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      “Look, I’m not here to get into an argument with you.”

      Elyse folded her arms over her chest. “Could have fooled me. You’re like a storm, blowing into my apartment.”

      “You can’t have the best of both worlds—either you accept me and all the bullshit that comes with it, or you don’t have me in your life at all. What will it be?”

      She blinked at me, and I had to admit, I’d caught myself by surprise, too. I just offered all of me to her, in a sense.
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      I stood in front of Heracles, sinking low, bending my knees. I stayed close to the ground, as close as I could. In my right hand, I gripped a short blade. It wasn’t what I usually fought with. I’d gravitated toward a couple of different weapons over time, going with things that suited my mood. Lately, this one was my favorite.

      “Okay, now, when you’re facing someone like this—” Heracles started, but I wouldn’t let him finish. I lunged forward and slashed, holding the blade so it protruded away from my body, my thumb curled around the hilt.

      It was a dirty way to fight, attacking when he wasn’t expecting the assault. And it worked.

      Heracles jumped back, his eyes widening. The attack hadn’t been a friendly one. Now, when I fought and trained now, I attacked with the intent to maim or destroy.

      Dark of me? Maybe. But I wasn’t here to play games. Not after X had kidnapped my best friend. Not after losing my spare lives. And that was just the tip of the freaking iceberg.

      “Who pissed in your coffee?” Heracles asked. And he was right—I was furious. I wasn’t just pulling out my best moves to prove myself a good student.

      We were way past that.

      I was upset because Zeus had decided that Apollo wasn’t allowed to live on Earth anymore. He’d been banished to Mount Olympus, the place the gods lived. Why? Because Apollo and I were together. Apparently, the reason Apollo came to Earth at all and hid away from all the other gods, was to get away from Mount Olympus and try out life down here.

      Because the poor guy had been heartbroken a million times. That was what happened when a god fell in love with mortals.

      Zeus told him the only way he could stay on Earth was if he didn’t fall for any mortals again.

      Then along came me, little Elyse, screwing with Zeus’s plans. And Apollo did what he wanted…despite the rules.

      I wasn’t sure what I was more upset about—Zeus banning Apollo from Earth so I’d never see him again, or Apollo never warning me that Zeus wasn’t messing around before it came to that. I would have stepped back and told Apollo we couldn’t be together. Better to be friends, to be able to see him at least, than this.

      It was pathetic. And despite my best intentions, part of me wondered if I would have been able to truly push him away if the moment had come. He was the first of the gods I fell for, who made me fall for him, and then he went ahead and showed me what a charmer he was, spoiling me, gifting me with jewelry…but now he was gone.

      “Look, it’s fine if you don’t want to talk,” Heracles snapped, “but I’m not going to go easy on you if you’re going to get feisty with me.”

      I chuckled despite my disposition. “Since when do you go easy on me?”

      “I had to at first. But you’re not that person anymore. You’re a hell of a fighter now.”

      I didn’t let him continue with the compliments. I wasn’t in an amiable mood, not even if I was having my ego stroked. Besides, fighting always felt better than talking. So, I lunged at Heracles again, slashing my knife through the air.

      This time, he was ready for me. He blocked the blow and struck at me with his left fist. I wasn’t completely ready for it, although I should have been. Always expect the unexpected. But I dodged the punch anyway. I had speed on my side now.

      “I’m still not used to you moving like that,” Heracles admitted after I ducked a few more punches, and landed a kick to his kidneys he couldn’t just shrug off.

      I smirked. “It didn’t take me very long to get used to it.”

      Heracles laughed and shook his head. “Be careful that your newfound power doesn’t make you cocky. Cocky gets you killed.”

      Normally, I’d have laughed it off or offered him a smart-ass retort, just because I could. But this time, my spirits dipped again. Fighting and joking could only do so much to keep my shitty attitude at bay.

      “Don’t remind me,” I murmured.

      He nudged me. “Hey, it’s not so bad.”

      “Says the immortal demigod.”

      I was pouting. Like a child. But I had a reason, and Heracles wasn’t going to be able to talk me out of this one. Because if I died again, that was it. I was dead. I’d already died three times, and every time the Lowe bloodline saved my ass and brought me back. But there were only so many times that would work for me, and I was, quite literally, at the end of the line.

      There’d been hope before, a reminder I had more lives to fall back on, but now… Now, I felt the flicking ember of my life, ready to snuff out if I made the wrong move.

      For all intents and purposes, I was mortal now. If you didn’t count super strength, super speed, and healing abilities.

      I had the makings of a superhero with all my new qualities. And in a good mood, I even had a winning personality. But I was no hero.

      X was still out there. For all my dying, the shitty accident that took my last life included, he remained as powerful as ever, making me a giant failure. Would my power really be enough to stop his senseless killing? It was supposed to be. The Lowes were on this Earth to save the human race from evils like him. But if I vanished, what then? Who’d step up and take my position? The mythical creatures I used to fight to protect humans would return to Earth and keep killing humans, feeding X?

      I wasn’t so sure I was going to be the savior of the world. I just wasn’t certain I’d be good enough.

      Right now, X was lying low. I had no idea where he was, but he’d be back. He hadn’t left at all—it would be ridiculous to even try to hope for that.

      It was why I trained so hard. Because X was coming back, and even with Apollo banished and Hades missing, this had to be the end. We couldn’t keep going like this.

      “You’re going to get him,” Heracles added, as if he knew my thoughts. It wasn’t hard to work out what I obsessed about these days.

      “Your tramping all over the globe saving the world is giving you a hero complex,” I said with a laugh.

      Heracles had been playing god again, going out there to do what he had initially done—be a hero.

      And it looked good on him. He had a purpose again, and that looked handsome on any man.

      “It takes one hero to know another.” He winked.

      “Stop.” I laughed. But it was good to know I had so many people on my side. Heracles was the first god I’d ever met, and he’d been like a second father to me. To know he was proud and that I had his support was a serious confidence boost.

      Even when I was sure I’d have my ass handed to me, he stood by my side, encouraging me to keep fighting and to never give up.

      After our training session, I’d cooled down enough not to walk around with a perpetual scowl on my face. But I was still pissed off, and fire coursed through my veins.

      When I arrived at my apartment, I half expected to find Apollo draped over my couch without his shirt on, staring at some stupid show on the television. Of all the gods I was involved with, he’d spent the most time in my apartment. He seemed to have accepted human life more than the others, and he looked like he belonged here.

      Not seeing him there when I dumped my bag on the floor, dragged my attitude right back down to shit town.

      Fuck Zeus and his fucking games. There was no reason for him to ban Apollo from Earth. We hadn’t hurt anyone and Apollo had only risked his own heart by getting involved with me, no one else’s. I was starting to think Zeus was bitter, so fed up with all his power and everything to do with it that he’d started making life hell for everyone else.

      What an asshole.

      Sighing, I collapsed on the couch. I willed Apollo to walk through the door, to push me against the wall and strip me naked…

      I closed my eyes and tried to reach him. He’d taken me to Mount Olympus a while ago. I couldn’t remember much about the place, if I were honest. It was all clean and pure and majestic, the way anyone’s idea of heaven—or whatever—would be. But I’d been so ramped up with lust, and Apollo had distracted me big time, taking me in every way he wanted to.

      After all, what was a measly home-of-the-gods compared to the likes of Apollo?

      I couldn’t reach him now, but it had to be possible somehow. The gods communicated by sending energy to one another. I just didn’t know how. Maybe this stupid humanness of mine, the same shit that had gotten Apollo banned, stopped me from reaching out to him.

      My phone rang next to me and I jumped in my seat. I snatched it up.

      “Apollo?”

      “Not Apollo,” Tina snapped. “Elyse, we need you on a project.” She was the woman I worked for with my freelance photography. “Can you come in tomorrow?”

      I groaned inwardly. I forgot about living in the human world sometimes, about making money and being an adult and doing all the mundane things that got me from one day to the next.

      “I’m sorry, Tina,” I said, making up my mind. “I’m not available for any projects right now.”

      “Are you sure?” she asked, her voice hardening. “If we find someone else, we might need to stick to a new style.”

      I knew what she was saying. I wasn’t just refusing this project, but potential future projects as well. Yet I had other things on my mind, and the truth was I just didn’t have that much time or energy to put into photography right now. I was too busy saving the world and finding a way to deal with my broken heart.

      Or, at least, trying to. I wasn’t so sure I was going to figure it out—and I worried I wouldn’t ever be able to. Even with the guys…although there were only three of them actually willing to help me now.

      With Apollo out of commission, thanks to Zeus and his shit show, and Hades MIA because he was too much of coward to face up to what was going on, I only had Poseidon, Ares, and Heracles on my side.

      But three gods were better than any human army, and I‘d make this happen no matter what.

      I didn’t have much of a choice, after all. I was a Lowe, the last active one in the world. And even though Hades was gone, X was still here somewhere. He’d be back, and if I didn’t find a way to stop him, I’d die. I wouldn’t wake up again.

      Who had time to do a mundane nine-to-five after knowing about shit like that?

      “Sorry, Tina. I wish I could, but I can’t help with this project. I promise to be available for the next one.”

      She grumbled, and I heard the rustle of papers, until she finally sighed. “This puts me in a really difficult spot, but I understand sometimes things come up. I’ll speak to you later.” And she hung up the phone, clearly not happy, but she didn’t declare to never work with me again.

      After the call with Tina ended, my phone rang again almost immediately.

      “Why did you do that?” Catina asked. “Why did you turn her down?”

      I sighed. “You know what it's like for me, Cat. I can’t keep juggling work and war.”

      “I guess so.” She sounded disappointed. “I miss having you around the office. I know you’re not normal or anything now, but I miss the times we had.”

      I nodded, unsure how I felt about the word normal. If I wasn’t human or a goddess, what was I exactly? “Me too. But we can still have fun.” If I’m not dead. “And we’ll meet up soon. I just have to take care of some things first.” I put as much cheer into my voice as possible to avoid too many questions.

      “Like one of the guys?” Catina inquired with a chuckle.

      I giggled—forced, but it worked. “Well, among other things. But that wasn’t what I was referring to.”

      “Maybe you should just move in with one of them. Then you always have a boytoy around.”

      “They’re eons older than me,” I joked.

      “If they’re immortal, they don’t have an age, so I can call them that. Just make it official, Elyse. You’ll be doing yourself a favor because you’ll see them a lot more, and you’ll do me a favor because I can call you away whenever I want, and you can’t blow me off.”

      I laughed again, honestly appreciating her insistence on seeing more of me, reminding me of the days when I could better juggle my day-to-day life. A time before Apollo, Poseidon, Ares, and Hades entered my life. “I’ll think about it.”

      When we finished talking, I sat back on the couch and closed my eyes. Catina had a point. Maybe moving in with one of the gods wouldn’t be a bad idea. Even if just for safety.

      But I wasn’t sure I could do that. Sure, I loved each of them in a special way, but I wasn’t there yet—not ready for playing happy families and thinking about homemaking and having kids.

      The moment I thought about having kids with the gods, I stilled. Was that even possible? I guessed it would be, technically. But to be a mother? To be responsible for someone else’s life when I’d failed three times at keeping myself alive?

      I didn’t know if I’d ever be cut out for that job.

      I pushed the thoughts away, refusing to think about those things now. Instead, I’d focus on the matter at hand—training until I could fight X and finally put him back where he belonged.

      “Hey, beautiful,” someone said behind me, and I smiled. Ares walked around the couch and dropped himself next to me, the cushion bouncing as he landed. He wore black leather pants and a muscle shirt that hung loosely around his waist. His short, cropped hair made his sharp features stand out more, but it was his eyes that always got me.

      They were a sea of green, and I melted whenever I looked into them. He always seemed to be up to no good. And oh, god, did I love it when he was bad.

      He leaned over and pressed his lips against mine, pulling me closer, and I melted, inhaling his musky and fresh scent.

      “Just the man I wanted to see,” I breathed.

      “Oh, yeah?” He grinned at me, cocky and handsome as hell. “So, if Poseidon had come, let’s say, you’d have told him to take a hike?”

      I rolled my eyes at Ares, laughing. “You’re full of shit.”

      Because I wouldn’t have turned Poseidon away when I craved company. But Ares was as great as Poseidon, just in a different way. And maybe, with how I felt about Apollo and turning down Tina, Ares was exactly what I needed. He was fun and reckless, and I could forget about everything with him.

      Poseidon was deep and contemplative, and he helped me work through shit. But not around it. And Ares would do that for me.

      “You love it, though,” Ares stated.

      “Yeah,” I agreed, snuggling against him, his body on fire. I did love how full of shit he was. Not at first, when he’d been a pain in my ass and working against me in a fight. But now, when he was the guy who made me forget about all my troubles.

      “What’s bothering you, angel face?”

      “Too much to even start explaining,” I answered.

      Ares held my chin between his thumb and forefinger, his face close to mine and his eyes impossibly green. “Let’s see what we can do to distract you then.”
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      I didn’t have time to respond before Ares kissed me again, this time…intense. Like he intended to do all kinds of dirty things to me. Every nerve in my body became electrified. The anticipation of what was coming thrummed through me fast and hard, reminding me of thunder. This was raw and animalistic.

      And I wanted it. I wanted him desperately. Ares had a way of taking me away from everything, of putting me in a bubble for just the two of us. And I needed him right now. To smile for real and not feel like the world was crumbling around me.

      He pushed me back on the cushions, my frame small under his muscular body. The gods were all so strong, they could break me in half if they wanted to. Ares wasn’t as big as Apollo or as dark as Hades, but he was built like any god, with muscles rippling under his golden skin, and I shivered when he pinned me against the couch.

      Ares’s mouth pressed against mine, his tongue sliding between my lips as he ran his hand down the side of my body. His fingers brushed the edge of my breast, and I squirmed when he tickled over my ribs. When his hand reached my hip, he gyrated, grinding his hard cock against me through the leather pants he wore. I moaned into his mouth, drawing him closer.

      “You’re tense, angel,” he whispered, his breath warm on my skin. He moved his hand farther down my body, and I opened my legs, squeezing one thigh between Ares and the couch. I wrapped both thighs around his waist so his dick pressed right against my pussy when he ground against me.

      Once he was between my legs, exactly where he wanted to be, he lifted my torso, holding me up. His knuckles kneaded my back, working his way down and up my spine while he moved against me, going through the motions of sex while we were still fully dressed.

      I didn’t know what it was about Ares. He could get me to the point of no return without even undressing me. I loved that about him. He drove me crazy. It was comfortable. There were no rules and no expectations. I could completely be myself, no matter who that was at any given moment.

      He gave me everything I needed as if he knew exactly what it was every time.

      His grinding brought me closer to the edge, and I gasped. Ares dipped his head onto my neck, nibbling the skin. His hand abandoned my back and I lay on the couch again while he worked me over, building an orgasm that should have been ages away.

      When I fell apart on the couch, he grinned at me.

      “You’re still dressed,” he said, winking.

      “You should fix that,” I gasped, out of breath.

      He didn’t wait for me to tell him twice. He pulled his muscle shirt off to reveal his spectacular chest and abs before he yanked my top up and threw it across the room without ceremony. My bra went next. He kissed me again, my breasts pushed up against his naked chest, before he pulled me toward the edge of the couch. I yelped when I nearly fell, but he caught me with ease.

      “I’ve got your back,” he teased with a twinkle in his eye, and I loved those words, loved the heat of his skin against mine, loved the passion in his gaze when he looked at me.

      When he pulled my pants down, it wasn’t as erratic as when he took off my top. He inched them down slowly, looking at me as if he’d never seen me nude. Soaking all of me in, he gradually unwrapped my body until I lay completely naked in front of him.

      “You’re beautiful,” he said, glancing up at me.

      I blushed, as if we hadn’t done this a hundred times.

      “Ares,” I murmured.

      I wanted him so badly, needed him to take me, to bring me to the point of orgasm again and again, to remind me who I was because of what he saw in me.

      I didn’t have any time to put all that into words. He parted my thighs and dove lower between my legs, closing his mouth over my sex. I cried out when he licked my clit, flicking his tongue over it a couple of times.

      When he inserted two fingers, fucking me with his hand while he licked and sucked me, I lost it again.

      It had barely been two minutes, if my count was correct, and I’d already come undone.

      When I opened my eyes, he grinned at me.

      “What?” I asked, my voice breathy.

      “I love it when you do that.”

      “Orgasm?”

      He nodded. “For me.”

      He stood, and I shifted upright so I didn’t look as disheveled as I felt. Ares unbuckled his leathers and started pulling them down. He moved in slow motion, the same way he had with my pants. He kept eye contact with me, watching my reaction, loving the attention.

      I could only stare at his godlike face for so long before I lost control and ravaged him. When he pulled his pants down, his cock popped out, and my attention grew distracted. Ares was by no means small. And I knew what he tasted like and what he felt like. I sat up straighter and reached for him before his pants were to his knees.

      “No, Elyse,” he said, trying to stop me before I interrupted his little strip show. But he knew I didn’t always listen. Obedience wasn’t my strong suit.

      I wrapped my fingers around his shaft and he hissed. With my free hand, I cupped his balls and rolled my eyes up at him before I licked him from the base to the end. He groaned as I sucked the tip into my mouth, and he put his hand on my hair. I moved my head up and down his shaft, taking him in as far as I could go. I used my hand to cover the rest—there was a lot of it—and I fucked him with my mouth, faster and faster.

      He groaned, his hand on my head drawing me toward him, his cock sliding deeper and deeper into my mouth.

      Suddenly, he withdrew, the tip slipping out of my mouth with a pop.

      “I can’t take it anymore,” he growled.

      He took my hand and pulled me up off the couch, spinning me to the side and walking me toward the wall, then pushing me against it. I gasped when the rough, cold surface touched my breasts, but there wasn’t time to react. Ares hiked up my leg, his dick suddenly at my entrance, and he pushed into me before I could catch my breath. I cried out as he entered me.

      “Fuck,” Ares bit out. I moaned and he pulled out halfway before repeating the process.

      He slammed into me harder and faster, his dick a power piston as he worked his way in and out. I was pressed against the wall, completely at his mercy. But he wasn’t only here for some sweet ass.

      “You’re so fucking hot,” he growled in a deep voice.

      I responded with more excited cries because sex with Ares rendered me useless in every other way.

      Another climax built inside me. If he could get me to come another time before he was even close, it would be a sign of just how much he got to me. But the gods weren’t like mortal men. I’d thought three orgasms in a session was a lot. I’d since learned that was nothing. The gods’ endurance had led me to experience so much more euphoria.

      Ares pressed his lips against my ear while he fucked me, and I shivered, his hot breath against my ear giving me goosebumps.

      “Come for me, baby,” he whispered, and I couldn’t help myself.

      I cried out as my body contracted and did what Ares asked of me. I orgasmed.

      He barely waited for me to come down from my high before he pulled out of me. This time, I faced the couch, my palms on the back. Ares’s hands rested on my hips and he pushed into me again, fucking me from behind. I dropped my head, my hair a mess over my shoulders and hanging down as he fucked me.

      This time, it was all about him. I could feel it in the way he moved, how his strokes shortened out and he rammed into me even faster. My legs went numb and he held me up. I whimpered as he fucked me.

      He buried himself into me as deeply as he could with a grunt, his fingers curling into my hips, and he growled as he came. I felt him pulsating and twitching, filling me up even more.

      He wasn’t using protection. They’d been so careful with me at first. But I was on birth control now. Careful didn’t do it for me.

      He groaned loud when he paused and pulsed inside me. When he was empty, he withdrew from me, and I moaned again. The friction against my raw body was delicious, something I could enjoy daily. Or several times a day.

      He collapsed on the cushions and wrapped his arms around my waist, pulling me so I lay on top of him. His eyes were on mine and he brushed my lips with his, connecting with me, finding me as a person.

      “You’re an animal.” Both of us were clammy, our breaths racing.

      He chuckled. “I prefer to be called a god.”

      I laughed, the sound coming from deep in my chest, and it felt good to laugh for real.

      We lay together in silence for a while, and he ran his fingers over my back, his caress tender and rhythmic. My eyes closed and I lost myself between the sensation of his fingertips on my skin and the sound of his slowing heart.

      He finally broke the silence between us. “Have you heard from Hades?”

      That question came out of the blue. You’d think it was weird for a guy to ask about another man while we were both nude. But the gods were okay with me being with all of them…well Hades, not yet, but the rest of them all talked about each other, whether we were naked or not.

      “I haven’t,” I admitted.

      Hades had a way of running away whenever things were too hard for him to handle. It irritated me sometimes, but this time I wasn’t bothered.

      “I don’t know if that’s such a bad thing though.” I glanced up at Ares.

      He made a sound that suggested he agreed with me. It meant X wasn’t around either, for now, and it also meant I wasn’t distracted. Because Hades… he was my weakness in a way no one else was.

      And the last thing I needed right now was to be weak.
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      Call me a coward, but I had to get out of there after helping Elyse and the other gods stand up against X. If I was the reason X was being a dick, killing people before their time, how could I stay?

      And yeah, I’d been in denial. For a long time. But I wasn’t now. Now, I was just pissed. At myself and at X, my stupid shadow I’d been saddled with since the moment my brothers tricked me into becoming Lord of the fucking Underworld.

      I could totally blame them for a chunk of this shitty mess. But they weren’t the ones Persephone dumped. They weren’t the ones who decided love was nothing more than a pain in the ass.

      Which meant X and all his bullshit was on me.

      The one thing that really annoyed me was that I couldn’t do anything about the bastard. He wasn’t going to stop if I asked him nicely, or even if I was a dick about it, because X did whatever the hell he wanted. That was my punishment, that he could do what he desired, and I couldn’t do what I wanted. Goddamn ironic if you asked me.

      I just had no idea what I was being punished for, since I’d been pranked and laughed at for an eternity already, so wasn’t that damnation enough?

      But whatever, right? Water off a fucking duck’s back. That was how I was going to see it. I’d left Chicago behind to lie low for a while, heading into the mountains like those guys who just wanted to be alone. I’d always been a loner, but a hermit? This was a new low for me, although not altogether unpleasant.

      The only difference was out here, surrounded by snow and breathtaking views and all the rest, there was so much space and time for my thoughts to run me over that it was almost worse than having to face the terror X inflicted.

      Almost, but not quite. Believe it or not, as much as my loveless eternity with Persephone hadn’t been a picnic, it was still better than seeing X suck the souls out of the humans that didn’t deserve an end like that.

      But you couldn’t save them all. Hell, in my world, you couldn’t save any of them. You could only save yourself. For what it was worth.

      It was ridiculous how quickly I fell into a routine. I woke up early, even though it was freezing in the mountains before the sun came out, and I went for a run. There was nothing like pushing my body until I couldn’t breathe anymore, until my lungs screamed at me, and my muscles trembled with every step, straining not to fail me.

      When I finally got back after a good couple of hours, I lounged in front of the shitty cabin I’d chosen and sat in creaky chair that looked out over a godforsaken valley, and I thought about everything I was trying to forget. Because I just couldn’t seem to get rid of it.

      Elyse was at the forefront of everything. Her beauty, inside and out, was striking—it always got to me. Those dark eyes and the way she moved, a killing machine, taut and serious. And soft and feminine at the same time. I couldn’t ever resist her.

      And fucking her? By Zeus, it was the best thing I’d ever experienced. Even after Persephone, a true goddess in the full sense of the word, had shared my bed. My reaction wasn’t just about Elyse’s body though—it was about what I felt for her. How she fought for those she loved no matter the cost, for what she believed in, her bravery on par with the greatest heroes.

      Which was a topic I wasn’t even willing to touch.

      See? I could still control exactly what my thoughts did, fuck you very much. I wasn’t a complete slave to all the shit that went on in my mind.

      But Elyse… I sincerely hoped X wasn’t wreaking havoc in town while I stayed away. I doubted he was—he was still attached to me somehow and leaving the city probably pulled him out, too.

      But there was still a chance he was around Chicago. And what if he did something to Elyse she couldn’t handle? What if he killed her?

      She wouldn’t survive a fourth time. We all knew that. And it meant we were eventually going to lose her, no matter which way this went. I’d never been afraid of much or for anyone for a long time—no one but Elyse. I feared for her safety, and I was scared about what X intended to do, how she might lose her last life. And that heaviness sat over my mind like a blanket, smothering me.

      Which was why it was such a stupid idea to get involved with a mortal. I would have been an idiot if I thought we could be anything more than whatever we’d been up until now. No, fucking was plenty. Everything else would only lead to heartbreak, and I was just about done with that for the rest of my pathetic existence.

      I’d learned the hard way that heartbreak and pain was a bitch, and forever was a long damn time when it was literal. And I had to deal with all that shit from Persephone already, so I wasn’t ready for round two. No, thank you.

      After reflecting on life like an idiot, I headed to the Underworld. I never wanted to see this place again, but I still had a job to do and this wasn’t the type of thing where I could hand in my notice. I had to deal with the dead, rule over the souls of those who’d died before X escaped.

      When I arrived in the Underworld, it was depressing as fuck, and just as I remembered it. All darkness and dread. The palace was great and all, if black and red was your thing. And there were more than enough rooms to accommodate company, if I ever wanted any.

      But for so long, all I ever wanted was Persephone—until I discovered my obsession with her had been a curse, a joke played on me by the fucking gods.

      And now Elyse had captured my heart.

      Fuck.

      I strolled into the palace and my footsteps echoed through the rooms. They always did that, but this time it seemed so much worse because I was alone. There was no sign of Persephone. Not in my life, and not in my home. She was on Earth now, doing whatever it was Persephone did.

      We’d fallen apart a long time ago, and I tried for a while to make us work. And so had she—I couldn’t fault her for that. But even though it had all been over for so long, she’d been here for me, always.

      And now she wasn’t. Loneliness was a fucking bitch. It was pathetic to think that I, Hades, God of the Underworld, was lonely. No one saw me that way. I was just always seen as some kind of devil.

      It made me sound a lot more invincible than I really was if I had to be honest about it. But I wasn’t going to admit that to anyone.

      I walked through the empty palace, the hallways void of furniture and paintings, looking for the Fates. They were here somewhere too. Maybe I could strike up a conversation with them. Maybe it wouldn’t be so dull.

      When I moved from one room to the next, I thought about the last time people had been here. The gods visited with Elyse to rescue Catina, her little friend whom X kidnapped to draw Elyse out. They’d all been down here. Even Poseidon, who’d never set foot in the Underworld before.

      And Elyse had been in my home. In the flesh. The Underworld wasn’t a place the living should have been able to visit. I had no idea how she did it without my intervention.

      It just wasn’t all shiny and fit for any of the other gods. But it was still a realm Elyse shouldn’t have been able to enter. Yet, she had.

      What I would give for her to be here now. It would make the loneliness go away.

      I shook my head. She didn’t deserve my bullshit, so I had to stop thinking about her. I’d make myself miserable, like I wasn’t already enough of a sad sack.

      “Hades,” Persephone called behind me, and I closed my eyes for a second. My name on her lips brought back years and years of memories.

      “What are you doing here?” I asked, turning around to face her. “I thought you ditched this hellhole for good.”

      Her lips pressed together in a slight grimace. “Only for six months of the year, remember?”

      I’d done that to her. I’d been tricked, and I tricked her too.

      “So why aren’t you celebrating your freedom up top?” I pointed at the ceiling to where Earth was in relation to the Underworld.

      She exhaled heavily, her fingers interlacing across her stomach. “Because I want to talk to you.”

      “About?”

      I didn’t like where she was going with this. Persephone could really get on a topic and not let it go. I wasn’t obligated to listen.

      “Elyse,” she replied.

      Yeah, to hell with that shit. “I don’t think so.” I poofed the fuck out of there, disappearing without even giving her a chance to have her say.

      Once at the mountains, I hurried through the snow, the white powder squishing beneath my steps, but I barely felt the cold as I marched to the dingy cabin I called home.

      “You can’t keep running away,” she scolded behind me.

      Fuck, she’d follow me until she had her say. I should have known. It was classic Persephone. Except now that the curse was lifted, her occasional clinginess was a hell of a lot more irritating.

      “Just hear me out,” she pleaded. “Please.”

      I stopped in my tracks. After all, she’d said please. Whenever she talked to me that way, I listened. Damned if I didn’t still have a soft spot for her, and I doubted that reaction would ever go away. We weren’t together anymore, but we’d been together for so long and even though it wasn’t romantic affection I felt for her anymore, the woman had grown on me in ways I hadn’t thought would be possible without real love.

      “Fine,” I capitulated with a sigh as I opened the door to the cabin, waving her to walk in first.

      Inside, I offered her coffee, which she took with a childlike enthusiasm that actually made me smile.

      “I love this stuff,” she said, blowing on the top of the hot drink.

      “The humans get some shit right.”

      She nodded her head softly and didn’t respond, just sipped her coffee.

      “So?” I prompted, folding my arms over my chest. “What is it? You’re not here to drink coffee and make small talk.” Although it started to sound nice now we were chatting. She wasn’t my favorite person, but the company was welcome, and I’d missed her. She’d become a part of my life. Centuries together could do that to a man. I didn’t want her back, but I didn’t like being alone all the time, either.

      I studied her as she chose her words, her eyes lifting to the ceiling, the corners of her mouth twitching. Her porcelain skin seemed to almost glow. She didn’t wear the white robe the goddesses usually wore. Instead, she dressed in jeans, boots that came over her knees, a coat, and a scarf—looking modern and feminine. It was a good look on her.

      She fit in on Earth, and I wondered what life she was building for herself. Would she be happy if she could escape the six-month curse?

      She broke the silence, lowering the mug from her red lips. “You can’t keep running away from how you feel about her.” She wrapped both hands around the mug.

      Fuck. I’d known this was going to come at one point or another. My ex was trying to set me up with the next one.

      “And how do I feel about her?” I asked with a shrug, offering her my best pensive expression.

      “Don’t be an ass,” she retorted. “You’re trying to deny what you feel for her, and what she means to you. You can’t keep doing that. Not without paying the price, and to be honest, I don’t think you can afford to not have her in your life.”

      “Don’t talk in riddles,” I snapped, hating when she spoke that way. But I understood what she’d said about paying the price. All arrows pointed to X.

      And she was right too. Persephone always knew what she was talking about. Even when I didn’t like to admit it.
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