I stood him up. But we’d mostly eased over that awkward situation.

      I hated that I hurt him in the process, but it was better this way because he and I could never work out. And I had enough men in my life.

      “So, how’s your love life?” Catina asked.

      I glanced at her warily. And there it was, the question. We’d gotten stuck on the men in my life. She didn’t agree with my polyamorous life, which was what this was becoming.

      “It’s fine.” I shrugged.

      “You’re still with…what was his name? Al?”

      “Yeah.”

      “And Phil?” The bridge of her nose creased slightly, as if she struggled to say the name and admit I was with more than one guy. But when she smiled, her brow smoothed over.

      God, those names. I cringed that I’d given the God of the Seas and the God of Music and Light silly names like “Al” and “Phil,” but what was I supposed to do? Tell Catina their real names? She’d ask a dozen questions, and I hated that I’d already lied to her.

      “Yeah.” I glanced at my friend, waiting for her reaction. Judgment, a fight—this was what had happened before.

      She looked at me, and for a moment, it could have gone either way. But then she nodded and took a sip of her coffee.

      “And how is that going?” she asked without a hint of criticism. No raised brow or glare.

      When I didn’t respond, she continued, “Hey, I know we fought last time we spoke, but I want to be friends and I’m sorry, your love life is none of my business. I worry about you. You’re my best friend, and I guess dating multiple guys took me by surprise.”

      The tension building around us died down as if the atmosphere was holding its breath, then it finally let it out again.

      “It’s going okay. I mean, they’re both great.” I smiled at her, still a little unsure how she was going to respond.

      And Catina seemed just as careful and standoffish. We were both testing the waters. But I made a decision after our last argument that I wasn’t going to hide who I was anymore, no matter what. And apparently, she’d accepted whatever it was going on with me. Plus, I appreciated her apology to clear the air.

      What a friend, and I meant that whole-heartedly.

      “Are those the only two you’re interested in?” she asked, taking a sip of her coffee.

      I wasn’t sure if she was being sarcastic. But when I studied her, her face was open, her expression curious. She really wanted to know. I had my guard up, expecting her to attack, and it felt amazing when she didn’t.

      Even if the boys we were talking about were gods. And there was more than one love in my life.

      “It’s complicated.” I turned my coffee cup around and around on the table, feeling a little silly to tell her about Hades and the new addition of Ares on my radar.

      “Why?” she asked, her eyes focused on me, as she gave her full attention.

      I shrugged. “I’m not sure if this one guy…Harry…is an ass or not. I mean, I can’t stay away from him. But he might not be a very good guy.”

      “Does he treat you badly?” Her voice deepened, taking on a serious tone.

      God, if I thought back to the sex we’d had, then no, he didn’t treat me badly at all. But the rest of it? X and how Hades was with me sometimes when he was in a bad mood?

      “He’s just hard to figure out,” I said, unsure how to explain when I didn’t fully comprehend him myself. Hades tore me in opposite directions as my brain and body had entirely different ideas about him.

      She looked down at the table, tracing a scratch with her fingernails. “Can I ask you something?” she queried hesitantly.

      “Sure.” I grew wary of her questions, but I wasn’t going to push this away. She was trying, so it would only be fair if I tried, too.

      “Are these guys all okay with each other? I mean, you have more than one, but do they know? You’re not going to get into some kind of trouble?”

      I smiled at her and reached over, to pat her hand. “They know about each other. I’m not hiding them from one another.”

      “And they’re fine with it?” One of her brows arched as she studied me.

      I shrugged again. “They haven’t told me otherwise.” Poseidon and Hades weren’t on the best footing, but history explained that perfectly. It had nothing to do with dating me. And the others? Apollo and Poseidon were totally cool with each other.

      And even though I liked Ares, he wasn’t exactly part of the group when it came down to anything, never mind whatever was going on between us.

      If I had to be honest, I hadn’t even thought about what they’d think of each other, and how they’d all feel about having to share me. I supposed it showed exactly how accepting everyone was because there hadn’t been a single fight over me, as far as I knew.

      Who could have thought men would be this reasonable? Then again, they were all gods. The normal rules didn’t apply to them. Or to me, for that matter. Something that took some getting used to.

      “I’m sort of starting to see why you’re not interested in Oliver.” Her words lulled me out of my thoughts, but her comment came out of the blue. The poor guy found me when I’d killed myself to avoid X. Heracles took care of him, scrubbed his memories or something. And we were friends again, although our friendship was a little weird now. It was as if he still knew something was up but couldn’t remember.

      Not consciously.

      I hadn’t talked to him in a few weeks. Even though he lived next door and we often passed each other coming or going.

      “He’s a great guy,” I said. “He’s just not the guy for me.”

      Catina nodded and stared into the distance momentarily as if caught in her own fantasy. “I think whoever he dates, he’ll treat like a queen. She’d have no questions about his intentions toward her.”

      I nodded. She was right, it would be way simpler to be with Oliver. But I couldn’t be with him when there was so much in my life I couldn’t talk to him about. And I couldn’t fall in love with a man when I wasn’t drawn to him. I’d never been attracted to Oliver, not even in the normal sense of the word.

      And definitely not in the way I was pulled to the gods. There was something about them, about their magic, that drew me. Maybe the answer lay in the power within me that responded to theirs. Or maybe I hadn’t ever been like the rest of the human girls. Because the blood that pumped through my veins was infused with godlike power—the small blessing Zeus had bestowed on the Lowe bloodline.

      “Why are you so serious about Oliver?” I asked.

      When I’d allowed Oliver to take me on a date, Heracles had come to get me to fight X, and I’d ditched Oliver to save the world. What a bitch I was.

      “He’s a nice guy, Elyse,” she replied. “Just saying.”

      I straightened my posture, not loving her pushiness. “Then why don’t you date him?”

      It came out a little snappy, and she lowered her gaze, subdued. Normally, she’d have fought back. She really was trying.

      “Maybe I will,” she murmured so softly I barely heard her. But I was pretty sure she’d said the words. “Would that be okay with you?”

      “Yes, of course. You have my blessing.” I’d never heard her speak of Oliver in any way that indicated she might have been interested in him. Or had I missed the clues, too preoccupied with my own world?

      She glanced up at me, and I couldn’t tell what she was thinking. Was she being sarcastic or honest? But her cheeks glowed.

      “I have to get going,” she said, glancing at the clock on the wall. “Will I see you in the office anytime soon?”

      “Yeah, I think Tina wants me in again soon. I’ll look you up.”

      Catina nodded and started telling me about a project she was working on. The conversation had returned to girly and uncomplicated. I grinned and nodded and let her guide the conversation wherever she was comfortable.

      It was the least I could do, though I kept wondering about her and Oliver. Had I missed something all this time and she’d had a thing for him? Why wouldn’t she tell me before? Or was she testing the waters before she made a move on him? They had my blessing if that was the case.

      When it was time to go, Catina hugged me, holding me longer than usual, as if she’d wanted more time together as well.

      “Thanks for this,” she said with a kindness in her smile, a gentleness because she was the kind of person who lived how she believed people should. With her heart on her sleeve. “I needed our catch up.”

      I nodded. “Always. I’ll see you soon.” To those around us, we probably seemed like two close friends, chatting about casual things, but we both knew why there was a strain in our relationship.

      She walked away first, and I watched her climb into her car before I strolled over to mine. Regular coffee time with her was a must. I’d come to the conclusion that my life would always be hectic and chaotic, so I’d make time to mend the rifts.

      The conversation had been a little tense, but not because of a pending fight. Rather, it was because, in some ways, we were strangers. So much had happened lately, and we needed to find our place together again.

      But in other ways, Catina was still my best friend from school, the only one willing to be my friend and pull me into her circle. And I loved her dearly for always being by my side as I’d grown up.

      I was relieved our friendship hadn’t dissolved. We’d do what we’d always done; focus on the little things, because she was the only one who allowed me to feel normal. She meant so much more to me than she’d ever understand.

      The branches of the oak tree I’d parked near stopped swaying and fell to a deadly silence. Coldness lingered around me. The smell of the city in the air shifted from the aroma of car pollution, brewed coffee, and the fresh smell of cut grass to something else. An electric scent. It tingled over my arms, lifting the hairs. The world around me fell quiet, no cars driving past, the people at the café seemed too quiet, and the sky was clear with the exception of a plane flying overhead. Everything seemed normal, but it didn’t feel right. The earlier darkness surged through me, burrowing in my chest.

      My pulse raced, and I scanned the location. There was no sign of X, and like the alleyway, that heaviness in the air returned, pressing against me. I climbed into my car and drove away, checking my mirrors, unable to shake off that sensation of being watched.
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      I arrived at the training center on Tuesday in my workout clothes—sweats and a T-shirt that I’d get to throw off once I started practicing. I shoved on the wraparound sunglasses I’d bought at a store for a ridiculous amount of money because they made me look good.

      And I liked them. I enjoyed being the badass, the cool guy, the man all the girls stared at when they strolled past me. If I really intended to, I could get so much ass down here.

      But there was only one ass that held my interest and she flooded my thoughts.

      Saying it that way made me sound like a dick. The truth was, Elyse was more than just a piece of ass. Although that body of hers was a fucking orgasm waiting to happen. But she was someone who cared about others and who’d stick it out when shit got tough.

      There weren’t a lot of those kinds of people or gods around. And even though the other gods thought I was a coward who didn’t bother what the fuck was going on, I cared. Elyse and I had a hell of a lot more in common than she’d admit.

      Which made me even more interested in spending time with her, discovering who she really was, and what I could do to bring out her smile.

      When Heracles called and asked me to step in to help her practice fighting, I’d jumped at the chance. Even if it was none of my business where she worked out and why. Zeus was the one who gave Heracles the job of training Elyse and her family, but I’d do anything if someone explained she needed me. Pathetic, but true. This was my chance to show her the real me.

      Besides, Heracles said that I was the best fighter of the lot, and he wanted me on the case. A little ego stroking never hurt anyone.

      Elyse was growing strong. I hadn’t seen her before she died that first time. I’d only come toward the end to help out because Heracles had asked Zeus for backup. And the fucker sent me. Maybe it was some sick joke, and it pissed me off.

      But now I was glad he had. Because I’d seen her fight and she was as lethal as she was hot. A real femme fatale. And after she killed herself to outsmart X, dying a second time, her power intensified again. I hadn’t seen her in action yet, not against anyone who mattered. But if the rumors about her family were true—and it looked like they were—she’d practically be hell on wheels right now.

      And I wanted a piece of that. Hell, I craved her. I was the God of War and being able to fight, having that skill and putting it to use to help others, was the kind of thing a man like me craved in a woman.

      I couldn’t remember the last time I’d actually desired a certain woman this much. And not just for sex, but for more. Until now, it had been all about having a fucking good time.

      Pun intended.

      But love? No thanks. Only someone like Elyse might change my mind.

      She was already at the training center when I arrived, her car parked in the dark lot. I spotted two dead pigeons nearby. Fuck, Chicago was infested with those things. The sun hadn’t risen yet, night still hung thick in the air, and it was that rare time of morning when people from the night shift and those getting ready for the day shift actually crossed paths.

      Elyse was dressed in pants so tight they looked painted on and a top that barely covered her breasts, keeping her strapped in. Her rock-hard abs and her sculpted arms showed, her skin pale and perfect. Her hair was back in a braid, swinging from side to side as she used the jump rope, warming up. There was power in her hair. I didn’t have to touch it to know that.

      Everything about this woman was riddled with magic that drew me in like a magnet. I was attracted to her with a kind of heady trance that drew bees to nectar. She was a reliable person whom I’d trust to watch my back. Not many gained that status in my book. I yearned to stare into her chocolate eyes and run my hands over her soft skin.

      I watched her for a while before announcing myself. Her body jiggled while she jumped, but there wasn’t much excess fat on her. It was muscle trembling as she exerted herself, pushing harder and harder.

      I’d tap that. Any day. In fact, I nearly had.

      We’d fought, Elyse and I. At first, we sparred. But there’d been anger, both from my side and hers. And then the fiery lust had grown from anger and our close contact. Her lips had tasted like sweat and I sensed her desire for me. I’d been more than happy to oblige.

      She’d stopped herself, and I respected her, so I stopped too.

      But God, I’d dreamed about that moment so many times. My body ached for more—my dick twitched with need. I could have gone out there and found some human to fuck every time I thought about her and fulfill the need. But I didn’t.

      Elyse deserved more than that. Even if it wasn’t like I owed her any kind of exclusivity. We were fellow warriors. Nothing more.

      Yet I didn’t want to do something filthy when she was so pure. She was the embodiment of everything good in the world.

      Cliché? Absolutely.

      I’d give Apollo’s poetry a run for its money if I allowed myself to get serious about what I thought of Elyse. And I’d stared at her long enough, so I cleared my throat. She didn’t hear me, too caught up in what she was doing, focusing on her form, no doubt high on the adrenaline that ran through her system. I knew what that felt like. Heart pumping, lungs bursting, and muscles screaming for more.

      So, to announce myself, I walked around to approach her from the front.

      She stopped jumping, breathing hard, her surprised face morphing into a frown at seeing me. The rope hung limply to the ground.

      “What are you doing here?” she panted, catching her breath. Sweat beaded down the sides of her neck.

      “I’m here to train with you.” I hooked my thumbs into the sweatpants’ pockets. “I even dressed the part.”

      A small smile played on her lips, but her eyes were serious. Dark eyes. Drowning deep. The type of eyes I wanted to fall into if I could.

      Fuck! I was getting emotional and corny as well.

      “I didn’t realize you did anything that wasn’t for yourself,” she said with a sneer.

      The words had been spoken in jest, and I understood she was just playing, but they stung. Everyone thought I was a deserter, a coward—but they were all wrong. I could do shit for the greater good, too. But no one seemed to believe me.

      “Don’t do that,” I cautioned instead of laughing it off like I always did or making some stupid joke in return.

      “What?” she asked, the smile slipping away from her lips.

      “Don’t mock me. You don’t know me.” I removed my shades and tucked them into my pocket.

      She nodded. “You’re right. I don’t.”

      No apology. But it wasn’t like Elyse to grovel. It wouldn’t have been hot if she had. But she seemed to get what I felt anyway.

      “Are we training together or what?” I questioned when the silence stretched out.

      She thought about it for a moment then grinned a dazzling smile that lit up her features. Fuck me, she was beautiful.

      “Yeah, let’s see if you can keep up.” She smirked as if challenging me.

      Bring it on. I nodded and pulled off my shirt. When I dropped it on the floor, her gaze slid over my torso, and her lips parted slightly.

      Well, didn’t that just make me feel like a stud? I jumped up and down on the spot to warm up, too. Let’s do this.

      We trained together afterward. When she made the comment about me keeping up, I’d thought she was being cocky. Talking smack and all that. But she’d been serious. She was fucking fit, and she trained hard.

      After doing weights, we moved on to sparring. We worked on hand-to-hand combat. It was her favorite, she explained.

      “Why?” I asked. “Don’t humans prefer weapons?”

      Elyse laughed. “I guess they do. But I’m not an ordinary human, am I?”

      “No,” I agreed, my gaze falling to her flawlessly sculpted lips. They glistened with sweat, and I thought back to how delicious they tasted, wondering if her pussy was the same color.

      “Besides, X isn’t a normal adversary either.” Her voice cut through my focus on her mouth. “If not for our family bloodline being blessed, I’d have never gotten this far.”

      “It's not just Zeus’s power,” I said. “You have a lot of talent.”

      She laughed again. “Are you trying to flirt with me?”

      “If I was trying to flirt with you, you wouldn’t have to ask.” Grinning, I slid my gaze over her body, taking in every delicious inch of her. And she blushed. Like a teenager. Holy fuck, that turned me on.

      “Let’s up the ante,” she suggested.

      “What?” I was still thinking about sex, and I was unsure what she meant.

      But she showed me. She moved faster than a human should have been able to move and hit me in the chest with a kick that sent me backward, and nearly winded me.

      “That’s new.” I coughed, filling my lungs with air, stunned by her ability.

      “Yeah.”

      I didn’t let her explain further. I retaliated, launching at her with the same speed—a tempo that should only have belonged to the gods. But she was ready for me, blocking my punch and striking out, planting a knee in my side. I grunted and quit holding back.

      We were still just sparring, not fighting all-out. But if this was how hard she fought when training, I could only imagine what a force she’d be on the battlefield. She’d become so much stronger than I’d realized after her second death.

      She didn’t give me a chance to think about what was happening, and I did what I did best. I fought. Fists flew, blows were blocked, I kicked, and she jumped back. She attacked, and I parried. Her braid flew through the air when she spun around and twice I tried to grab for it. But despite having a weakness like that, she knew how to keep her hair out of my hands.

      When we finally paused for a break, we both breathed hard, sweating like animals, and Elyse’s eyes glittered with adrenaline and the thrill of the fight. Her cheeks were flushed, and strands of flyaway hair had escaped from her braid.

      She looked fucking fantastic.

      “Don’t you get tired of doing all this?” I asked as we sat side by side on the floor, draining our water bottles.

      She tilted her head from side to side, as if weighing her choices. “It’s what I was born to do. The people need me.”

      “You never wished for something different?” I probed, glancing down at her forearm where X had bitten her. Where her skin was lined with black marks from the injury. It had definitely improved from when he’d first bitten her and it had looked like her skin was rotting.

      “Sometimes, but there’s no one else left to do this. It’s who I am, how my dad brought me up. It’s for the greater good, right?”

      Was that sarcasm in her voice? Had she ever thought about kids? Or had she made up her mind about what having them would mean—subjecting those she loved to her lifestyle? To the way her father had brought her up? She’d watched her family die after all. Yet, without their bloodline, the world would be doomed. And if she decided on having children, who would she ask to father her baby? Part of me was convinced that if she looked at me in the right way, I wouldn’t say no right away. I’d need time to think about the implications. But in truth, I didn’t know if a god could father children with a Lowe.
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