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      Blurb

      

      The complete Gods No More series. Follow Anna and Zeus on their epic magical saga in this four-book boxset.

      She's dreamed of one man her whole life – now it's time to meet him.

      Anna is normal save for one fact. Every night, she dreams of the gods. The nightmare is always the same. She's thrown from Olympus for stealing her husband's thunderbolt. He banishes her into the human realm to live out a tortured existence.

      She's about to find out her dreams are real. When she meets the richest man in the city, she's thrown head-first into the modern world of the gods. It's a realm of retribution, violence, power, and lies. And at its heart sits the one man who broke her heart – Zeus.

      It's time for Anna to seek her revenge.

      ….

      Gods No More follows a forgotten goddess and the man who condemned her fighting for the truth and each other. If you love your contemporary fantasy with action, heart, and a splash of romance, grab Gods No More: The Complete Series today and soar free with an Odette C. Bell series.
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    Gods no More Book One

  
    Prologue

    The guards led her away. Her long white dress sashayed around her legs as she strode with her head held high. She was being taken to her execution, but she didn’t once let her chin drop.

    Her long black hair tumbled around her shoulders as wind raced along the side of the palace, its haunting cry shaking over the mountaintop. It rustled through the megalithic trees that stood beside the grand building and brought her attention to a solitary white bird seated on a swaying branch.

    She stopped to stare.

    Once upon a time, they’d called her a bird. The little white bird who always got away.

    This time, there would be no escape.

    “Move,” one of the imperial guards snapped as he shoved in close and jabbed the hilt of his golden spear into her back.

    He didn’t measure his hand, and he hit her more than hard enough that she stumbled to her knees. The long golden chains that tied her to her guards jangled as they fell around her.

    “Up,” the same guard said.

    Move. Up. Stop. You’ll soon die, witch.

    Those were the only words these men had deigned to share with her.

    “Move faster,” the other guard snarled as he repeated his friend’s move and rammed the hilt of his spear into her already tender side.

    She didn’t make a sound as she fell again and rose. She wasted no time in drawing her head up high and silently walking on.

    The king’s chamber lay directly ahead. Squeezed between the palace and a sheer drop off the celestial cliff behind, it was the most sacred building atop Olympus.

    It would be the last place she’d ever see. Once her sentence was carried out, she’d be thrown off the cliff.

    And there, she would tumble into the mortal realm. Not technically death, but a fate far worse. Stripped of her power and, most importantly, her memories, she would never have a chance for revenge.

    As they neared the king’s chamber, other gods strode from the palace to watch. Every one of them wore looks of rage, derision, and satisfaction.

    To them, she deserved this.

    “Broken queen,” one hissed.

    Slicing her gaze over, she said nothing.

    “Lying witch,” another snarled.

    “Your wings will be torn from your back, little bird,” another whispered.

    Every comment she ignored but the last. At that violent promise, the fear she’d been hiding exploded in her chest. It streamed through her body until it centered on her back.

    Glowing symbols charged over her skin, becoming as bright as dying stars as they ate her magic. She wasn’t only trapped by chains – the tattoos that had been scorched into her flesh by Hephaestus himself were her true prison. They locked her power in her body, ensuring it could never come out.

    “Your wings will adorn the new queen,” that same hateful voice whispered.

    As more fear bolted through her like a charging horse, her body desperately tried to spread her wings. It couldn’t. Hephaestus’s magical symbols only burned all the brighter as they channeled her power back into her body.

    She felt like a bomb that could never explode. Like a fire that would never be more than a spark.

    For no reason, one of the guards shoved her again. She fell, splitting her knee on the jagged path.

    This only drew more gleeful jeers.

    The crowd wanted blood.

    They wouldn’t get it.

    He wouldn’t kill her.

    Zeus wouldn’t dare….

    She closed her eyes as tears rimmed her lashes.

    There’d been a time when she’d loved him, and in all her long existence, she had never loved before.

    He’d be her first and last.

    She would never trust again.

    They reached the king’s chamber. Standing either side of the door were Eris and Phobos. They smiled. Tools of the war god, Ares, they knew precisely how to smile with death behind their eyes.

    She stared past them.

    The great golden doors opened, and there he was.

    Zeus seated on his throne. Zeus, the god of thunder. Zeus, the king of Olympus.

    Zeus, her ex-husband.

    Zeus, the man who’d betrayed her.

    Zeus, the man she would never forgive no matter how many lives she led.

    The path leading up to the throne was carved from gold. Magic – the lifeblood of the gods – ran through it.

    And that magic centered on Zeus. Everything did. There was a reason he was the king of the gods – he was by far the most powerful.

    But power is one thing – the wisdom to wield it correctly another. There’d once been a time when she’d thought Zeus the wisest man on Olympus.

    That time had ended.

    She was taken to the foot of his throne. There, her two guards parted and walked out. They were no longer needed. Behind Zeus stood his brothers, Poseidon and Hades. At the front of his throne, just to the left, stood Ares.

    In full ceremonial battle armor, the god of war looked like an apparition of death. His sword was slung at his side, but at the sight of her, he reached over and settled a large, powerful hand on it. Immediately, it reacted to his touch and started to burn a devilish red.

    She stared at it, knowing what would come. Of all the weapons on Olympus, save for Zeus’s lightning bolt, Ares’s sword was the only tool that could cut her wings off. Zeus wouldn’t dare get her blood on his hands.

    Ares would enjoy it too much, anyway. A fact he proved as a smile drove into his lips and tugged his left cheek up.

    Footfall echoed from the side of the room, and a goddess pulled herself out of the lines of deities either side of the throne.

    Hera. She’d always had eyes on Zeus. Now she’d be able to have him.

    Hera smiled as she strode forward and stopped in front of Zeus. “You have made the right decision, my King. The witch Fos must be punished for betraying you.”

    The witch. So that’s all they were going to refer to her as now? Once, she’d been queen. Once, she’d been Zeus’s one and only light. Now she was nothing more than a meaningless trickster.

    But this witch still had wings.

    And that’s what they were truly after.

    “She must be made an example of. Fos tried to steal your thunderbolt, the very seat of your power,” Hera continued. “She tried to usurp your throne. This creature, this witch who isn’t even a god – she must be punished for all to see. Strip her of her power and send her to the humans. Let her live their meaningless, short lives in punishment for reaching too high.”

    Zeus said nothing.

    Fos hadn’t looked at him yet, and he hadn’t looked at her. She could tell this, as his chin was still level. Here she was at his feet – at his mercy – and he couldn’t even muster the courage to gaze at her.

    There’d once been a time when he hadn’t been able to take his eyes off her. When he’d found her and protected her from those who hunted her wings, Zeus had watched over her with all his heart.

    Now he didn’t glance her way once, and nor did he speak.

    Hera smiled as she turned, her long purple dress sashaying around her legs. She stared down her nose. “You will reap what you have sown. You have angered the gods. It is time to pay the price we have set. You will be banished to the human realm, but not before your wings are cut from your back.” Hera took so much pleasure in the word cut, it could have sliced through the very air.

    There was muttering through the room.

    No one actually expected Zeus to cut Fos’s wings off. He’d done so much over the years to protect her and her unique power – it would be for naught if her wings were lost at his hand.

    He moved. For the first time, he acknowledged her as he tilted his head down.

    He stared at her.

    She lifted her head up and stared at him.

    … There was nothing in his eyes. They were dead. Zeus was nothing but a statue in that throne – nothing but a king in name only.

    “What do you say, Fos?” he asked, his tone emotionless.

    “What do I say? The only thing I’ve been saying since this hateful charge was brought against me. I did not try to steal your thunderbolt.”

    “I saw it with my own eyes.”

    “Your eyes were deceived.”

    Hera took a quick step forward. She tilted her head back until her long hair played attractively around her face. “There is no need for this, Your Highness. We have heard her lies before. You saw her crime with your own eyes. She,” Hera pointed behind her in a vicious move, “is nothing but a deceptive witch. No one but you and your ex-wife has the power to wield – or touch – your thunderbolt. You saw it in her hands. There is no deception. She must pay for her crimes.”

    Zeus turned his gaze to the ceiling. “The decision has been made.”

    The room became quiet.

    “For a love betrayed, you will be banished to the human realm,” he said, his voice even on the word love.

    Hera took a step forward, her expression falling. Ares straightened too, the skin around his mouth becoming tight with worry.

    It was clear they both feared that Zeus would decide to leave Fos’s wings.

    They needn’t have worried.

    He stared right at Fos and did not remove his gaze once. “And for a power betrayed, you will lose yours. I gave you the ability to touch my thunderbolt. I cannot remove that permission, but I can take your power. Your wings will be removed.”

    Removed.

    He couldn’t even say the word cut.

    Hera nodded adoringly at her king.

    Ares smiled at Fos as he pulled out his sword in anticipation.

    So this was it? After years of loyalty – and love – at Zeus’s side, it was over. After years of protecting her, he would be the hand to cut her down – or at least, the voice that ordered it.

    “You’ve said your piece. It is time I say mine.” Fos stared at him. She didn’t let her hatred show. She showed something far more frightening – the cold indifference of someone who knows they are right. “One day you will learn you were duped, my king. One day, you will learn I am innocent.”

    Ares opened his mouth to snarl an insult.

    Zeus lifted his finger to silence him. All the while, Zeus never once dropped his gaze from her.

    Was there still love somewhere in his stare? Was there even a grain of the loyalty they’d once shared?

    No.

    There was nothing but cold betrayal.

    Fos stiffened. She couldn’t open her wings, so she let her eyes show what little power she had left. “And when that day comes, when you finally understand what you’ve done, I won’t come for you. No matter how hard you try to find me, you never will. You have sealed your own fate, Zeus. You can rule without me, but you will never be happy again. I won’t be able to fly,” she voluntarily took a step toward Ares and his glowing red blade, “but you won’t be able to love.” She kneeled down in front of Ares. As she tore her gaze off Zeus, she knew she would never gaze upon his face again. Every loving memory they had ever shared would be nothing but dust at her feet.

    The feel of his hands, his heat, his power – the unique experience of being trapped in his otherworldly gaze – she would wipe all of them from her soul like someone washing paint from a once-great canvas.

    Zeus made a sound. Without staring at his expression, she had no clue what it could mean.

    Perhaps it was the only admission he would ever give that he could be wrong. Or maybe it was the sole tear he would ever cry at what he was about to do to her.

    Zeus raised one of his fingers. Hephaestus’s seal broke across her back, tingles of power rushing through her body as her wings naturally unfurled.

    With her face still turned to the ground, she watched the shadow of her wings play over the golden floor.

    Ares waited no longer. She heard the wind whistling along his blade as he brought it down.

    It sliced through her wings.

    Her unique white blood splattered over the floor by Zeus’s feet.

    He made a noise. She couldn’t discern it – all she could feel was pain eternal as it ripped through her body and blasted through her mind.

    She only just stopped herself from screaming.

    “Remove her from his sight,” Hera demanded, her shrill, strident tone the only thing that could make it through Fos’s pain.

    Ares kneeled down beside Fos. He would carry her to the cliff behind Zeus’s throne and throw her into the mortal realm.

    No. She would do that herself. She no longer had magic without her wings, and blood pooled down her back, staining her already white dress, but that didn’t stop her from staggering to her feet.

    She wouldn’t look at Zeus, not once as she pushed away from Ares and staggered toward the gaping open hole at the back of the chamber.

    She tuned out every hiss and jeer.

    Wrapping her arms around her middle, she made it to the hole. And there, she stared down at the mortal realm. It was visible as nothing more than a flicker of light at the base of the celestial cliff.

    There was no climbing up that cliff. She would never reach Olympus again.

    Good.

    She would turn her back on it, and him, forevermore.

    She staggered to the edge of the cliff. The wind sliced up it, moaning like a trillion lost souls. It brought with it the messy, bloody smell of humanity in all its murky glory. She swore she could even see them – trapped mortals with lives like flickering candles. They lived with no power, in the hands of the gods with no way to ever hold on to what mattered to them.

    She took a step, one bare foot hanging over the edge of the cliff. Her toes tingled with the heat of summer and the frozen cold of winter. Her nose started to pick up the scents of pollution, of bodies, of food, of the dead – of a world beyond the clean beauty of the realm of Olympus.

    Before she could step over the edge, she stopped. She’d decided not to stare at Zeus ever again, but just at the last moment, the remaining few flickers of her love for him rose.

    Once, he had loved her. She’d felt it in every lingering touch, heard it in every soft whisper. And she’d seen it, over and over again as he’d protected her from those who would use her wings for evil.

    … Maybe somewhere in Zeus’s heart, a flicker remained.

    She went to turn.

    Someone locked their hand on her shoulder, preventing her from moving any further.

    She stared up into Ares’s hate-filled eyes. His cold blue irises were rimmed with flickers of fire. As his fingers squeezed her blood-covered shoulder, his magic sending sparks blasting over her dress, he drew close for one last word. “Don’t look back. There’s no need. He won’t ever find you again. But I will, Fos.” With that, he pushed her off the cliff.

  
    Chapter 1

    Anna Smith

    She jolted out of bed. It took barely any time to realize that it had been a dream. Another damn dream.

    Anna let out a sigh as she crammed her hand against her forehead. The slap echoed around her small single-room apartment. Pulling her legs up and pressing them in tight against her chest, she crammed her face against her knees as a begrudging smile spread her lips.

    “… Another one for the dream diary,” she commented as she reached over, opened her bedside table with a forceful tug, and yanked out her tattered journal. Securing her tongue between her lips, she remembered every detail she could. It was always different. She might’ve been having a variant on this specific dream most of her life, but every time, different facts stuck in her head.

    “He won’t come for you, but I will,” she said, repeating the last words she’d heard as she scrunched her lips between her teeth. “That guy called me something, didn’t he? What was my name?” Tapping her pen against her lip, she took several seconds to think it through, but when nothing popped into her head, she shrugged, finished off writing the details she could remember, then crammed the book back in her bedside table. Yawning and stretching, she jumped out of bed, then immediately curled in on herself. “Damn this apartment is cold. If only I could afford more heat.”

    Anna enjoyed speaking to herself. It was kind of a requirement. She led a solitary life. Nobody lived with her, and her job cataloging rare books at the library was hardly a social one.

    Dressing quickly, she grabbed a bite to eat and headed out the door.

    She was immediately met by a cold, wintry blast of air. Huddling her arms around her middle, she clenched her teeth. “Seriously? It’s only mid-autumn. Why is it only freezing on the days I have to get out of bed early?”

    She knew that answer. Ensuring no one was around her, she muttered to herself as she replied, “Because you are the unluckiest person in the entire world, Anna.”

    It was a refrain she’d repeated to herself more often than she’d like. Because it was true.

    If Anna had money, she lost it all as the world conspired to send her mysterious bills she hadn’t been expecting. If she had friends, they quickly became ex-friends as misunderstandings way beyond Anna’s control drove them away. As for family – there was no point. Her parents had died in a car crash when she was six. She’d been in and out of foster care since then.

    Just before Anna could be pulled into those morose thoughts, she shook her head hard and clenched her teeth. “Remember what that fortuneteller told you? No more negative thoughts. You’re not the unluckiest person in the world, Anna Smith,” she said forcefully and a little too loudly as a guy striding beside her took his time to give her a suspicious once up and down before he walked to the other side of the street.

    Anna just rubbed her hands, crammed them into her pockets, and tilted her head down so she didn’t have to see the world that had always conspired against her.

    Once upon a time, she would never have dared to see a fortuneteller. She didn’t believe in that stuff. Anna might have a job cataloging rare, ancient tomes, and a lot of those might’ve been steeped in myths and fiction, but she herself only believed in things she could see and touch. There was no point in painting mystery over the world. It distracted you from its cold, harsh realities. And the more you did that, the more you left yourself open for a surprise when it inevitably kicked you in the gut.

    Over the past several months, Anna’s so-called bad luck had turned into something insanely worse. She’d gone on three dates recently. Every single man had failed to call her back, not because they weren’t interested, but because each one of them had been struck by lightning.

    She wasn’t making that up. Each damn guy had been hit by a lightning strike within 24 hours of meeting her. Hell, the guy who’d seemed keenest had been struck by dry lightning an hour after he’d kissed her.

    “And that, Anna Smith, is why you will always be alone,” she commented to herself morosely as she ran to catch the subway. She was already late. She’d woken up with plenty of time, and she hadn’t wasted any when she’d had breakfast, and yet somehow time had slipped through her fingers.

    She ran down the street that led straight to the subway only to find that it was closed off. Yellow barricades prevented pedestrians from getting on either of the sidewalks, and witches hats blocked off every lane of traffic.

    “What the hell?” she muttered just as a construction worker walked past.

    “Lightning damage,” the guy said gruffly as he took a sip of a steaming cup of coffee.

    “What?”

    He jammed his thumb in the direction of the middle of the road. She could see a smoldering hole gouged out of the bitumen.

    “I had no idea lightning could do that,” she commented as the guy strode past.

    “Turns out it can. That one section of road was struck four times.”

    Though she wanted to continue the conversation, the guy was already out of sight. A group of other construction workers joined him as a big truck rolled in further down the street.

    Scratching her arms, a deep frown dug itself across her lips. It stayed there as she yanked up her watch and realized she was well and truly going to be late.

    “Dammit,” she spat. She whirled on her flat ballerina shoe, almost fell on a hard lip of asphalt, and threw herself down the detour.

    She eventually made it to a subway station and got on the train with no time to spare.

    If she thought she was about to get lucky, she was fresh out of luck. There was a tunnel problem, and rather than take her to the correct station, she had to stop one station away from the library.

    “This is insane,” she muttered to herself as she ran up and out of the station.

    Turning her head up, she stared at the pristine, clean architectural towers of downtown. She never got off at this station. She never had a reason to. This was the business district. What the hell would an out-of-luck rare-book expert like her have to do with a place like this?

    She had to run through it as quick as she damn could. She hit the street as fast as her little legs could manage, powering around several other late commuters as she got a head start. Glancing down at her watch, she realized she had all of two minutes to make three city blocks.

    “You are so screwed,” she commented as she dashed down the road.

    She rounded a corner and smashed into an immovable object. She wasn’t expecting it, so she didn’t have time to react. She fell flat on her ass with a hard, echoing thump.

    “What the hell?” a man muttered.

    It took her too long as she tilted her head up and stared at him to realize she’d hit a person and not an immovable brick wall.

    As the guy turned, she was treated to the sight of one of the most handsome men she’d ever seen. Powerfully built, tall, and with features that would make any statue of a Greek God blush, he looked like a character out of some fantasy novel come to life. More than that, he was in one seriously expensive suit. She hardly worked for some boutique clothing store, but even she could tell it had to be made of the finest Cashmere wool. It was the way the light bounced off it. Or maybe it just bounced off him. One look at this guy, and it was clear nothing could touch him.

    When she didn’t pull herself up, he reached down and offered her a hand. In a daze, she accepted it. As soon as his fingers touched hers, pain stabbed down her back. Located between the middle of her shoulders, it felt like someone had just picked up a sword and stabbed it through her spine.

    She let out a cry.

    Shocked, the guy stepped in close and locked a hand around the middle of her back as she staggered to the side.

    “I didn’t realize you fell that hard,” he muttered quickly. “You okay?”

    Anna almost couldn’t pick his words up. Her mind had shut down.

    Her brain was taken far away to a place it felt like it would never return from.

    Fortunately, her eyes didn’t roll into the back of her head. And just as fortunately, the guy took a step back. As soon as his hand fell from her back, the pain simply stopped as if it had never been.

    Startled by the sudden change, she stood there and stared at him, even as an unsure smile spread his lips. “You okay?” he asked again in a much clearer tone you would use on someone who was hard of hearing.

    Reaching an arm around and trying to touch the middle of her back but failing, she shrugged. “I’m really sorry about that. I think I must’ve just bumped my back,” she said. It made no sense – she’d fallen flat on her ass, not her spine.

    “No need to apologize. Look after yourself,” the guy said with a beguiling smile as he turned and walked away.

    She simply could not tear her gaze off him as he strode down the street. She walked off after him. It took her too long to realize she was following him. And it took her way too long to realize she didn’t have the time to be distractedly stalking some mysterious handsome man she’d seen randomly in the street.

    She couldn’t stop herself. Something was in control of her body. The one thing she could be thankful for was that she wasn’t obvious as she ogled the guy. She stayed behind him, and considering a lot of people like her had gotten off at the wrong stop, she didn’t stick out like a sore thumb. If the guy had turned to look at her expression, however, he would have seen how broken and confused she was.

    If there was one thing Anna could be proud of, it was that while she was unlucky, her mental health was relatively stable.

    Apart from the fact she’d been dreaming the same damn dream her entire freaking life, Anna Smith didn’t have nightmares. Sure, she was unlucky, and terrible crap happened to her all the time, but she always had a relatively stable sense of her own sanity and self.

    Now it felt like she was fraying on fast forward, all at the sight of that man and what his mere touch had done to her.

    It didn’t take long until he pared off. A guy like that in a suit as nice as that would hardly be heading anywhere save for the business district. Sure enough, he quickly walked to the side and stopped in front of one of the most expensive towers in the city.

    It had taken five years to build, and according to what she’d read in the paper, it was singularly the most expensive building in the country, let alone the state.

    It had been a year since she’d walked down this street. The sight of that building and its sheer imposing glory was the only thing that could tug her attention off the mysterious man. But it couldn’t do it for long. The guy appeared to be waiting for someone, and rather than walk up the grand stairs that led to that tower entrance, he shoved his hands in his pockets and turned around. That brought him within line-of-sight of her again, and the guy looked right at her. Hiding her completely torn, confused expression was one thing when he wasn’t staring at her. As soon as he made eye contact, she knew she would’ve looked like a gaping fish out of water.

    That didn’t stop him from giving her an affable nod and letting his lips tug into a tight, handsome smile that wouldn’t be amiss on the pages of any celebrity magazine.

    That smile did something to her. It raced down her back, punched into her gut, and wiggled through her torso. It felt like somebody grabbing hold of her shoulders and squeezing hard.

    She had no clue if it was a pleasant sensation or exactly the opposite, but what it was was powerful.

    Aside from her dreams, Anna didn’t lead an interesting existence. Apart from her foray into fortune telling, she had no reason to believe in magical forces, but the sight of this guy was doing something to her…. It was enough that rather than walk on and hide her embarrassing surprise, she stupidly stopped in front of him. She didn’t want to, but there was absolutely nothing she could do to stop her treacherous body.

    The guy shot her a confused smile and opened his mouth to no doubt ask what the hell she was doing. He didn’t get the chance. A crazily expensive car rolled up to the curb.

    In slow motion, Anna turned her head. In a second she’d never forget, her attention – her full focus – locked on it. Even if an explosion went off behind her, she wouldn’t have turned. Even if an entire army had appeared, rattling their sabers over her shoulder, she wouldn’t have glanced their way. And even if she was struck by lightning, she would not have moved.

    That mysterious man jumped off the first step that led to the tower, strode past Anna, and opened the door to the car.

    Anna slowed down until she stopped like a puppet that had had its last string snapped.

    It felt like her heart, her lungs, her brain – everything that made her up – just disappeared as she turned into an empty husk.

    The car had tinted windows. It was a good tint, too. She couldn’t see through it. She had no clue who was inside until the passenger door opened.

    She caught sight of the side of a man’s arm. He was in an expensive, dark, navy blue pinstripe suit. She couldn’t see the rest of it, but she could see his wrist and hand. A broad, strong hand with a single ring on his wedding finger.

    It wasn’t a standard wedding band. It was made of a curious gold metal the likes of which she’d never seen. Even from here, somehow, despite the fact she was at least 10 meters away, she swore she saw an engraving on it. It depicted two wings.

    Anna was the kind of girl who didn’t like to stick out. If people tried to smile at her on the street, she kept her head down and she strolled right past. Hell, she hated having her photo taken. She wouldn’t do anything to draw attention to herself. Yet here she was, standing in the middle of the pavement, staring all goggle-eyed at that car as if it were the chariot of a frigging god.

    The guy finally got out of his car.

    Anna couldn’t describe what was happening to her. She didn’t have the vocabulary to try. Her body was doing things it had never done before. Her mind simply couldn’t keep up.

    If there was one thing she could be thankful for, she wasn’t the only person who stopped to stare. Either this guy was some rock star, or he was frigging royalty, because people even brought out their phones to take a snap.

    It gave Anna the one thing she needed – anonymity.

    If she hoped she could hide among the crowd, she was wrong. As soon as the guy stood, she let out a whimper. It wasn’t girly. She wasn’t like some starstruck teenager who’d just seen their idol appear in front of them. It was the kind of whimper you’d give if someone had just stabbed you through the heart.

    It brought the guy’s attention to her. His eyes locked on hers.

    His eyes were….

    His eyes were memorable. They dug right deep down into her soul. They reached a place she hadn’t even known existed. And they shook her. It was like an earthquake going on inside her soul – all at one simple damn look from this man.

    The guy she’d bumped into was unquestionably handsome, but this guy was…. He was something else. Something that spoke right to the deepest part of Anna. His looks went beyond handsome. It didn’t matter that he had a build almost exactly as powerful as his friend’s. It didn’t count that he had the bluest eyes she’d ever seen, or that his shoulder-length ebony hair and trim beard made him look like a knight from olden times. The only thing that counted was that he fit.

    There was another reason Anna had never been lucky in love. It wasn’t just that every man she wanted to date was struck by frigging lightning. She’d always been looking for something – someone. Her perfect type. Until today, she’d never known what that perfect type looked like. As the guy made eye contact with her, her body recognized he was exactly what she’d always been looking for.

    Anna shouldn’t have to tell you that she didn’t believe in love at first sight. It was far too fictional to be true.

    Whatever this was, it wasn’t that, anyway. It was just a moment that would never end. Until it did end with a bang.

    Somewhere out in the city limits, the clouds that had been gathering all morning finally coalesced into a storm. There was a single clap of far-off thunder.

    The guy who’d taken her breath away crumpled forward and clutched his chest.

    It brought Anna back into the real world with a snap.

    That mysterious guy who’d knocked her flat on her ass jolted forward and grabbed his friend’s arm. “Zach?”

    There was a collective gasp from around her. Other people rushed forward to help, but she was the only person who stayed exactly where she was.

    Try as she might, she simply could not move.

    “Zechariah?” the mystery man said again as he gripped his friend with an even stronger grasp.

    When Zechariah didn’t move and continued to clutch his chest as if he was having a heart attack, his friend rapped his hand on the driver’s window hard. Then he shoved Zechariah back into the car.

    The next thing Anna knew, the car sped off, presumably to the hospital. And she… just stood there.

    There was a crowd around her by now, and everyone had their phones out.

    Her mind was functioning just well enough to be able to tune into people’s conversations.

    “What the hell is wrong with him? That looked like a heart attack.”

    “They would’ve called the paramedics. Maybe he has some health condition.”

    “Who was that guy with him?”

    “You mean the man with the arms that could wrestle a cyclops? Adam Croft.”

    Anna couldn’t help but shiver as if someone had just dumped ice cold water down her back.

    Again, a slight pain picked up between her shoulders. It reminded her of the stabbing agony she’d felt only minutes before. If it hadn’t been for the sight of that man – Zechariah – she would never have forgotten pain like that. It was the kind your body held onto for the rest of its life.

    “Try the rest of your existence,” she found herself muttering out loud at that thought.

    The two people who’d been chatting about Adam turned and frowned at her. “What?” one of them asked.

    Dropping her gaze, she shook her head. “Sorry, I was just reminding myself of something important. I really… hope he’s okay,” she forced herself to say. It was only polite to point that out. And Anna usually had absolutely no trouble being polite. She was the kind of person who would apologize even if something was patently someone else’s fault. But pushing those words out was like draining every last drop of blood from her body.

    Shoving into an unsteady jog, she finally forced herself to leave.

    Before she made it to the end of the block, she felt something on her cheeks. Bringing a hand up and wiping her thumb down them, she realized they were wet.

    She stared at the sky. She might’ve heard far-off thunder earlier, but impossibly, the clouds were already clearing. Which meant her cheeks weren’t wet with rain. No, she was crying. And Anna Smith had no idea why.

  
    Chapter 2

    Zeus

    “You got lucky,” Apollo said as he leaned in, stretched his fingers wide, and allowed crackles of magic to blaze over them. The god’s power was unmatched. When it came to healing, there was no one under heaven who could equal Apollo.

    Or at least, that’s what legend claimed. And legend can be a fickle master.

    Zeus leaned back against the plastic bedhead, brought up a hand, and secured his large palm flat against his brow. “Any idea what caused my attack?”

    “First things first, you want to know what it is,” Apollo corrected him, “not what caused it.”

    Zeus arched an eyebrow.

    Apollo leaned back, his hospital scrubs scrunching around him as he grabbed a chart off the end of the bed.

    They were in a private hospital – the penthouse room – somewhere where no one could disturb them. So Apollo felt free to show more of his magic as he opened his hand wider and let it crackle between his fingers. “I have two theories.”

    Zeus waited to be told.

    When Apollo didn’t immediately tell him what was going on, Ares snorted. He was standing by the door, his back to it. He was still technically in his human form, but that did little to hide his strength. Even if a bull tried to barrel through that door, it wouldn’t be able to get through. “Apollo, you might’ve only met our ascended king three months ago, but let me give you a hint—”

    “He doesn’t like to be kept waiting,” Apollo finished for Ares before the guy could put another word in.

    Zeus simply smiled. It was the kind of smile that gave nothing away – the kind of smile he’d been born to give. He still couldn’t recall his full memories from his time as a god, but there were certain things that came naturally to him.

    “My best theory is that you’re suffering from symptoms related to the storm that’s coming tonight. I don’t need to be associated with the weather to feel that it will be a significant one,” Apollo informed him as he let his gaze trace over to the window beside Zeus’s bed.

    Clouds were gathering on the horizon again. Briefly this morning, it had looked like they would coalesce into a storm. But as soon as Zeus had been whisked away to the hospital, the storm had died down. For now. He didn’t need to be the god of thunder to appreciate that it would come back. It was only a matter of time.

    “What’s your second theory?” Ares asked as the god shifted his broad shoulders, blocking even more of the door. Now it would take a tank – or two – to get through.

    Apollo looked wistful. He let his gaze shift around the windowpane before he stared at the city with nostalgia flashing in his deep blue gaze. For just a few seconds, it flashed to yellow, the god’s actual eye color.

    “The other theory is that you ran into somebody,” Apollo revealed.

    Zeus’s gut clenched. “Ran into somebody?” His voice was almost even, but right at the end, it ticked up with something that was uncomfortably close to worry. A certain memory struck him. A certain memory of a certain woman just standing there and staring at him, her brown eyes wide with an emotion he couldn’t begin to understand.

    Zeus’s memories of what had happened when he’d gotten out of the car were sketchy – but that woman’s face was clear. She’d stared at him in a way no one else had. All the other gawkers had looked as if they’d just seen a celebrity. She’d looked like she’d seen a ghost.

    Apollo rested back and drummed his fingers on his thigh. “It’s highly unlikely, but you might have run into somebody from your past.”

    Zeus didn’t need to ask which past Apollo was referring to. It would be Zeus’s life atop Olympus.

    Once upon a time, the gods had never dreamed of leaving Olympus. But times change. As the realm of man modernized, the gods had been forced to keep up. Sent to protect man, it had become harder to keep humanity from destroying itself as people had developed bombs, guns, viruses, and an insatiable desire to destroy the very environment they lived within. So decades ago, the decision had been made to integrate the gods with mankind to keep a closer eye on them.

    Zeus had been the final god to come down from Olympus.

    His integration with mankind was meant to bring about a new Golden Age. The same Golden Age his father Kronos had ruled over multiple millennia ago.

    Suffice to say, that Golden Age had not yet arisen.

    By coming down to the human realm, Zeus – and all the other gods – had taken a hit when it came to their power.

    They could still take on any humans, but shepherding them into peace was another matter.

    “I wouldn’t be too concerned by my second theory,” Apollo continued. “If you’d recognized someone from your past, you would have immediately felt their magic. Ares, did any gods appear this morning unannounced? Any cyclopes? Any fell monsters from old?”

    Ares grinned and shook his head. “Not that I noticed. And I tend to have a pretty keen eye for things I can fight.”

    “Yes. Considering you’re the God of War, not a lot gets past you,” Apollo continued as he turned back to Zeus. “So discard that theory. It would have been impossible for you not to recognize someone from your past, anyway.”

    A pronounced frown marched its way across Zeus’s lips. “I don’t have all of my memories of my past.”

    Apollo shrugged. “Some memories might still be hidden from you, but trust me when I say a memory like that would not be. If it had the power to induce symptoms like the ones you felt,” he pointed at Zeus’s chest, “then the person in question would have been extraordinarily significant to you. You might have forgotten a lot, my liege, but you would not have forgotten that.”

    For the first time since Ares had rushed him here, Zeus started to feel at ease.

    He stretched a hand up and locked it behind the back of his head as he tilted his gaze to the side and stared out the window. “It will be a significant storm tonight,” he commented to no one. Apollo was already associated with the weather. As for Ares, he’d be able to feel the sheer chaos in the air.

    Apollo chuckled. “You don’t need to tell me that.” He arched his head over to the window. “I’ve been feeling this particular storm brewing for months. Hell, ever since you arrived in the city, it’s been on its way.”

    Ares pushed off the door. “Enough talk about meteorology. Can Zeus get back to work? If the storm really is producing these symptoms, then maybe he should—”

    Zeus didn’t give him the chance to finish. He brought up a hand and spread it in an authoritative motion.

    Zeus might not have all of his memories of his time atop Olympus, but he’d never had trouble displaying authority. “I’ll be fine. It won’t happen again,” he said with the kind of confidence he shouldn’t have. He still had no real clue what had struck him, and though he wanted to believe Apollo, something told him this situation could be more mysterious than the sun god was willing to admit to.

    “I’ll continue with my usual duties,” Zeus proclaimed.

    Apollo laughed quietly. “Said like a true king.”

    “There’s too much to do.” Zeus hooked his legs over the bed, stood, and arched his shoulders. He immediately switched his attention to Ares. “Any luck finding the book yet?”

    Ares brought his hands up as if in surrender. “No need to look at me like that. I haven’t forgotten my task.”

    “So have you found it?” Zeus asked even though he already knew the answer. Once upon a time, Ares might’ve been a tricky character. Back on Olympus, he might’ve had a reputation for stirring up trouble when he wasn’t distracted by a convenient war, but the god had grown. Now he was one of Zeus’s most trusted confidants, save for his brothers Poseidon and Hades. If Ares had found the book, he would’ve told Zeus immediately. A matter of such importance would not have slipped the war god’s mind.

    “I have a promising lead,” Ares revealed.

    “Then hunt that lead down. Take whatever time you need today.” Zeus fixed his tie in his reflection in the window.

    Ares frowned. “Don’t you have an important meeting today? I thought you’d need your trusty bodyguard with you. Especially considering one of those meetings is with a suspected demon sprite,” he growled.

    Zeus finished fixing his tie and shrugged. “I told you, I’ll be fine. Just get the book. We’re running out of time.”

    Out of the corner of Zeus’s eye, he saw that Apollo shot Ares a meaningful look. It was the kind of look Zeus had never seen back atop Olympus. There’d been no cause for anyone to ever give it. Because that look was the kind of worried glance you would shoot a friend you were deeply concerned about. In all of Zeus’s previous existence, no one had ever needed to be worried about him.

    “Undue stress might not help your condition today,” Apollo said diplomatically.

    Zeus fixed his cufflinks with quick, practiced sweeps of his fingers as he tilted his head over and stared at Apollo. “Stress?” He emphasized the S sound with a hiss.

    Apollo sighed. “We know you’re looking for her, and we know you need that book to find her, my liege, but—”

    “But I don’t have my full memories of her. But she betrayed me. But I was the man who cut her wings off,” he said, his voice becoming quieter, even though he wanted to remain strong. The strength came a second later as he yanked his gaze up. “But I still want to see her.”

    Apollo said nothing. Ares was the only one to move as he took several steps away from the door. “And what exactly would you do if you found her, King? You cast her out of Olympus. Without her wings, she has no power. She’d be nothing more than a mortal.”

    Zeus dropped his gaze and stared at the foot of the hospital bed. “And yet, I still wish to see her.”

    “Need I remind you, my liege,” Apollo scratched his nose with a careful hand, “that you are engaged to Hera.”

    “I don’t need to be reminded. That has not and will not change.”

    “But he still wants to see Fos, one of the last angels,” Ares sighed. “Have you thought about what would happen if you brought her back into the realm of the gods?” he asked, for the first time, a harder note infiltrating his tone. “There is no creature who has ever fallen as far as she.” True anger twisted his words now.

    It was an anger Zeus had heard all too many times before. It was anger he’d felt. Over and over again for millennia. He may not be able to recall all his memories of Olympus, but the fact of what Fos had done remained. One thing did not. Her face. He couldn’t remember it. Not a single detail. From her lips to her hair to her wings to the feel of her fingertips – nothing remained. It was as if it had been wiped from his memory like a human computer destroying its files.

    That’s what he wanted to get back.

    His feelings for her hadn’t changed. He simply wanted to replace that one missing memory of her face.

    As for what the gods would do to her if they found her, a part of Zeus didn’t care. Sitting under the need to see her face one last time was the anger that had never gone away. She had betrayed him. She’d used him to get to his thunderbolt. And with his power, she would’ve usurped the gods and replaced his reign.

    Even thinking about it brought up a well of anger – a knot of unresolvable pain. It sat in his gut, perpetually locked in his torso like a monster caged in his heart.

    Apollo sighed. “This is all theoretical, anyway. It’s highly unlikely you will ever see her again, Zeus,” he said, dropping my liege as his voice became tight, either with concern or disappointment. “Even if you find that book and unlock the full powers of your thunderbolt, it is unlikely to be enough to track her down. You stripped her of all her powers when you removed her wings. Not a single scrap of magic would remain in her veins. There would be nothing for your thunderbolt to find.”

    “Apollo is right. You won’t be able to find her,” Ares said. There was a certain look in his eyes as he said that – one Zeus couldn’t begin to place.

    The only thing he recognized was the certainty behind Ares’s claim. It was as if he knew something Zeus did not.

    Apollo stood. “Ares is right. You will never meet her, sir. You wouldn’t want to. Though you cannot remember this, her betrayal almost broke you.”

    Zeus opened his mouth to say that he remembered, but he couldn’t push the words out. It was a lie. He remembered facts about Fos, but just like he could no longer recall her face nor the touch of her hands, his memories of the centuries after her banishment were closed off from him.

    Apollo had told him multiple times that he didn’t want to remember. They were dark times in Zeus’s history. In many ways, they were the reason he was here now.

    His grip on the gods and Olympus had slipped after her betrayal had hit him like a spear through his chest.

    His power had never been the same since. His command over his thunderbolt had slipped until even on Olympus he’d only been able to draw up a fraction of its once-unstoppable power.

    Her betrayal was also likely the reason that when he’d been reborn into a human form, he’d been incapable of recalling all of his memories. The other gods thought that was a good thing. It stopped him from spiraling into the depression he’d endured after Fos’s banishment.

    “I’ll find that book,” Ares said, clearly changing the conversation. “Without it, you won’t be able to assume your full power in your human form, and we can’t have a king without a throne, can we?”

    Zeus managed a smile. The movement was there, but there was precious little meaning behind it. One last time, he swiveled his gaze over to the view. He stared at the storm gathering on the horizon. He could feel it in his bones, in his blood, and in every scrap of skin and centimeter of flesh. Tonight, there would be lightning, thunder, chaos and power in the skies. If he’d still had a measure of the power he’d once had on Olympus, tonight would be his opportunity to change the destiny of humans. But without that power, all he could do was watch to see what would happen next.

  
    Chapter 3

    Anna Smith

    “I’m really sorry. It won’t happen again,” Anna muttered in her most conciliatory voice as she shrunk down, scrunching up her already petite size as she hid behind her desk.

    Her boss had just read her the riot act for being over 20 minutes late. “I just—” Anna began, about to launch into her excuse again.

    Meredith Bishop brought up a hand, her old, wizened fingers catching the harsh down-light that adorned the basement of the library.

    It was the kind of devilish fluorescent glow that would make even the best complexion look like the skin of a rotting corpse. Anna didn’t have the best complexion to start off with, and she never bothered with makeup. Whenever she caught a glimpse of her reflection down here, she’d be a shadow of herself. And that… for whatever reason, it had always been an appropriate image.

    Though Anna had already pointed out that she had a relatively stable sense of self, there was one impression she’d never been able to shake – that she was half of something – some incomplete equation. A puzzle that had once been whole, but one someone had ripped to pieces and scattered until it was lost for good.

    Bringing up a hand and shrugging into it, she pressed her fingers hard against her trapezius. “I’m sorry,” she said one last time. “Please don’t fire me,” she added in a weak tone.

    It took several seconds for Meredith to snort. “Fire you? Who’s talking about firing you? You were late, and you deserve to be sorry for that, but I wouldn’t sack you over something so slight, especially considering you’re the best we’ve ever had in this job. Your command of ancient Greek and Roman is unsurpassed. You have a talent for protecting these books,” Meredith said as she shrugged over her shoulder, indicating the compact stacks and the rooms behind where the most valuable tomes were kept in hermetically sealed drawers. “And you have a talent for finding old books perfect for our collection. I’m not going to fire you, Anna,” she confirmed one last time. “But—”

    Anna warily ticked her gaze up. “But?”

    Meredith sighed. “I just wish you were more with it. Your work is one thing, but—” she began again without bothering to finish.

    Anna looked down at her frumpy clothes and her windswept hair. Her ballerina flats – which she’d bought new only yesterday – already had chunks of asphalt stuck to them. She hadn’t walked through wet asphalt, and she had no clue where it had come from. “But the rest of me is a mess,” Anna finally finished off what Meredith obviously wanted to say but was too polite to suggest.

    Meredith let out a deep sigh. “Your words, not mine. You’re a smart girl, Anna, and you deserve better than the life you lead. I don’t know what one piece of advice to give you, just that you’re worth more than you get. Oh, and try not to be late tomorrow,” she added with a kind smile as she walked off.

    She quickly disappeared through the stacks of ancient tomes, reached the elevator, and opened it.

    Anna fully intended to wait until the elevator had swept Meredith away before she collapsed her hands over her eyes and cried.

    Anna usually wasn’t one for tears, but today had been so disruptive, she couldn’t stop herself.

    But Meredith didn’t disappear. The elevator doors opened, and she let out a startled noise. “Who are you, and how did you get down here?” she asked in the kind of officious tone that Meredith had perfected as the senior librarian over decades. It was exactly the kind of voice you could use on an unruly gang to get them to shut up and be quiet.

    “Sorry. I got special dispensation to come down here. My boss has just bought another wing for your library. Maybe you know his name—”

    “Zachariah Hope,” Meredith said, her tone and demeanor changing. “I apologize. I wasn’t aware that you were visiting today. I thought we’d arranged a meeting for later in the week.”

    Anna froze. She recognized two things. The name Zachariah, and the precise timbre of the voice that said it.

    It was the mysterious man from this morning. More than that, he was talking about him. The man with glossy black hair, the man with the bluest eyes she’d ever seen. And the man who fit what she had always been looking for. Yet the man who still terrified her to her very core.

    “I don’t have the time to help you with your request today, but…” Meredith trailed off. “Our rare books librarian should be able to help you. Come and I’ll introduce you to her.”

    “Thank you,” the guy – Adam, if Anna remembered correctly – muttered quickly.

    Anna didn’t have the time to control her expression – or her thumping heart – as Meredith led Adam through the stacks. As soon as he appeared wearing the same perfect suit he’d been in earlier, Anna felt that same pain fleetingly stabbing through her back. For just a few seconds, it felt like someone shoved a knife right through the center of her spine and twisted.

    As soon as Adam came into view, it was clear that he recognized her. A muddled half-frown, half-smile crumpled his lips.

    “This is Anna Smith,” Meredith said with a polite nod Anna’s way. “I believe the book you’re looking for is ancient Greek. Her mastery of that language is unrivaled.”

    This brought a particular smile to Adam’s lips, and he let out a quiet chuckle. “I’m pretty good at ancient Greek myself. It’s nice to meet someone whose mastery is unrivaled,” he said, being sarcastic without actually coming off as offensive. And that was a particularly rare feat.

    For several startled seconds, Anna didn’t do anything but sit there behind her desk and stare.

    Meredith was not the kind of boss to allow Anna to be rude to a patron. It wouldn’t matter to Meredith that Adam’s boss had bought a new wing for the library. Meredith expected all her staff to be kind and polite at all times unless someone was rude to them. Even then, you were only allowed to be professional and curt, but never out-right mean.

    Meredith quickly cleared her throat. “Anna,” she said in a low voice.

    Anna shook her head, trying to push her confusion away.

    Adam walked over to her and reached out a hand. This was where Anna should just grab it. Her body didn’t let her.

    Meredith cleared her throat.

    “It’s okay; I won’t bite,” Adam muttered quietly, that confused, somewhat amused smile still crumpling his lips.

    Anna just did it. With a swallow for courage, she reached forward and let him do all the shaking.

    As soon as their skin touched, pain rippled down the side of her back. It wasn’t enough that she screamed out loud this time. She was thankful for the fact she was sitting, though. If she’d been on her feet, she would have staggered obviously.

    She couldn’t hide the wince that crumpled her lips. Thankfully Meredith didn’t notice. Adam did. That half-frown half-smile turned into all frown. It didn’t last. He dropped her hand, and her pain fell away with it.

    He quickly turned around and stared at the stacks of old books. “Quite a collection you’ve got here.”

    “It’s not my collection,” Anna said awkwardly. It was stupid. The comment hadn’t been directed at her, and of course Adam would know that this wasn’t her private library.

    Meredith shook her head slightly but didn’t comment. Thankfully, neither did Adam. He took one last sweeping stare at the room, then returned his attention to her. “I’m looking for a specific book. Maybe it’s in your collection, maybe it isn’t. Your boss seems to think that you have the resources to help me find it, either way.”

    All levity was now gone, and Adam was clearly ready to get down to business.

    “I will leave you two alone. Anna, if you need to, you can take time off today to help Adam find that book. If it isn’t in our collection, perhaps one of the rare booksellers downtown has it.” With that, Meredith strode off.

    That just left Anna alone with Adam.

    Anna didn’t even bother to say goodbye to Meredith. She couldn’t. Her full attention was locked on Adam as he gazed around the room then nodded at her with a certain smile crumpling his lips.

    Anna’s stomach tied itself into knots.

    “Should we begin?” he asked through that smile.

    Anna took way too long to answer. Her lips didn’t want to work. Neither did her voice box. But eventually, she let out a soft, “Sure.”

    Adam wasted no time in pulling his phone out of his pocket. He unlocked it and thumbed through images until he found one. He turned the phone around and handed it to her. “Have you got this in your collection? I looked online, but I’ve been told that not everything is registered there. Your boss didn’t recognize—” he began.

    Anna couldn’t move. She couldn’t frigging breathe. Tightness spread across her chest, feeling like wires someone had wrapped around her heart. They dug in and in until she let out a strangled gasp.

    She dropped the phone right on the table. Judging by the guy’s suit and solid gold cufflinks, it wasn’t a standard phone. The frigging case looked as if it was 14 karat gold.

    Adam didn’t immediately snap at her for dropping it.

    A suspicious frown marked his lips. “You okay? You’ve seen the book, then?” he concluded. It was fair enough. After a reaction that strong, anyone would assume she had some previous dealings with this book – an emotional one. But here’s the thing. She’d never seen it before. Not once.

    It took too long for her to shake her head.

    “What’s the matter, then?” Adam reached forward and plucked up his phone. He didn’t even bother to check it as if the fact she could have damaged it was irrelevant to him.

    The last thing she wanted to do was react even more suspiciously, but she couldn’t stop herself from lifting her hand up jerkily and grabbing the collar of her shirt. She hooked her fingers in until she could’ve ripped the damn fabric in half. “I’ve never seen it, but—” she began. But what? She screamed in her mind. What the hell are you doing? You’ve never seen this book. You’ve never seen anything like this book. Stop acting like an idiot in front of him.

    Anna might have screamed that to herself in her mind, but saying and doing it were two very different things. She continued to stare at his phone in his hand, even though she couldn’t see the picture of the book anymore.

    Adam didn’t say anything. He turned around as if he was giving her space to pull herself together.

    He shoved one hand into his pocket, twiddled his thumbs, then turned around again. “You’ve never seen it before, but could it be in your collection anyway?”

    She was finally calming down. She let her hand drop from her collar.

    Spreading her lips out then scrunching them in as she finally regained control of her mouth, she said, “You’re welcome to look through the collection, but I know every single book in it. I’ve never… seen this one,” she said. For whatever stupid reason, she paused as if she was lying.

    She kept begging herself to get a grip, but a grip was the last thing she could get.

    He smiled. She didn’t need to be an expert on body language to appreciate that there was a stiff edge to it.

    He might look nice, but if she kept acting shiftily like this, he would suspect something was up.

    “The book would be about 200 years old. It comes from an Italian Catholic Monastery—” he began.

    “From Florence, yes,” she finished his sentence.

    He’d been staring at the book stacks again. Slowly, his hand still in his pocket, he turned around. “How do you know it’s from Florence?”

    That word had just popped into her head, and she’d said it without thinking. She managed to control her expression as she came up with a quick, plausible excuse. “I’m a rare books expert, sir. It’s the cover. I recognize the patina on the leather and the binding.”

    Slowly, he nodded. “Of course. Can I look at your collection?”

    “I’ll take you to our books from that period. They’re this way.” Shakily, she got out of her chair. She disappeared between the stacks, deliberately walking faster than him and taking a circuitous route to the right area. The further she got away from Adam, the more time she had to calm down and tell herself that this was just stress. She didn’t know why she was stressed, but it was the only conclusion that made any sense.

    All these crazy feelings of déjà vu must have had something to do with her dream. Sure, she’d had that same dream her whole life, but maybe last night had been especially disconcerting. And heck, she hadn’t been eating well lately, had she? It had been several weeks since she’d exercise properly, too. There was a stack of biological and psychological reasons to explain what was going on with her.

    Realizing that calmed her down enough that she finally acted like an ordinary human being when they reached the right section.

    She said nothing and let Adam search as he meticulously pulled out every book. She’d already provided him with a pair of gloves, but she hadn’t needed to show him how to deal respectfully with the books. He was a natural. For a man with a body as powerfully built as his, he had the unnerving ability to act with gentle care.

    It brought her attention to his hands. He was so absorbed in looking at the books that he wasn’t focused on her. She unabashedly stared at him.

    His hands were just as broad and strong as you’d expect. But there was something about them… something that almost brought up a flicker of the dream she’d had this morning.

    Once he was done, he turned and nodded at her. “You sure this is all you’ve got?”

    “I am. We don’t have the book you’re after, Mr. Croft. I’m sorry.”

    A muddled frown marked his lips. He appeared to look at her intently, but he didn’t look at her directly. There weren’t too many people who could pull that off. “Don’t be sorry. This means you get a day on the town. I’m going to take Meredith up on her offer. It’s critically important that I find this book as soon as I can. Do you think it could be somewhere in the city?”

    “Yes,” Anna answered without thinking it through. She didn’t even pause.

    She had absolutely no reason to believe this book could be in the city. She’d never seen it before today. Though a part of her had accurately recognized where it was from, that was not a reason to assume that she knew without a shadow of a doubt that it would be close-at-hand.

    Adam didn’t point out that she had no reason to be so confident. He just smiled, his lips curling with clear satisfaction. “That’s good. All right, you lead the way. I’ve already been to most of the rare booksellers in town, but if you’ve got an inkling of where it could be, take us there.” He strode off between the stacks before she could put another word in edgewise.

    Once upon a time, Anna wouldn’t have hesitated at following a handsome man like Adam around on a fun day trip. To her, there was nothing better than whiling away her time striding amongst old stacks of books.

    This wouldn’t be a date, but it could still be one of the most enjoyable days she’d had in a while.

    Except she couldn’t move. Fear rose through her. It told her not to follow Adam Croft. It told her to head home, settle her head on her pillow, and pretend this day had never happened.

    But that fear did not win out.

    “Come on, Anna. We need to get this done before that storm hits.” His voice shook down low on the word storm.

    It made her gut clench as a tight wave of fear spread through it.

    It reminded her of that far-off clap of thunder she’d heard this morning before Zachariah had crumpled.

    As soon as his name hit her consciousness, her lips spread without another request from her, “Is he okay?” She hurried to catch up to Adam as he reached the elevator.

    His hand still in his pocket, he frowned as he turned to her. “Who?”

    “This morning, that… man,” she said, even though she knew Zachariah’s name. Her lips simply would not let her say it.

    His mouth twitched in a strange move, then he managed a nod. “Yeah, he’s all right. Nothing serious. It happens to him sometimes. Don’t let the papers know that, though.”

    She frowned at him, her confusion obvious. “Sorry?”

    Adam laughed as if he thought she was cute. “You don’t know who that was, do you? I thought you did, considering,” He cleared his throat, “the way you stared at him.”

    Anna felt her cheeks flushing. She scratched her brow and bit her lip.

    This only made him laugh again. “No need to act bashful. A lot of people get like that around Zach Hope. He’s the closest thing this country has to royalty.” Adam spoke affably, but for whatever reason, she got the impression he was holding back.

    She awkwardly scratched her brow and ran her fingers down the side of her face. “I’m sorry if I looked like I was an idiot. I had a weird morning. Strange dreams,” she added.

    “You’re kind of cute, Anna Smith. And you don’t need to be worried. A lot of people get like that around Zach. Comes with the terrain. Now, you ready? It’ll be a long day.”

    She was still stuck up on the fact he’d called her kind of cute. She rolled her bottom lip through her teeth, and this just made him chuckle once more.

    “Let’s go, Anna. We’re running out of time.”

    With that, the lift arrived, and he walked in.

    Anna paused. There in the doorway of the lift, it took her several seconds before she followed.

    A knot formed in her gut. It was one that gave way to another that rose through her chest, wrapped around it, and twisted around her back like barbed wire. And it was a knot that only got all the tighter as he leaned over, brushed his arm past hers, and pressed the ground-floor button.

    Why did Anna feel as if she was still stuck in some version of her dream from this morning? But this time, it would be a dream that would never end.

  
    Chapter 4

    Anna Smith

    Anna had never driven in a luxury car with a rich man before – especially not one who looked like Adam.

    She should be enjoying this. Instead, she clutched the edge of her seat with one hand while she nervously played with the straps of her bag with the other.

    “Did you study ancient Greek at university?” Adam asked, either drawing her into a conversation because the silence in the car had become downright oppressive, or because he wanted to stop her nails from perforating the expensive leather of his passenger seat.

    “I’ve always liked it. Even when I was a kid.”

    He chuckled. It was the kind of laugh that was impossible to place. She might’ve only just met this man, but she was starting to appreciate that it wasn’t just his laughs that were impossible to place. There was something… almost otherworldly about him.

    At that thought, she found herself clutching the seat even harder.

    “Do you have historians in the family or something?” he tried.

    “No.”

    “Then your parents must be pretty proud. Most young kids are more interested in toys than long-dead dialects.”

    “My parents died before I became interested in ancient civilizations.”

    There was a short pause – exactly the kind you would expect if you’d been engaged in pleasant banter only for somebody to derail it like a bomb uprooting train tracks. “I’m sorry to hear that.”

    She shrugged. “It was a long time ago. As for ancient Greek…” she trailed off and shrugged. The move was tight, especially around her shoulders. The center of her back began to itch again, and she reached a hand over her shoulder to scratch it.

    Adam might have looked as if he was paying attention to a tricky intersection, but she still felt his focus on her. He kept it there for several quiet seconds until he nodded at the windscreen. “Quite a storm brewing tonight. It will be a chaotic one,” he said with certainty ringing through his tone.

    This at least distracted her from her damn nervous mind. Pressing her lips together, she stared up and out of the windscreen. Her stomach clenched. As her gaze focused on those tumultuous clouds gathering along the horizon line, she knew Adam was right. She could feel it in her bones – tonight would hurl surprises with every strike of lightning.

    She found herself letting out a dry chuckle.

    “What, enjoy storms? Personally,” he craned his neck as they reached a red light, “I’ve always hated lightning.” His voice dipped low and hard. It would leave no one in any doubt that he was being honest.

    “It’s nothing. Just remind me not to go on any dates tonight.”

    That elicited just the kind of response it should. She hadn’t thought it through. To her, it was an off-the-cuff comment borne more on the wings of her nerves than insanity. To him – the handsome man in the 50-grand suit with a luxury car – it would be a really bad pickup line.

    She immediately brought up her hands, her bag tumbling off her lap and into the feet well. “That’s not what it sounded like.”

    He just laughed. “Then what did it sound like?”

    She wasn’t sure if it was a leading comment. Before she could blush and start to kid herself that a man like Adam could ever be interested in her, she let her hands fall. “I’m just not very lucky in lightning storms, that’s all.”

    The slightest smile tugged his lips down. “What do you mean? What’s that got to do with going on dates?”

    Nervously, she pushed her hand over her head and smoothed her hair back. “I know this is gonna sound nuts and statistically impossible, but my last three dates have been struck by lightning. I’m that unlucky,” she added as she tried to lighten the tone with a light laugh of her own.

    The tone stubbornly would not be lightened. That slight frown dug hard into Adam’s mouth, and a completely unreadable look narrowed his eyes.

    She scrunched her lips together and started kicking herself. Why did she have to act like such a frigging idiot? She should have kept her mouth shut. She would come off as a raving loony.

    Sucking her lip into her teeth and rolling it through her incisors, she shook her head. “Don’t mind me. You probably think I’m mad.”

    “I don’t think you’re mad. A lot of people I know have been struck by lightning,” he said with one last wary look up through the windscreen.

    The lights changed to green, and rather than slam his foot on the accelerator to beat the lines of traffic, he took several more seconds to stare at her.

    She felt just as uncomfortable as she should.

    They dropped into a thoughtful silence – one where Adam probably regretted bringing her along, and one where she wanted to crawl into the next crack and hide for the rest of her life.

    Adam didn’t break that silence until they rolled up in front of an old, historic laneway.

    She didn’t need to ask where they were to recognize that just a few buildings away was one of the best rare booksellers in town. Adam obviously knew these places off by heart. He hadn’t checked a map or GPS on his phone. Which meant he’d presumably been to every single bookseller in town. Damn it all to hell. She’d promised him they’d be able to find his book today. By the end of this, Adam wouldn’t just think she was mad – he’d think she was a liar, too.

    He undid his seatbelt and got out of the car. With a hand on his door, the first thing he did wasn’t to swivel his head over to the bookshop – but up to the gathering storm. He stared at it with the kind of wary gaze you would use for an encroaching enemy.

    When Anna didn’t immediately undo her seatbelt and jump up onto the curb, he nodded at her hard. “Come on, we want to get this done before the storm breaks. Trust me. The last thing we want to be doing is walking around town with that book in a thunderstorm.”

    Frowning, she got out of the car. “I know Henry,” she shrugged in the direction of the bookshop, “and if he really does have the book you’re after, he’ll package it correctly. You don’t need to be worried that your wares will get damaged,” she said honestly.

    This just forced a smile over his lips. “Come on.”

    She trotted along after him as he crammed his hands into his pockets and gave the sky one last suspicious look.

    Henry’s Rare Books was her favorite store in the city. She couldn’t count the number of hours she’d wiled away here. Ensconced among those rare books, she always forgot the rest of her life. It felt like every time she walked through the doors, she was transported to a place where she could just be herself. It was such a strong body-memory that she let out a happy sigh as she strode in. She pushed out a hand, and her fingers trailed over the closest stack of books.

    “It makes sense that a librarian would like books,” Adam commented, reminding her that he was still there.

    Fortunately she didn’t jump. She really would look mad if she’d forgotten he was here, despite the fact she’d just gotten out of the car with him a minute ago.

    “Any idea where it could be?” Adam got straight down to business.

    She opened her mouth but didn’t get the chance to reply. The sound of shuffling footfall shook through the old building, and Henry, the owner, came into view.

    An old man in his seventies, his body and face might be wizened, but the look in his eyes still shone with the youthful glow she was so fond of. It was the gaze of a man who had devoted his entire life to preserving and sanctifying knowledge in all its forms. Henry collected everything. From ancient books of historical importance, to pulp novels from the fifties and sixties – he didn’t care. All books and all forms of the written word were sacred to him.

    As soon as Henry clapped eyes on her, a genuine, warm smile spread his lips. It didn’t last. His gaze ticked over to Adam, and the slightest frown settled instead.

    If Adam noticed that he wasn’t getting the same warm welcome she was, he either didn’t care or was too busy. He took a hurried, some would say forceful step forward. The soles of his expensive Italian calf leather shoes squeaked against the old, dusty floorboards. She happened to know that Henry took great care of his store. It was famous, too, so it got a lot of foot traffic. But it was in an old building, and above the store was an antique shop. No matter how often Henry cleaned, dust and debris hailed down from above to coat everything. Such was the life of an old building.

    “I’m here to—” Anna began.

    Henry brought up a hand. If Anna didn’t know better, it was almost dismissive. “I do not have your book, Mr. Croft. You have been here multiple times before.”

    Adam smiled. Kind of. His lips curled, but that was all that could be said for them.

    If Anna didn’t know better, Adam looked like he had a temper on him.

    If he did, he hid it as he continued to smile. “I know, but Anna here thinks it’s worth having another look.”

    Henry was a product of his time. Despite the fact he’d known Anna for years, he only referred to her as Miss Smith. She watched as his cheeks stiffened at Adam’s impropriety.

    “You’re welcome to look,” Henry said. “But the book is not here.”

    “Thank you,” Adam replied. He turned from Henry quickly. Anna could see the side of his face, and he pressed his lips together hard, tension twitching through his jaw.

    “Ah, thank you, Henry. We won’t be long. Sorry to inconvenience you,” she muttered as she gave him a little bow.

    Henry returned the nod. He opened his lips to say something, but with a darting look at Adam’s back, he seemed to think better of it.

    Offering him a befuddled smile, Anna went to walk past. Just before she could, Henry muttered, “Don’t be going and getting yourself into trouble, Miss Smith.”

    Shocked, she didn’t get a chance to reply before Henry scuttled off into the back of the shop. He trusted Anna enough to allow her to walk freely through his store without a chaperone. She knew precisely how to deal with books. Adam Croft, it seemed, did not. Several times, he grabbed a book at random, leafed through it vigorously, then shoved it back into the shelf.

    “Got any idea where this book might be?” he asked after five minutes of fruitless searching.

    “I don’t know, but maybe one of the reasons we can’t find it is because it’s been re-covered.”

    “Ha?” He turned, an old book held inexpertly in a rough grip as a frown marched over his lips. “What do you mean?”

    She scratched her neck and shrugged awkwardly. “Henry knows his stuff. So do the other booksellers in town. They know their stock intimately. I’m not sure when you got that photo from, but judging by the tones, it looked as if it had been taken in the seventies.”

    He nodded. “Yeah. But why would someone rebind the book?”

    She shrugged. “It would reduce the value, certainly, but perhaps it was damaged. Maybe someone didn’t have a choice.”

    “Or maybe someone wanted to hide it,” he muttered under his breath as he leaned over and drummed his fingers hard against the side of an old, rickety bookshelf. Every movement of his nails disturbed layers of dust that wafted through the shop.

    For a man who looked like a million bucks, he didn’t seem to care. He grabbed up another book from the same dilapidated bookcase, stared at the spine, then wiped the dust off onto his pants before shoving the book back into the case.

    “If the book really has been re-covered, the only way we’re going to find it is by its contents. I’m pretty familiar with books of that period, but is there anything I should know about it?”

    “It will appear blank to you,” he said offhand.

    Her brow scrunched like a slinky tumbling down stairs. “Ah, sorry? The book is blank?”

    “In a manner of speaking.”

    “In a manner of speaking? If the book really is blank, why do you want it?”

    “Value is measured in the eye of the beholder. Now, do you think it’s here, or should we move on to another bookseller?”

    Stunned, it took too long to answer, but eventually she offered a stuttering nod, then shook her head half a second later.

    “Is that a yes or no? Like I said—”

    “You really want to find this book before the storm sets in. Yeah, I get it. But,” she inclined her head up and stared at the old rickety stairs that led to the second floor of the bookshop, “I have a good feeling about this place. Let’s split up. But first, let me get this clear. I’m looking for a blank book?”

    “Yeah.”

    “Right. Well, I guess it will stick out like a sore thumb in a bookstore, considering books are meant to contain words,” she said awkwardly. It was hardly a joke. She wasn’t sure she intended to be funny. Had this guy really dragged her out of work to look for a blank book? Why would he care? If he wanted examples of paper from that period, there were easier ways to get it. There could be no other intrinsic value to a book with no writing, especially if the cover had been ripped off long ago.

    As they split up and she took to the stairs, her hand trailing over the dusty balustrade, it took her too long to realize that no one would re-cover a blank book.

    By the time she reached the top floor, nerves were starting to form in her stomach. They twisted around and wriggled up her back and through her chest. They were the kind of darting, quick, flighty nerves that reminded her of one thing – lightning.

    Speaking of which, as soon as she stepped onto the floor, far off, she heard a rolling peal of thunder.

    It made the back of her neck itch as her palms became sweaty. It was such a visceral reaction, it seemed that someone had programmed her nervous system to react to even the mere suggestion of lightning.

    “Come on. Get this done and get back to work. Can’t hear lightning in your basement, can you?” She trailed her fingers over a stack of old tomes, her touch careful and loving.

    She adored this building. She’d often threatened Henry that one day, if she’d ever been able to afford it, she would buy it off him.

    If it were her store, she’d move into this level and keep the ground floor for stock.

    Up here, there was a sweet, old, rounded porthole window the size of a small car. With old brass fittings that had patinated over the years, it looked down onto the street and up into the clouds.

    She found herself walking straight over to it, momentarily forgetting why she was here and why she wanted to get this done quickly. A pleasant smile playing over her lips like the first pattering of rain on a parched desert, she reached the window and drummed her fingers on the sill.

    At that exact moment, the heavens opened up. They didn’t gush down as rain drenched the city stacks and winding streets. It was just a smattering.

    Tugging her head up at just the right moment and staring through the thick bank of clouds, she watched as a sudden flash of lightning lit them up. It was as if she’d known it would happen a second before it did.

    Thunder boomed through the skies, loud enough and close enough that it shook the building.

    With a little gasp, she held onto the windowsill harder, her nails dragging over the old metal with a squeak.

    From downstairs, she swore she heard Adam swear in surprise.

    Pressing her lips together and forcing a breath through them, she tried to laugh. “Kind of nice to meet someone who hates lightning more than I do.” Pattering her fingers on the windowsill one last time, she turned away.

    She got down to work and searched through the books.

    She felt a magnetic pull to them. She’d always felt the same pull to Henry’s bookstore, and especially to this level.

    She’d assumed it had something to do with her dream of owning a bookstore. Now she wasn’t so sure it was that simple. You see, that magnetic pull was stronger than ever. It was like she was walking through a dream as she moved slowly through the stacks.

    She stopped in front of an old trunk.

    There was a sign on the front written in Henry’s scrawled, well-intentioned but impossible-to-read handwriting. It read ‘Books Beyond Their Time.’

    She’d rifled in here before. It was full of book scraps. Old covers, torn manuscripts, and pages that had long since fallen out of their original homes.

    Most booksellers threw this junk out. She’d always respected Henry for keeping it. It allowed people to see the lifecycle of print. For every old, rare book that had been saved, there were thousands that had succumbed to age.

    Getting down on one knee, she slid her fingers over the rusted catch of the old merchant trunk, unhooked it, and slowly opened the lid.

    It creaked, and somewhere far off over the city, another peal of thunder rolled out.

    Her stomach clenched, a blast of nerves racing up her spine in time with the rolling thunder.

    Plunging her hands into the box, she started to search through it.

    She felt something building inside her. It was like she was a volcano, but rather than getting ready to explode, something within her was getting ready to reveal itself.

    Her fingers moved frantically as she dove deeper into the pile. She pulled out old pages and set them aside until finally, her fingers snagged hold of something.

    Anna stopped. Her gaze jerked up and settled on the wall. She didn’t blink. She didn’t breathe. For several seconds, she remained there, frozen, as slowly, second by second, her fingers tightened around an old, smooth leather cover.

    With another far-off peal of thunder that shook through the street, she plucked it out.

    Anna Smith stared at a book. It had a plain, embossed leather cover that dated from around the late seventies. On that cover wasn’t a title – just one symbol. A question mark.

    Shaking, and having no idea why, she opened the book. She expected to see blank pages staring back at her. Her intuition, for whatever it was worth, screamed that she’d found the book Adam was after. But as soon as that worn leather cover opened in her trembling fingers, her gut sank.

    The book wasn’t blank.

    It was full of ancient Greek. Symbols and pictures adorned every page. Despite the fact it was in a dialect she wasn’t familiar with, she was somehow certain she could read it nonetheless.

    Her lips opened of their own accord with a lurching wobble. “To raise Zeus’s thunderbolt, you require the hand of light. The thunderbolt must be lifted to the heavens to bring about the Golden Age. But to lift it high enough, you must wield the light of strength to banish the true enemies of Olympus.”

    Every word did something to Anna. But what it did, she could not tell. Forces unknown rushed and pounded through her. She felt as if her body had been transformed into the very storm that now raged above the city.

    All day she’d been trying to calm herself down. Now the tension and stress that had welled within her since her dream this morning rose higher.

    She turned the page.

    And there she saw a picture.

    It was a thunderbolt. Not one that had fallen from the sky, but one that had fallen from the heavens. A weapon, it was a hybrid between a sword and a movable bolt of pure power, and even drawn in old, stained and faded ink, she swore it glowed.

    Anna might not have been able to breathe earlier – now she hyperventilated as tension unlike any she’d ever felt swarmed through her chest. Pressure flowed into her. It crammed its way down her mouth, plummeted into her gut, and shook through her heart. It filled her up, second by second. And second by second, it threatened to crush her. She felt as if she would explode and implode – like she was some great celestial body about to go nova.

    Shaking, almost incapable of controlling her body, she turned the page.

    And there was a drawing of her. Not the current Anna in her damaged ballerina flats, raincoat, and ill-fitting blouse – but the woman from Anna’s dreams.

    Her brain stopped processing. Her body stopped working. The only thing she could do was stare.

    Her gaze jerked down to the text underneath that picture. “The thunderbolt will only rise again on the wings of its true owner.”

    Outside, lightning sliced down from the clouds and struck the streetlight beside Henry’s store.

    It was right outside that portal window.

    The bang ripped through the room, the window shattering and blasting inward.

    Anna was knocked backward flat onto her ass. Her mind spun, and she fell onto her back with a thump as blackness swamped her vision.

    The book flopped open onto her chest.

    Just before she could pass out, she heard thundering footfall coming up the stairs.

    “Anna? Anna?” Henry called from downstairs.

    Someone reached her, but it sure as hell wasn’t Henry. Two powerful hands wrapped around her shoulders and helped her up.

    She could feel something in those fingers – a potential she’d only ever experienced in her dreams. A promise she’d been waiting for her whole life but one that had always been kept at bay.

    Before she knew what she was doing, a single word slipped out of her lips. “Zeus.”

    Adam’s fingers froze around her shoulders. “What?” His voice was as tight as a wound-up spring.

    Anna finally opened her eyes.

    It took her too long to swing her gaze from the smashed window, out to the smoldering lamppost, then back to Adam. “What… what happened?”

    Adam was frowning at her, and as he held her shoulders, he was more than close enough for Anna to see just how suspicious and confused he was. “What did you just call me?”

    “What?” she shook her head, her mind finally catching up. “Lightning struck that lamppost outside, didn’t it?”

    “What did you just call me, Anna?” he repeated, his voice slow but still impatient.

    She shook her head one last time. She brought her hand up and pushed her fingers against her sweaty brow. “Did I call you something?”

    He sighed. He let his hands drop, but he didn’t stand.

    Henry was making his slow but determined way upstairs as his frail body moved as fast as it could. “Anna?” he bellowed.

    “She’s okay,” Adam called out. “Just startled.”

    He said that with such confidence, it was like he was a doctor who’d just checked her over thoroughly.

    A bad doctor, though, because there was no way Anna could be fine. Glass surrounded her. When the window had exploded inward, it had done so with such force, shards had spewed through the room.

    She brought up her hands, expecting to see cuts. She trailed her fingers down her cheek and neck, looking for even the smallest droplet of blood.

    There was nothing. She really was fine.

    “Come on,” he said as he helped her to her feet.

    She was surprised by the fact she could stand. It felt like somebody had spent the last few minutes – or years – undermining her.

    That hadn’t happened. The only thing that had happened to Anna, aside from lightning striking the pole outside, was that book.

    Her gaze flooding with terror, she stared down at it. It was beside her feet. She went to grab it up, but Henry finally reached the top stair. He was out of breath by the time he rushed up to her. “Anna,” he clutched her shoulder and searched her face, “are you okay? Did you get hurt?”

    She shook her head. Looking back at the damaged window, she winced. “I really hope you have insurance, Henry.”

    “Don’t worry about that.” With a hand still on her shoulder, he led her toward the stairs. “I’ll call an ambulance.”

    She waved her hands at him. “I really didn’t get hurt. I just fell over. I was startled, that’s all.”

    “You’re my most cherished customer. I must at least give you a cup of tea to calm your nerves.” He slid his gaze over to Adam who was staring at the damaged window with suspicion flaring in his gaze, “and I will take you home afterward.”

    “We’ve got a lot to do today,” Adam said, brushing Henry off as he reached down and plucked up the book by Anna’s feet.

    “She has just been through an ordeal,” Henry bit back. “Whatever you need Anna for, it can wait.”

    Adam wasn’t paying attention. Another lightning strike could have blasted into the side of the building, and he wouldn’t have noticed. Every scrap of his focus was riveted on the tome in his hands.

    Anna wouldn’t have been able to pull her gaze off him for the world. The way his cheeks slackened, his eyes widened, and his jaw clenched drove down to her heart and held it in place.

    “Come on, Anna,” Henry said as he began to lead her down the stairs with a hand still on her shoulder comfortingly.

    Adam swallowed. He closed the book with a snap, hooked it against his chest protectively, and pressed his lips together.

    She’d only just met the man, but she got the overwhelming impression that he was trying to swallow a smile.

    … He’d just found the book he was looking for, hadn’t he?

    No, she’d found it.

    But it certainly wasn’t empty.

    She opened her mouth to tell him he must be mistaken, but he brushed past Henry. “I’ll take this book. And you’re right – Anna probably should sit the rest of the day out. How much will this book be?”

    Henry waved at him dismissively. “Just take it.”

    “Obliged,” Adam said distractedly as he strode down the stairs without another look Anna’s way.

    She stared at the back of Adam’s head as Henry helped her down the stairs.

    Adam strode through the store, never letting go of the book but gripping it in a tight embrace. She couldn’t see his hands, but his shoulders were rigid as if he’d just picked up some heavy weight.

    “Come to the back of the store. I’ll get you some sweet tea,” Henry said kindly.

    Anna turned over her shoulder and stared through the street window just as Adam walked out of the door.

    She watched as he casually opened the book, leafed to the third page, and ripped it out.

    He shoved it into his pocket, secured the book back under his arm, looked up at the sky, and smiled.

  
    Chapter 5

    Zeus

    He stood at the window of his penthouse office, his hands clasped uneasily behind his back as he stared at the brewing storm. Ever since the morning, it had been threatening to rise, only to fall back like an army taunting him. There’d been precisely 22 strikes of lightning so far. It didn’t matter how far off they were – he’d felt every one.

    Now as evening settled in, his gaze traced the bank of clouds to his left, centering on them for several seconds until a violent flash erupted through their murky, gray-blue mass.

    Usually, Zeus loved thunderstorms. They were an extension of his very purpose.

    This one was far too chaotic to enjoy.

    He turned as someone knocked hurriedly on his door.

    Before he could tell them to come in, they barreled in any way.

    He expected Apollo here to check on him again.

    Though the sun god had a tricky past when it came to healing – considering sometimes he used that power to make people sick – Apollo had only ever served Zeus loyally.

    It wasn’t Apollo. In strode Hera, her long, lustrous hair tied attractively in a wavy knot behind her elegant neck. She was in a sumptuous silk blouse, a jet-black skirt, and black heels with gold accents.

    Though she looked hurried, at his interest in her outfit, a smile curled her lips. “Does my Lord like what he sees?”

    Zeus snorted. “We’ve discussed this. Don’t call me your Lord.”

    She shrugged as she leaned against his desk, her tall form barely losing any of her startling silhouette as she crumpled forward and arched an eyebrow. “There are no humans around. Your door is locked.”

    “And yet you managed to get through it easily.”

    She shrugged. “I’m your wife. I’m also a goddess, if you haven’t noticed.”

    “I thought we were just engaged?” he found himself commenting offhand as he turned his gaze back to the window.

    He could see her reflection in the glass, and her shoulders stiffened, riding high up to her ears as a peeved expression flattened her lips.

    This was where he should turn around and point out he hadn’t meant to insult her. What, with one thing and another – the storm and his strange symptoms this morning – he wasn’t in a frame of mind to speak eloquently.

    “I came with news,” she finally got down to her reason for barging in.

    Zeus should have noted the shaking, awed quality of her tone as she said that. On some level he did. On another, he couldn’t stop searching the clouds.

    He’d faced many a tumultuous storm over the years. They came hand-in-hand with being the King of the Gods and the last stand in the war to protect humanity.

    But the storm…. He couldn’t help but feel that it was hiding something from him.

    Hera pushed off from the desk. He heard her heels as she strode over the floor, stopping beside him. She arched her head and stared through the window, appearing to be interested in the storm, but he knew she would never be able to see what he could.

    Hera, for all her power, was not fundamentally linked to lightning.

    “Aren’t you going to ask me what that news is, my…” she stopped obviously, “fiancé?” she corrected herself before she could say Lord.

    He turned to her. “What is it?”

    “He found it,” she said simply.

    “Who found—” he stopped before he could say what. His cheeks slackened, and he took a surprised step forward, his eyes opening wide. “Ares? Ares found my book?” Every new word shook louder than the last.

    Hera nodded once.

    He grabbed her by her shoulders and stared into her eyes. “Are you sure?”

    Hera brought up a hand and gently placed her fingers on his face. “I’ve seen it myself. The book is here. You can finally unlock the true power of your thunderbolt.” She inclined her head to the window and stared over the glittering city as dusk set. “And you can bring about peace. You can rule,” she turned back to him and let her fingers trail down his neck, “like you were always meant to.”

    He just stood there, incapable of responding.

    “Zeus, this is your destiny.”

    He couldn’t help but laugh, the move somewhere between frustration, bitter confusion, and relief. “I’ve never believed in destiny.”

    “I know. A curious trait in the legendary leader of the gods and the King of Olympus. You will one day. Your memories will return, but even if they don’t, your power will.” She pressed forward and locked her lips against his.

    He just stood there.

    What was power without memories? For how could you wield true strength if you didn’t know who to wield it against?

    Hera leaned back, her lips quickly curling into a beguiling smile as she touched his cheek tenderly. “Ares will bring the book.” She pulled her gaze off him and locked it on the glass case behind his desk.

    Until today, it had always been empty. One of the first things he’d done when he’d moved to this city and come down from Olympus was build that case in preparation of the day it would hold his book.

    He pulled out of Hera’s embrace and walked over to it. He let his fingers slide over the polished glass. It was cleaned every day, sometimes twice.

    “Do not worry, Zeus,” Hera said. For the first time, frustration tightened her tone. She strode toward him and looped her arms around his back. Pressing her chest against his shoulder, she hooked her chin close to his ear. “The legend will play out. You will bring about the Golden Age for man.” A blast of hot breath played across his cheek on the word will.

    He didn’t draw his hands up and wrap them around her arms, securing her harder against his middle. He continued to let his thumbs slide down the side of the case.

    “Zeus,” another note of irritation infiltrated her tone, “there is nothing to fear.”

    “Except my numerous enemies,” he responded in a dead tone, never moving his hand off the case.

    Her arms flinched as they pressed into his torso. “They are held at bay.”

    “They were held at bay. For millennia, humanity has been defying the natural order and undermining the forces that keep it safe from the true devils at its door.”

    “Humanity has its own demons to deal with. No one has seen a true monster for centuries.”

    Zeus balled his hand into a fist and thumped his chest twice. “I see them in my dreams every night. And I’ve felt them – heard them. Faint whispers, broken shadows.”

    She tried to tighten her grip around his middle, but he broke free. With a hand locked on the top of that glass case, he circled it as if protecting it from outside interference.

    Hera sighed, backed off to the desk, leaned against it, and crossed her arms. “Even if the monsters have awoken, you have the book. Soon, you will unlock the power of your thunderbolt. Typhon himself could come to fight you, but you would win.”

    Zeus stiffened on the word Typhon. The greatest enemy he’d ever faced, there was no one like that monster. Zeus had barely prevailed millennia ago. Without his full power….

    “Typhon has not arisen,” Hera said, reading Zeus’s expression and seeing how distracted he’d become. “We would have been warned. His emissaries would be everywhere. Just relax. And enjoy this. You’ve finally found what you’ve always been looking for.” She smiled and reached a hand out to him, her engagement ring glittering under the downward lights.

    This was where he should reach a hand out and grasp hers.

    He’d been delaying their marriage until the time he found that book and ascended to his true power.

    Now there would be no delaying it further.

    At the promise he’d finally found what he was looking for, Zeus’s mind went to only one place.

    Her. His first true love. The creature he would’ve done anything for once upon a time, but a creature who’d taken his loyalty and stabbed him in the heart with it.

    He turned from Hera, making sure she couldn’t see his lips as he whispered, “Fos.”

    Hera embraced him from behind one more time. She pressed her hot lips against the side of his cheek, letting them trail down until she locked another passionate kiss on his neck. “Don’t fear, Zeus. Everything is happening as it should. You will unlock the full power of your thunderbolt, marry me,” she slipped a hand around, grabbed his right hand, and slid her fingers over his ring, “and give me wings. And with those wings, we’ll rise up together, ushering in the new Golden Age.”

    He stiffened. He did that when anyone touched his ring. It was no mere adornment. Trapped in the engraving of two angel wings were Fos’s real wings.

    Hera continued to trail her fingers over the engraving, her long nails grating over the smooth metal invitingly. “You’ve always looked for someone to share your power and your burden – I am she. Just let me in.”

    It wasn’t his power; it was Fos’s. But it was his burden.

    The almost incalculable power within this ring had never truly belonged to him. It had been chopped right off her back….

    Hera lifted her hand and locked it on his chin, her fingers pressing into his cheek with passionate force. She turned his head to the side, pushed onto her tiptoes, and locked her lips against his one last time.

    With her other hand, she secured her fingers tightly around his ring.

    Zeus couldn’t wield Fos’s wings. He could, however, give them to another.

    Though his memories were sketchy, he knew that atop Olympus, he’d never given Fos’s wings to another, though he had threatened to. According to Apollo, Zeus had become so broken by depression, he’d delayed his inevitable marriage to Hera and kept the wings for himself, though they were nothing but useless adornments to him.

    Zeus shouldn’t feel guilty. The situation had been explained to him multiple times. He’d fallen for the deceitful Fos, when all along, she’d only been after his power.

    As rightful King of Olympus and protector of humanity, he’d been justified in removing her wings. Just as he would be justified in giving them to another.

    He still pulled his hand out of Hera’s greedy grip. When she went to clutch his fingers again, he locked them behind her head where she couldn’t reach them.

    For the first time since she’d started kissing him, he kissed her back, his lips hard and forceful.

    As he did, he slid his thumb up, locked it on his ring, turned the engraving around until the wings faced his palm, and clamped his hand into a fist.

    He’d spent a lifetime protecting this ring. Something told him he wasn’t done protecting it yet.

  
    Chapter 6

    Anna Smith

    She was back home. She hadn’t let Henry take her home after the incident – she’d gone back to work.

    She hadn’t done any work – she’d uselessly stared off into space as she’d traced patterns on a legal pad.

    She’d drawn the same thing over and over again. She’d scrunched up each attempt and thrown it in the wastepaper basket beside her desk, but now she was home, there was no need to hide her tracks.

    Sitting cross-legged on her bed, her back pressed up against the wall as her gaze kept jerking from her drawing over to the window, she drew the woman she’d seen on the third page of that book.

    Her. Anna. Except not Anna. The creature she was in her dreams.

    Letting out a sigh and pressing the back of her knuckles against her head, she ground her teeth together. “It’s not you, you idiot. Let it go.” She lifted her arm up and clenched her pen as she threatened to chuck it across the room.

    She didn’t.

    Her fingers dropped, she settled the nib of the pen on the paper, and she continued to scrawl her likeness.

    She hadn’t shared a word of what had happened to her to Henry – and she hadn’t had a chance to tell Adam.

    Neither men would believe her, anyway. Because what – if anything – had really happened to her? She’d seen a book, she’d read some words, and she’d freaked out. Oh yeah, and lightning had struck the streetlamp outside and knocked her flat on her ass.

    The lightning bit was fact – the rest fiction.

    She closed her eyes and massaged them shut, not caring as stars exploded over her vision.

    Letting her hand drop, she stared at her window, glimpsing the slice of sky she could see between the apartment blocks that hemmed this building in.

    Just as stars spread over her vision, lightning blasted through the sky. Each pounding vibration shook her to her bones.

    She finally let the pen settle on her diary as she rubbed her chest in concentric circles.

    “If there’s one thing you can be thankful for, you’re inside,” she tried to console herself.

    More lightning flashed through the clouds, lighting up their dark underbellies, making them look like chaotic ships passing overhead.

    “It’s only 7 o’clock, but you should get an early night,” she tried to convince herself.

    Her words fell on deaf ears as she scrunched her arms around her middle and started pacing back and forth in front of her bed. It was as if she expected something to happen – someone to come knocking on her door, the phone to ring, or a surprise to climb through her 11th-floor window.

    When none of that happened, she sighed, plucked up her book, and leafed through the drawings she’d done. She’d done 22. Hell, combined with the ones she’d already drawn back at the office, it seemed that for every strike of lightning today, she’d scrawled an image of her likeness from that book.

    No, wait – the woman in the book didn’t look like her. Anna had different features, shorter hair, and – of course – no wings.

    But as Anna trailed her fingers down the side of her face, the likeness, to her at least, was unmistakable.

    “Oh God, Anna Smith, you are going mad. You need to drop this right now and get to bed. Who cares what time it is?”

    She stared at her pillow morosely. She turned, didn’t get in bed, and continued to pace back and forth through the room. “If you go to bed, you’re just going to obsess all night and dream.” On the promise she’d dream, she shoved her fingers hard against her brow, her short nails scratching her skin and leaving two red trails down her left temple.

    “You should just go out. Head to a bar or something. Hell, you haven’t eaten – just go get Chinese takeout.”

    She often had two-sided conversations with herself. It came hand-in-hand with loneliness.

    “But if you go out,” she turned her head over to the window and watched the flashing clouds, “then we’ll have to brave the storm.”

    On the word storm, a clap of thunder echoed out close by. It had to be several streets away, because her windows shook.

    She shrunk back and gasped. “That makes my mind up for me. I’m staying in.”

    The phone rang. Startled, she jolted against her bed as she stared over at her mobile on her bedside table. It rang several more times until she plucked it up.

    It was her boss. Frowning, she answered. “Meredith—”

    She didn’t get a chance to ask what Meredith was doing calling her at night.

    “We’ve had a break-in.”

    Anna gasped. She locked her hands over her lips. “Break-in?” she whispered between her fingers. “What was stolen?”

    “My office was trashed. My personnel filing cabinet was torn to pieces.”

    “Sorry, what? Torn to pieces?” Anna couldn’t control her tone.

    “The police don’t know what did it. Some kind of power tool, I guess.”

    “Are you telling me no books were stolen?” Relief rose through Anna’s chest as if on wings. Sure, it would be bad if somebody trashed Meredith’s office, but there were some seriously rare and expensive books in Anna’s collection.

    When Meredith didn’t answer immediately, Anna’s hope withered and died. “What did they take?”

    “Virtually every book on Greek mythology that we have, Anna. I’m so sorry. I know you spent most of your tenure with us collecting and caring for those books.”

    Anna lost the ability to stand. She fell hard onto her bed, her old mattress groaning under her weight. Tears trickled down her cheeks. “Who the hell would do that?”

    “Those books were some of the most expensive we have in our collection. The answer is someone who knew what they were doing. They didn’t disturb any other books. It was as if they knew exactly where they were going.”

    “This is insane.”

    “Anna, I’m going to need you to come in. I’m sorry – I know it’s raining, but the police need to question you.”

    It took several seconds for Anna to catch up. “What?” Her brow scrunched to the point where it looked like someone had drawn a picture of her face on paper then crumpled it.

    “The police want to talk to you.”

    “They think I did it?” Her tone fractured. “Those books were my life. Why would I—”

    “Anna, Anna – of course you didn’t do it,” Meredith said with no hesitation. “I know how devoted you were to those books. The police simply have to investigate. It’s a formality and nothing more. You’re certainly not the only person who has access to those books, and you’re not the only person they’re going to question. As head of the collection—”

    “They’re gonna start with me,” Anna accepted that fact as she rose.

    She clamped an arm around her middle, pushed her lips through her teeth, and started to get dressed. “I’m on my way. I don’t know how long it will take. The subway always gets crazy when it rains. And if there’s still that detour because of track maintenance—”

    “Just take your time. Call me when you get here.” With that, Meredith hung up.

    Anna turned her gaze to the ceiling, closed her eyes, and breathed through a shaking sigh.

    What a torturous day.

    It wasn’t done with her yet.

    At the very least, this distracted her from that book.

    She quickly dressed, threw on a jacket, and headed out.

    She didn’t bother with an umbrella. She could hear the howling wind, and if she was stupid enough to take an umbrella out there, it would end up in the Land of Oz.

    She settled for a thick, waterproof coat, a hope, and a prayer. She hoped the storm wouldn’t hit in full when she was out. And she prayed – like crazy – that this would be the last lot of bad luck she’d get for a while.

    As she raced to the subway, she couldn’t stop jerking her head up every time lightning flashed through the clouds. Not when it flashed – but seconds before it did. Though it sounded paranoid – though it was completely and utterly impossible – she knew where and when lightning would appear.

    It was just another idiotic musing to add to her insanity. She’d once bragged that her sense of self was stable. Now it was as chaotic as the clouds above.

    She reached the subway, but if she’d hoped the line would be fixed and she’d be able to take it all the way to the library block, she was wrong.

    She got off on the exact same station she had this morning.

    Dragging herself through it, she stopped before she clambered up the stairs that led to the street above.

    The wind sounded far crazier than it had earlier. The one thing she could be thankful for was that it wasn’t drenching anything.

    Yet.

    “Knowing your luck, it will rain the second you set foot on the street,” she muttered under her breath, ensuring no one was around her so the city didn’t have yet another reason to think she was mad.

    She clambered up the steps, tension gnawing at her gut.

    By the time she crested the stairs and arrived on the city street, her fear had twisted.

    It felt similar to what she’d experienced back on the second floor of Henry’s before that lightning had struck.

    It was like something was building, and no matter what she did, she would not be able to stop it.

    Cramming her hands in her pockets, she begged herself to calm down.

    “Come on, come on – just pull yourself together. If you act this freaked out, the cops will think it was you.”

    She half jogged down the street.

    She turned a corner, ready to head down the same detour she’d taken this morning. She stopped, memories of Zachariah Hope flashing in her mind.

    She ground to a halt. An ambitious jogger who didn’t mind the mad weather was right behind her, and he cursed her as he ran around her.

    “Sorry,” she muttered as she scrunched her lips in and stared down the street.

    That massive, imposing building was still there. Of course it was – it wasn’t like it would’ve washed away with the rain. That wasn’t the point. The point was that her gut curdled like crazy at the mere sight of it. She didn’t want to go anywhere near it, because if she did, it would bring her closer to him, and the very last thing she ever wanted to do was set eyes on Zachariah Hope again.

    Though it was perhaps the most paranoid thought she’d had all day – which was saying something – she just felt that everything that had happened to her today was down to him. From that book to lightning striking that lamppost – Zachariah had started all of this.

    At that stupendously paranoid thought, she smoothed her hand over her head, pushing in so hard, she could’ve bruised her nose.

    She went to take a step forward, to thrust away her insanity and walk down the street nonetheless, but her feet jerked to the side. Before she knew what she was doing, they took her back the way she’d come.

    She wasn’t about to head home. Meredith was patient, and over the years, she’d cut Anna a lot of slack, but this had been a direct request to come in.

    If Anna wanted a job – and if she didn’t want to be investigated by the police – she had to get to the library.

    She’d just take a circuitous route.

    Remembering a little laneway – a vestige of the old part of town – she headed straight to it.

    It was darker than the brilliantly lit main streets, but that didn’t bother her. Nor did the fact that darkened dead ends branched off it, leading to one-way sidestreets and small nooks nestled between buildings where dumpsters were kept.

    If sacrificing a little light meant she could avoid Zachariah’s building, so be it.

    Plus, this was downtown, for God’s sake. No one was around, anyway. Sane people wouldn’t dare come out on a night like this.

    She crammed her hands into her pockets as she reached the laneway and took it.

    She watched cars dash past on the main road, honking their horns as they tried to beat the rain to get to wherever they were going. Though it hadn’t rained much yet, there were still filthy puddles of water clinging to the pavement like mold. She didn’t even measure her footfall as she strode through them, not around them. Car headlights reflected through them, playing up her legs, over the waterproof fabric of her coat, and under her face. As soon as she turned down the laneway, they stopped. There were parked cars, but none were moving.

    Jerking her head up, she tried to calculate how far she would have to go along this road to get to the library. Was there a small side street that connected this one to the main boulevard?

    She’d just have to find out.

    As she walked, the storm built.

    There was energy behind it – enough that it felt like a bomb was trying to arm itself above the city.

    “No, Anna, for the love of God – that’s just your paranoid thoughts. It’s the weather. Nothing more than weather. Now, where the hell is that shortcut?” She turned instinctively to the left. She faced a narrow, darkened street that only had the reflected light of a nearby building to see by. There were two large dumpsters lined up inside, and she couldn’t see past them to check if this laneway connected to anything.

    Not thinking as she yanked up her watch and checked the time, she walked down it.

    She got halfway when she realized it was a dead end. She turned, her shoe splattering through an old, murky puddle beside one of the reeking dumpsters.

    She heard something. Maybe it was scattering claws. Perhaps it was something sharp being dragged over metal.

    The skin along the back of her neck prickled, and her hair stood on end. She jerked her head to the side, staring behind the dumpster, expecting to see a rat ambitiously trying to climb the metal.

    There was nothing there.

    She turned right around. “Hello, is there anyone out there?” she asked in a voice shaking with stuttering fear.

    No one answered, and when the sound didn’t repeat itself, she just rolled her eyes at her own stupidity. She turned around.

    She heard something.

    This time there was no mistaking it.

    It was footfall, and it was right behind her.

    It appeared out of nowhere. But it would not disappear until it was done with her.

  
    Chapter 7

    Zeus

    He was driving, his mind in a daze. The book was back.

    It was actually back.

    Ares had delivered it. Zeus had held it in his hands. But the most important damn page was missing.

    Zeus yanked up a hand and smashed it hard against the steering wheel. A little harder, and he would’ve made the airbag deploy.

    He knew the limitations of his strength when it came to the human world – and that was entirely his point. Even without the third page of the book, he would still be able to increase the power of his thunderbolt. “But you won’t see her face,” he muttered to himself aloud, thankful for the fact he was alone.

    He’d ditched his driver, picking a sports car instead of a limo. Zeus needed to be alone right now with no one to tell him that it would all be alright.

    It didn’t matter that the book wasn’t whole – the most important parts were there. But what was important to everyone else didn’t matter to him right now.

    “Pull yourself together,” he snarled at himself through clenched teeth. “It’s just a face. She betrayed you. She poisoned your kingdom. It’s just a face.”

    His voice was weak. With no one else around, there was no reason to make it strong.

    “But it’s just a face you’ll never remember.” He shoved his fingers hard against his brow, forcing his short nails into his skin as if he wanted to pull his head right off.

    His ring vibrated.

    It did that whenever he got too hard on himself. It was only meant to vibrate when he was in danger – but over the years, despite his lost memories, Zeus had deduced that whenever his mood slipped too far, it was hazardous to his health.

    If the stories of his time on Olympus were anything to go by, there was a good reason behind that. After Fos’s banishment, he’d slipped into an endless black depression because of his guilt. No, not his guilt. His actions against Fos had been justified, dammit. But he should never have trusted her in the first place. By bringing her into his realm, he’d endangered everyone.

    He hit the steering wheel again. This time, he didn’t measure his strength, and he almost made the vinyl and plastic crack.

    That didn’t stop him from balling a hand into a tighter fist and getting ready to do it again.

    His phone ringing did stop him.

    He pulled over to the side of the street.

    “Zeus,” Apollo said, his voice shaking with a frustrated sigh. “What are you doing?”

    “Driving.”

    “The book is back. You must go through the ceremony to marry Hera and return your power—”

    “I will. Tonight. When the storm reaches its power.”

    “So why aren’t you here?”

    “I told you. Because I’m driving.”

    Apollo sighed again.

    “Ares told me that the third page is missing. Zeus… even if it had remained, what then?”

    Zeus tightened his hand into a fist. He couldn’t answer.

    “Even if it had depicted a drawing of Fos, she’s long gone. She’s human now, and that drawing would not have helped you recognize her.”

    “I know that.”

    “Then why are you out driving when you should be here preparing?”

    “Because a god must check his chariots every now and then.”

    Apollo half-laughed, half-sighed. “A sports car isn’t a chariot. Now return. The gods await. Hera awaits,” he added in a quiet tone. “And she has waited long enough. You have promised her marriage – and wings – for millennia.”

    Zeus became quiet.

    “She deserves both. Zeus?”

    He opened his mouth, but no words came out.

    “Zeus?”

    “I—”

    There was a scream from out on the street.

    Zeus had parked across the road from a darkened laneway.

    He jerked his head around, settled a hand on the door, and thrust it open.

    “Zeus?” Apollo demanded.

    “A mortal is in trouble. I’ll call you later.” Zeus hung up, threw his phone onto his seat, and raced out just as another terrified scream split the air.

    This wasn’t the first time he’d directly interfered in human affairs, but it was the first time his body had ever done this. As that scream tore through the night air, it felt like a knife being plunged into his heart and twisted.

    As a god in human form, he hardly ever sweated. He did now. It slicked his brow and dripped between his shoulders.

    There was one more scream, then it cut out.

    Terror the likes of which he hadn’t experienced since he’d been reborn in human form engulfed him. It ricocheted up through his shoulders, into his brain, then back down his spine.

    He reached the darkened mouth of the laneway and threw himself forward.

    He expected to see one human attacking another. A criminal, a mugger, maybe even a murderer.

    It’s not what he faced. His gaze flashed forward, easily accommodating for the dark, and he saw a naked woman with long, glistening jet-black hair that tapered down her spine. She had flashing, dark eyes and a darker smile pressed over her red lips.

    To a mortal, every part of her would be perfect, save for her hands. Her fingers ended in long, razor-sharp claws.

    “Empusa,” he hissed.

    An Empusa was a monstrous being that hadn’t been seen for centuries. A creature not unlike a vampire, she was a female demigod who stalked the streets looking for wayward souls to feed upon.

    He’d thought the last of them had been banished, and yet here one stood right in front of him.

    Crumpled behind her was a woman in a long dark jacket that obscured her face.

    The Empusa spread her lips, took a step forward, pushed her tongue over her teeth, and reached out a clawed hand to Zeus. “Stranger, have you lost your way? Would you like me to find it for you?”

    “Empusa,” he snarled louder this time so she could hear.

    Her eyes flashed wide, and that smile turned into a snarl. “You know what I am? Are you a demigod too?” Her gaze sliced up and down him.

    He stood taller, authority and strength flowing into him as, far off, thunder blared. “No. I am a god.”

    “And which god might you be? It has been a long time since I have supped on the blood of the divine.” Her lips curled into another smile as she curled her hand forward and appeared to walk her fingers through the air toward him.

    “You would not have the power to feed on me,” he growled.

    “You’d be surprised by my power.” She let her hand drop, then she curled her claws. Magic blazed over them. A deep ruby-red, it looked like blood burning in an eternal flame.

    “You would be more surprised by my power,” Zeus shot back as he balled his hand into a fist.

    Lightning smashed into the street right behind him. It was only a few mere centimeters away. Its force did nothing to him, even as the concrete ruptured beneath his shoes. He wasn’t blasted forward – his skin didn’t even tingle.

    The energy of the strike didn’t discharge entirely and rather crackled over the ground until it reached him. It snaked around his expensive shoes, curled over his ankles, climbed his legs, and plowed into his fist.

    There was only one god in all the heavens who commanded lightning.

    The Empusa jerked back, falling flat on her ass, either from the power of the lightning strike or the realization of who he was. “Zeus,” she stammered.

    “Correct.” He strode forward. He opened his fingers as more lightning pulsed between them. “I’m Zeus.”

    She lifted her hands. The move was jerky and spoke of fear, but the look in her eyes didn’t match it. “You should be kind to me.”

    “Why do you think that?” He raised his fist higher, ready to pound his electrified knuckles into her face to end this.

    “Because even if you banish me, you’ll be seeing me again.” Her lips spread, all hint of fear leaving her as she took seductive pleasure in her words.

    “When you’re banished by Zeus, you are banished for good.”

    “Oh, Zeus. You have no clue what’s coming.”

    He ended it. He smashed his fist into her jaw, and instantly his magic blasted through her. She didn’t scream. She didn’t have time. Her body turned to dust.

    She would never be able to reenter the human realm.

    Yet her words echoed in his mind as he stood there.

    With one last strike of lightning close by that illuminated the alleyway, the rain began. It drenched him in seconds as he got down onto his knee next to the comatose mortal woman.

    He locked a hand on her shoulder tenderly and turned her over.

    She wasn’t unconscious.

    She opened her eyes and settled them on him.

    Zeus had a single second to recognize that it was the woman from this morning. Then pain stabbed his heart as if carried on the wings of a thunderbolt.

  
    Chapter 8

    Anna Smith

    She had no clue what had just happened.

    That woman – that thing – had tried to attack her, but just at the last moment, before it had wrapped its claws around Anna’s throat, he’d appeared.

    Zachariah Hope.

    The rest was a blur.

    A blur of lightning, of magic, of dust.

    As soon as Zachariah reached her, locked a hand around her shoulder, rolled her over, and stared at her, the blurriness ended. He came into sharp detail. So sharp, in fact, the rest of the world fell away until it was just the two of them. Time could have – and maybe did – grind to a halt. Nothing at all mattered except for his wide, blue eyes. Even the drenching rain and close thunder became irrelevant.

    Until he clutched his chest. She watched as pain pulsed through him. Usually, you can’t see someone else’s pain – just the way they choose to react to it. With Zachariah, it was different. She was there for every step of the way – every second as his body crumpled.

    He clutched his sopping wet shirt and pulled it away from his torso, but he couldn’t even let out a gasp.

    “Zachariah?” she stammered. She lurched forward and clasped his shoulders.

    He buckled even more as if he was now in twice the pain he had been before.

    He wasn’t the only one who was in pain. As soon as her fingers settled on his skin, something stabbed her between her shoulders. Her eyes widened, and she gasped. She was down on her knees, but she still fell forward, knocking into his chest as that pain only grew and grew.

    Zachariah was in no position to help her. As she pushed into him, he lost all balance, and he fell hard to the side.

    She fell on top of him.

    Her mind started to fray. If the sum total of her beliefs and thoughts, memories and fears had been a tapestry, then falling against this man’s chest was like taking a knife to it.

    She couldn’t begin to think. All she could do was feel as total pain tore through her body and psyche.

    Zachariah gasped again.

    Even while she was pinning him, he still clutched his chest. With a jolt, he became too weak to do even that, and his fingers crumpled against his torso.

    Far off, the storm raged with ever more violence. As her mind struggled to comprehend what was happening to her, every single rolling clap of thunder made it through. Every vibration – all the energy in the air. That, and one other thing. Zachariah’s breath. It might’ve been strangled, and he might’ve had to push through every inhalation, but no matter how faint each was, she felt them right down in her blood and bones.

    The rain became more violent. It pounded into her back, slid off her head, and fell against Zachariah’s pallid cheeks.

    “What… what’s happening?” he managed.

    If the question was meant for her and he thought she could answer, he was fresh out of luck. With every pound of far-off thunder, she became weaker.

    The pain blasting through her back grew and grew like the storm had this morning. She was certain she’d be split in two by it. There was no way a mere mortal would ever be able to withstand agony on a level like this. The human mind simply was not programmed to process it.

    “Try… try to call out,” Zachariah begged, either intending the words for her or him.

    She couldn’t even move her lips.

    “Dammit,” he spat. Though she had no clue what was wrong with him, it was clear he could barely find the strength to continue breathing, let alone moving. From somewhere, he gathered the force to twitch his hand. He pulled it out from underneath her then groped his fingers down until he found his pocket.

    He’d be looking for his phone.

    He didn’t find it. It wasn’t there. Her side was pressed up against his, and she certainly couldn’t feel an oblong metal object in his pocket.

    He let out a curse, his chest thrusting forward into hers.

    … There was something memorable about it. As the rain continued to drench her, and her body became perilously cold, her mind started to split apart. Far off, at the furthest edges of her psyche, she swore she’d been in this exact position before. The rigid, defined feel of his pectoral muscles – the specific tender touch of his fingers. And that look – that un-ending, always powerful stare. Right now, he might be blinking back his fatigue as he tried to hold on to his consciousness, but the power of his gaze was still there.

    It wanted to speak to her of her past – but a past she’d never had. Until this morning, she’d never met this man.

    “You need… you need to call out. I don’t… I don’t have the breath.”

    She couldn’t move her lips.

    “Human,” he said through a terrified hiss, “your heat is leaving you. You need to call out. I can’t… I can’t help you.”

    Though her mind was frayed, one word still drove into her brain. Human.

    It brought back what she’d seen – the impossible sight of that naked woman with claws for hands. Anna hadn’t had a chance to process that insane image yet, but somehow, she managed to tick her gaze to the side, and she saw a pile of ash. Despite the persistent rain, for whatever reason, it would not wash away, and for whatever reason, it didn’t even look wet.

    She swore she could see faint crackles escaping through it even now.

    She breathed hard as fear took her.

    “Human,” Zachariah said again, though his voice became strangled as the word escaped his lips. “Miss, you need to call out. I can’t help you. You can’t die here.”

    His voice broke on the word die. She’d never heard anything like it. She was used to people being scared for themselves and close loved ones. But the way terror gripped him now made it seem as if the prospect of her – a complete stranger – dying in his arms would somehow kill him too.

    “Miss, you’re running out of time. You need to call out.”

    He was right about one thing. She was running out of time. But there was no way she could call out. Even the mere suggestion of it made more pain blast through her body. At first, it centered between her shoulders, but as the seconds ticked by and more pain flooded in, it almost felt as if it left her body. Her sense of self became distorted until she swore there was something floating above her back. And that – that was what hurt like hell.

    “Miss,” Zachariah said one last time as he managed to pull a hand up and flop it on to her shoulder, “you need to call out. You can’t die here.”

    Die. Here? In his arms?

    No… she couldn’t.

    She would never die in his arms again. That resolution came from somewhere. It blasted through her heart, up her throat, and into her lips until they opened.

    She screamed out.

    … But no one heard her. At that exact moment, another strike of almighty lightning blasted close by across the street. The ensuing thunder would’ve blocked out an entire tribe of people screaming, let alone her.

    Zachariah’s fingers tightened instinctively around her shoulders as the lightning struck.

    The closer he got to her – the more of her he touched – the more her pain rose until it felt like a volcano she’d swallowed.

    “Try… try to call out again,” he begged one last time. “You don’t have much time.”

    He seemed convinced that she was dying, and to be fair, any normal person would be. Though she couldn’t feel how cold her skin was, she was in it. She was used to a little chill factor, considering she could rarely afford heat in her apartment. But this… this was the unending, unyielding cold of the end. This was like the pitiless, heatless expanses between galaxies. This was a force that could freeze your very soul.

    All the heat she’d ever had felt as if it had been sucked out of her. All at this man’s embrace.

    “One last time. Scream. Someone has to hear you.” His fingers twitched around her shoulders.

    She didn’t scream. Something told her that even if she managed to bellow with all her might, another strike of lightning would sail down and muffle it.

    Anna was in no position to think, but it felt as if something she’d been running from her entire life was finally happening.

    Nothing would get in its way.

    Unless she pulled herself away from this man.

    It felt like there was a weight around Anna’s back – as if someone had chained the equivalent of a mountain to her shoulders. The mere thought of moving was akin to trying to hold the sky up with nothing more than her hands. She still managed to jerk one hand down and settle it on the pavement beneath her. It was close to Zachariah’s hand. His fingers twitched – either on purpose or instinctively – and they moved toward hers.

    Her ring finger brushed up against something. A ring. The same ring he’d been wearing in his car this morning. Made from a metal she’d never seen, it had a single engraving on it – a pair of angel wings.

    Zachariah suddenly gasped with renewed pain. It sounded as if it was twice as bad as what he’d been enduring previously. His chest shook, and she thought he would lose consciousness as his eyes started to roll into the back of his head.

    The ring.

    The ring felt… felt like light.

    As soon as she touched it, all her pain was taken away. It just flew from her as if on the wings of a bird. There was no more cold – there was no drenching rain. The far-off thunder couldn’t affect her. She was floating free above all her problems – and all it had taken was touching this ring.

    Zachariah was not floating above his problems. He groaned like a man who’d just been shot through the chest. He tried to lift a hand to clutch his throat, but he couldn’t manage it, and his fingers fell flat against the pavement.

    It was now raining so heavily, a virtual lake had formed underneath them. As his hand flopped back, his nails splashed through the murky puddle.

    All the while, Anna couldn’t tear her fingers – or her mind – off that ring.

    She swore she started to see things. Little flashes here and there, they soon sprawled like a dream filling up her psyche.

    There was only one thing Anna Smith ever dreamed of. She saw that path leading to the King’s chamber. She heard the other guards jeering. Then she saw herself being taken in front of the King. And there, at his feet, her wings being chopped from her back.

    Zachariah groaned. It had an edge of finality to it.

    He was about to fall unconscious.

    She didn’t need to question that – she felt it. It was as if she could hold his mind in the palm of her hand. As he started to slip backward, she almost fell with him.

    The storm became even more chaotic. She was dimly aware of it as it seemed as if every strike of lightning there’d ever been came tumbling down from the enraged sky at once.

    Anna saw flashes of the palace – of a bedchamber. She knew it belonged to the same palace of her dreams, though she’d never dreamed of this specifically before.

    As her eyes rolled and fluttered, she was drawn further into the vision.

    She took a step into the bedchamber, over to the window that stared out over the palace. Below, she could see a cliff reaching down from Heaven to Earth.

    Before she could take another step toward it, someone moved behind her. They grabbed her wrist tenderly and slid their fingers down until they looped them through hers. She felt an arm press against her middle, then hot breath by her cheek.

    She smiled. In all her life, she had never smiled like this. It was a movement of pure satisfaction – of total loving acceptance. It was the kind of smile you could only manage if you were truly happy.

    She felt her lips open and one word slip out of them, “Zeus.”

    Anna Smith was struck by lightning. It slammed down into her body with no remorse.

    The flash blasted over the dank, close walls of the laneway, sending light and shadows scattering up to the storm above.

    It struck her with its full power, but it did not harm her.

    Zachariah’s arms reached up and locked around her, and he somehow channeled the force of the blow.

    It sailed through her and into him without hurting her in any way.

    As that boom echoed out, it didn’t even make her ears ring.

    For a man who’d been on death’s door seconds before, somehow being struck by lightning reinvigorated Zachariah.

    He sat up, the movement jerky but strong.

    He might be reinvigorated, but she wasn’t.

    That vision – and the cost of saying the one little word that had come along with it – had emptied her out.

    She felt herself slipping back just as Zachariah pushed to his feet. He didn’t let her fall. He secured his arms under her and carried her away through the storm.

  
    Chapter 9

    Zeus

    He stood with his back pressed against the door, his arms crossed in front of his middle.

    He watched Apollo like a hawk.

    The healing god had a frown pressed across his lips, and it wasn’t a move that set Zeus’s nerves at rest. “I just want to know if the Empusa fed on her?” Zeus snapped for about the tenth time.

    Apollo stretched his hand up. There was a dismissive, authoritative quality to it. Exactly what you’d expect from a doctor who was working hard to save their patient and who didn’t need distractions. But not what you’d expect a lesser god to do to Zeus.

    If Zeus thought he could pull rank, he was fresh out of luck. He couldn’t stomach it, anyway. Luck and nothing more had saved him back in that laneway.

    If he hadn’t been struck by lightning when he had, he would’ve blacked out. He wouldn’t have died. He would’ve either eventually regained consciousness, or one of the other gods would have found him. That woman… she would have died.

    He looked down at his feet, incapable of making eye contact with anyone as he remembered how close she’d been to death.

    As a god, Zeus could feel when a mortal’s time was up.

    Their life flowed through them like a river. When it came to the end, you could sense when that river was ready to empty out into oblivion.

    She’d had seconds left.

    “The answer is, I can only assume that the Empusa fed on her,” Apollo finally got around to giving a diagnosis.

    Zeus jolted forward, his eyes widening. “How’s she still alive, then?”

    Apollo shrugged. “I can only guess that you interrupted the Empusa before she could take too much of this woman’s life force.”

    “Guess?”

    Apollo spread his hands. “I know you don’t want guesses right now, but that’s all I’ve got. It’s very hard to judge this woman’s original condition. She was struck by lightning while in the arms of Zeus himself. When you regained your magic, it flushed her system. It likely saved her life,” he conceded, “but it would have removed all evidence of what the Empusa had done to her.”

    Zeus sighed, arched his head back, and closed his eyes. “I see.”

    Apollo snorted.

    At the mere hint that the healing god wasn’t taking this seriously, Zeus’s eyes snapped open and his lips drew thin.

    Apollo quickly opened his hands. “I wasn’t laughing at our patient here. Just the fact that you can allegedly see what’s going on. I can’t.”

    Zeus looked at him seriously. “Are you telling me that was just a guess?”

    “Of course I’m telling you it was just a guess.” Apollo gestured toward the woman. “Being struck by lightning in Zeus’s arms isn’t something your average human usually goes through. I lack experiential evidence here.”

    Zeus slowly let his gaze slide toward her. He stared at her with all his worth – his eyes operating as if the mere sight of her was ambrosia and they didn’t want to miss a drop. He let one stiff finger trail down his chin. “So she’s an ordinary human… then?”

    “Really? I tell you that I have no experience dealing with conditions like this, and you grab onto the completely irrelevant statement that preceded it? Yes, of course she’s an ordinary human, but that’s not the most important part of this. She was attacked by an Empusa, but now she’s been struck by lightning, we have no evidence—”

    Zeus wasn’t listening. His gaze was still locked on the unconscious woman, his stare careful and thorough as it shifted down her face almost like an embrace. It started with her hairline, then trailed down the bridge of her nose, then finally stopped on her lips.

    “Zeus, are you paying any attention to me?”

    “Yes and no.”

    “It really needs to be a yes right now. That storm,” Apollo jabbed a thumb over his shoulder indicating the tumultuous clouds beyond, “is only getting stronger. You need to find Ares and Hera, grab the book, and begin your ascendancy. This,” he gestured to the woman, “can wait.”

    Zeus was used to the arrogance of the gods – he was one. But when it came to the different deities, Apollo was usually one of the kinder ones. Yet Zeus bristled at the mere possibility Apollo could be referring to this woman as a simple this.

    Zeus had barely shared a word with this lady. What he had shared instead was something far more enduring. If he closed his senses off from the room for more than several seconds, he could feel her lingering touch; the weight of her dying form in his weak arms; the scent of her rain-drenched, cold skin. More than anything, the slow, failing beat of her heart.

    “Zeus,” Apollo said in a much firmer voice designed to not just carry, but to make any mere mortal freeze.

    Zeus shouldn’t need to tell you he wasn’t a mere mortal, but he still wrenched his gaze off the woman and took heed.

    “You cannot let the storm go to waste. Especially not now you’ve seen an Empusa. Though I want to tell you that everything the Empusa said to you was nothing but braggadocio, we don’t know. You need to unlock the full power of your lightning bolt in order to find out. There could be more Empusas out there on the streets right now, hunting hapless humans down. It is your duty to stop them.”

    Zeus opened his mouth. It was an automatic thing – something his body was in no way in control of – and it took him too long to realize what he wanted to say.

    His treacherous, confused mind wanted to point out that his place was right here, beside this woman.

    … But she was just an ordinary mortal.

    If he’d never driven past her and heard her scream, presumably, their paths would not have intersected again.

    Apollo crossed his arms, and his brows furrowed. “Why are you still here? I will keep good care of the mortal. I will also ensure that when she wakes, she remembers nothing.”

    Zeus’s stomach twitched. It was such a visceral, powerful move, it felt as if he’d swallowed a cyclops. His lips parted with a jerk. “What if she has valuable information—”

    That frown threatened to take over Apollo’s face. “You said it yourself – by the time you reached her, she was already pretty much unconscious at the Empusa’s feet. That tells us that the Empusa fed on her – in part. The only information she will have is a memory of her fear. And that will be irrelevant to us. Now go, my liege,” Apollo said, his voice vibrating low as a note of wary compassion infiltrated it. “I know you may have your misgivings about ascending to your true throne on Earth, but,” he gestured toward the window and the raging storm beyond, “you must thrust them aside and rise for all.”

    Misgivings. An interesting word. A weak word. Perhaps you had misgivings as a human when you left the house without an umbrella on a cloudy day.

    The knot of fear and confusion forming in Zeus’s stomach went far beyond that mere, weak word.

    What he felt was a fear deeper than any he had the vocabulary to describe.

    He still managed to release his arms from around his middle. He turned. Before he could reach forward and open the door, he twisted his head over his shoulder one last time and faced her.

    She was asleep. When she woke, Apollo would do as promised, and wipe her memory.

    Whoever she was, she would return to her ordinary mortal life, unaware of what had transpired and who she’d met.

    Or at least, that was the plan.

  
    Chapter 10

    Zeus

    He stood in the middle of the chamber, his hands in the pockets of his expensive suit pants. Tilting his head back, he let his gaze drift over the ceiling.

    Carved, beautiful, ancient, and beyond anything the hands of man could create, it was a vestige of Olympus. It was also a connection to that great mountaintop, for delicately interwoven in the mural above were the palace and its grounds. Zeus couldn’t help but let his gaze flick toward the King’s Chamber – his very own bedroom.

    Though he couldn’t remember it, academically he knew that once it had been his.

    … And hers.

    Now was not the time to think of Fos. He couldn’t help himself. Thoughts of her ran through his mind as, his hand still in his pockets, he let his fingers trail over his winged ring. As his short thumbnail grated over the engraving, he swore he could feel its power within.

    There would’ve been a time when he wouldn’t have had to imagine it. Before he left Olympus, and long before he lost his memories, he would’ve been able to access Fos’s power. Not use it, but at least… commune with it. Experience it – know that it was there with more than a wish and hope.

    He couldn’t help but imagine how different he would be if only he could do that now.

    There was a creak from behind him, and the ornate, 10-meter-tall doors opened.

    Hera strode in. She was no longer in a designer pencil skirt and blouse. She wore a white silk toga befitting of her role as the wife of Zeus.

    Wife….

    Even as he thought that, his teeth clenched. He’d been putting this off for years. But now the ceremony was minutes away.

    They would be married – wed for the length of time itself. She would ascend to his side, claim Fos’s power, and rule all that which his fallen angel had once ruled.

    Behind Hera, two other gods strode in. Zeus was expecting Ares – he had found the book, after all. A mighty feat considering all the gods who’d been searching for it for decades.

    It was Zeus’s brothers, instead – Poseidon and Hades.

    These days, Poseidon didn’t power around the ocean with a trident and a beard as long as a boat. He was still associated with the waves, though. He was a shipping tycoon who had a profitable, charitable side business in developing wave technology for sustainable energy.

    As for Hades? You could never remove the kingdom of death from the hands of the Under Lord himself. Hades’s business interests were many and varied. But through everything, his role was to gather the souls of the dead and remove them from the gaze of the living.

    Poseidon was in a white polo shirt and cream chinos, his closely cropped gray-flecked black beard glistening under the light of the ceremonial room. As for Hades, he wore black. A black suit, a black shirt, a jet-black tie, a black watch, and a black engraved skull ring on his pinky finger.

    His hair had a single ray of gray that flared from the top of his skull down to his left temple. It was the only hint of detail in an otherwise remorseless outfit.

    Zeus had always had a somewhat troubled relationship with his brothers – none more so than Hades. Hades was the second most powerful god in Olympus, and without Zeus, he would rise to the top. These days, however, he was too distracted to try.

    Humans were killing each other at an ever-increasing rate. More than that, they were destroying the very planet they lived on. Hades didn’t simply command the underworld of man – every animal and plant that went extinct traveled through his gates, too.

    While Hades was growing in power, Poseidon was growing ever more chaotic. His power would reduce suddenly, only to increase without warning. He responded to the very chaos the humans were putting their beloved planet through.

    Right now, however, both men were on their best behavior. They were here to see Zeus rise.

    Unconsciously, Zeus drove his hand into his pocket again, grabbed his ring, and covered its wings with his thumb. He pushed it in hard as if he honestly thought the mere flesh of his digit could hide the ring’s power and what he was about to do.

    Poseidon arched an eyebrow as he reached Zeus. He had a blazer he was carrying over one shoulder. He let the jacket drop as he shoved a hand into his pocket. He pulled out a pearl. Almost as large as Poseidon’s hand, it was surely natural. If it ever hit the markets, who knew how much it would go for?

    Zeus arched an eyebrow. “What’s this?”

    “A wedding gift.” Poseidon nodded over at Hera. She stood dutifully off to the side of the room, her hands clasped in front of her middle, her head directed at the ground. Her hair looked like spun silk. It tapered over her shoulder, and it caught the light of the thousand flaming candles that lit the room.

    While Poseidon appeared to be distracted by Hera’s appearance, Zeus wasn’t. He didn’t glance her way once as he stared instead at Hades. Hades had both his hands in his pockets. When Zeus stared at them obviously, Hades just chuckled.

    “Don’t expect a present from me, brother. Far too busy to go hunting pearls and jewels. Instead, you can give me a present.” Hades switched his gaze up and stared at the domed ceiling. He didn’t do so with the same nostalgic serenity the other gods used whenever they saw this place. Hades had barely frequented Olympus in its heyday. He had his own realm. Which was entirely his point. As he tilted his head down, a strict frown pressed his lips hard together. “When you ascend,” he said, his voice firm on the word when, indicating there was no question in Hades’s mind that it would happen, “bring this world under control quickly. My gates are full. If they get fuller, I will be forced to let go of souls.”

    Poseidon leaned over and clapped a hand on Hades’s back, the move ringing through the room. “Ignore him, brother. He does not know how to act around a wedding. Prefers to kidnap his brides,” he added with a chuckle.

    Usually, this would get to Hades. He had a thin temper.

    Today, it didn’t. Hades continued to stare at Zeus with a fire behind the God of Death’s gaze. It told Zeus Hades wasn’t playing a game.

    “If you do not bring the humans under your hand quickly, I will not only be forced to abandon souls, but the prisons of Tartarus may open,” Hades warned, his voice dropping low. It might’ve been relatively quiet compared to the god’s usual fervor, but in a room as silent as this, it bounced off the walls.

    No one needed to ask what would happen if the prisons of Tartarus were breached. The greatest enemies the Greek gods had ever known were within them. Including the Titans themselves.
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