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      Locke

      

      When I was a kid, there was this old man who sat in the rear corner of the diner where my mom worked. Back then, there was no such thing as daycare, so I used to sit in a booth on my own, coloring away on whatever picture I was certain would win my mom’s love that day.  The old man would sit across the aisle from me, muttering and cursing and occasionally yelling until my mom or one of the other waitresses had to kick him out. I just thought he was always mad at things.

      One day he turned to me, with such sadness in his eyes. “Some day, little girl,” he said to me with a voice that made my heart break. “You’ll see for sure that the dead are dead a long, long time.”

      Those words hung in my mind, and a month ago, when I had finally descended into the land of the dead, I realized that he was right. Something had died inside me, even if my body remained warm, my heart beating, my lungs pumping oxygen through my veins.

      I leaned down on the marble balustrade of my balcony, admiring the beautiful fields full of flowers below Hades’ palace, where it always smelled like the first day of spring. Believe it or not, there were actually night and day in the land of the dead, though I’d be damned if I knew where the light came from. It cast a beautiful violet shade across the land.

      To be honest, Hades’ kingdom wasn’t what I’d imagined at all. Picture the elysian fields, full of lakes, flowered fields and trees, gardens and more. Literally, the place looked like an epic painting. Besides the hellfire pit to the north. It was the perfect place for dead souls to retire in the afterlife. Although Hades couldn’t take all the credit. His lost love Persephone’s touch was evident in the springtime bloom everywhere.

      All around me I heard voices, men and women laughing and playing. It’s like there was a picnic going on just beyond my field of vision, and a lonely hollowness crept into my chest, even if I’d never thought much of loneliness until I’d arrived in the underworld.

      The land of the dead wasn’t a bad place. I’d learned early on to stay away from the worst areas, where they punished people who ate babies or committed atrocities.

      Sometimes, when I looked into the water, I saw other faces reflected next to mine, distorted by the ripples, faint and odd. I guessed that they were the shades that lived in this antique afterlife. Hades had told me that they might be a little shy of me and avoid me.

      “After all,” he’d said with some grim humor, “it was only ever the living who hurt them. The dead do no harm.”

      He was that kind of guy.

      During the painful, long days of the underworld, when Hades was busy judging the dead or whatever, I roamed the fields and the waters. I had never been much for the outdoors before, but there was something beautiful and lonely about the land of the dead that called to me. I was too restless to stay indoors, and so I walked, trying not to think about the ones always on my mind.

      “More sashimi, mistress Locke?” one of the palace servants asked me, interrupting my thoughts.

      She was dressed in a Grecian robe identical to mine tied with a golden rope around her waist. A silver headband rested across her head. Overall, she was plain, but sweet, and she always doted on me.

      “Sure, Melody,” I said, scanning the platter she offered me and picking at it. It’s not like I had to pay for it. Anything I wanted was free. Part and parcel of being Hades’ prisoner.

      “Let me know if you need anything else,” she said before bowing and retreating.

      I wanted to say three words, but they lodged in my throat like sawdust. This was the place where literally all things ended, and it might be pointless hoping, but I didn’t think it was.

      I glanced down at my chest at the three golden cords leading up towards the land of the living. An invisible sword slashed at my heart just thinking about them. These cords were the threads of love, life, family, passion, creativity, and even the darker elements of emotions, which connected people to each other. No one but me could see them, but they ran from person to person, connecting us all in this giant web. Most people had red cords, some few had blue cords, and as for me, I realized I had three gold cords floating out of my body and connecting me to…

      No. I couldn’t think of them. What they looked like. What their voices sounded like. What they felt like to hold in my arms. It hurt too much knowing they’re up there and I was trapped underground in the land of the dead as Hades’ prisoner. All because I’d made a bargain with him to save the three men waiting for me above.

      I continued my moping and chewed my sashimi, which tasted like cardboard. Don’t get me wrong, the food here was spectacular, but with each passing day it lost its smell, its taste, its texture, mirroring my dying heart.

      Again I leaned on the balustrade, my chin resting on my fist. I was bored as hell of course during the day. Sometimes I wandered the fields. Others I wandered the vast halls in the palace. But it’s not like there’s Wi-Fi or cable here to take my mind off what I was missing.

      Okay, I was being flippant. Most of the time, I was in a constant state of shock. This place wasn’t really meant to have living people here, and I thought there was something in my body that registered it. Or maybe the old man was right. I really was dead. Had been all along.

      My mind drifted back to where this strange adventure had all started. To make a long story short, I had been just an average, over-educated and restless twenty-something, working on a phone sex line to make ends meet and fund my way through a Master of Creative Writing. In truth, I’d been bored a lot and uncertain and, in general, I’d had no idea what I was doing or where I was going. Sure, I’d scribbled down notes, compiling my story ideas, and I had been in the middle of writing about five different books. But did I ever finish one?

      Then one evening after I’d hung up my phone for the night, I’d gotten the creepiest call to end all creepy calls followed by a bright light in the sky, and bang, I got the powers of Cupid, the god who ruled over love. It had taken a kidnapping attempt and a stay in a desert resort-cum-interrogation center before I’d discovered the terrifying scope of my powers.

      Through this escapade, I’d discovered the existence of avatars, people on earth chosen by the gods to do their will in the world. Yet again, I was the odd one out. The avatars had direct lines to their gods, huge and towering elemental presences that seemed to blot out the world. While I might have had the powers of Eros, I had no connection at all to the god. As a matter of fact, Eros had gone missing, driving the other gods mad.

      A month earlier, I’d met the pantheon of avatars in an attempt to figure out where Eros had gone and why I was different. They wanted my help to stop the world descending into chaos should their gods destroy the Earth. I had almost been ready to say it wasn’t my problem—I mean, the avatars of Zeus and Poseidon were kind of dicks, and the avatar of Hera did not like me—when some men in black had shown up, blown up the mansion we were staying in, and kidnapped half of the avatars.

      After that, I might have said “screw this, I’m out,” but one of the people kidnapped, the avatar of Athena, was someone very important to me. Byron was one of my best friends from college, and though we’d drifted apart, he’d been the one person I ran to when dark suits pursued me for all of this god stuff. I’d repaid him in the worst way by bringing him trouble.

      So I’d teamed up with Rane, the avatar of Ares—another dark and troubled, yet good-looking guy I tried not to think about too much—and Mads, the avatar of the god Hermes, to find Byron and the others that had been taken. God, there was also a bit of a story there with Mads, who was this fun-loving troublemaker, elusive, and who’s good in bed and made me feel alive. But I digress.

      When we’d found the avatars who had been taken, deep within the Paris catacombs, they were all in some kind of weird sleep. We couldn’t wake them up, and the people who had kidnapped them were baying for our blood. I did what I’d felt necessary at the time; I had started praying to Hades. Mads should never have told me that the catacombs were Hades’ territory. For the lord of the underworld answered me. We bargained for everyone to get back up to the surface safely. Except for me. I was to be the sacrifice. No one sings for free, especially not the lord of the dead.

      A bell tolled within the palace, signaling the close of what passed for day in the underworld. That was my signal to return to the palace if I ventured out to explore.

      Then the underworld sank into night. The fields dimmed as the source of light receded, and the worst offending members of the dead got to take a break from their eternal tortures.

      I retreated into my chambers where spirits like Melody, with surprisingly warm hands, redressed me in sheer silks pinned at my shoulders and belted with satin ribbons right under my breasts. It should have looked silly, more like a costume than anything else, but in this palace, it made sense. Made me look as if I belonged here. Belonged to Hades. I guessed I did. I was his prisoner after all.

      “Come, Locke,” Hades voice summoned me from my room. “Dine with me.”

      I never turned down the lord of the underworld. After all, he’d saved me, saved my men, and I owed him for that. It was the least I could do.

      “Of course,” I said, turning to him.

      Hades was a tall and muscular man, pale with inky dark hair and eyes, and a smile as sharp as a shark’s. Like me, he wore robes, pure white trimmed with black, accentuating every magnificent bulge on his body.

      Despite being his captor, I liked him, maybe in a weird Stockholm Syndrome bonding kind of way. In a way, he reminded me a little of Byron, with a kind of intellectual charm, a restrained humor, mixed with an inch of kindness, even if it was remote and strange to get at. It was pretty hard to be that mad at him when I was the stupid one who’d made the bargain.

      Hades walked around me, his bare feet silent, and I stayed still, even when he was standing right behind me.

      “So beautiful, Locke,” he murmured, his breath moving my hair. “I am so very grateful that it was you who called me.”

      Don’t worry. It wasn’t meant to be creepy or anything. Deep down I knew he liked my company. Together we enjoyed each other’s. I sure as hell didn’t want to be alone in this dark and lonely place, and neither did he. Dining with him, and the few off chances I received to spend time with him, reminded me that I was alive. He was, in his own way, kind. Slapping him back in the Paris catacombs had reminded him that he wasn’t dead either.

      Like me, he ached for another. There was no golden cord between us. I’d checked pretty early on in my time in the underworld. His thread, a strange and twisting green one, more like a vine than anything else, spiraled up to the land above. While he reminded me of Byron, I reminded him of his lost love Persephone.

      He caught me looking at the thread, as I had many a time. This time he put a hand on mine and shook his head.

      “She’s gone, and is not coming back,” he said, and the dead tone of his voice told me not to ask anymore.

      We both loved other people, and that was fine. We didn’t talk about it. We didn’t talk about a lot of things because it was less painful that way. But it left me wondering if I should play with her cord. Return her to him. But she’d been fooled once into loving him, and that was why she left. His heart would never heal without her.

      Silently, he departed the room, beckoning for me to follow along the black marbled halls. We walked to his expansive dining hall that probably fit hundreds, where a grand table extended with spaces for at least twenty guests. All sorts of platters displayed roasted meats, vegetables, cakes, fruit, rolls and pastries.

      My position in the palace was a weird one, to say the least. I wasn’t dead. I wasn’t really alive, either, because the living didn’t live in the underworld. I wasn’t Hades’ slave. I was his guest in a strange way. But inside I felt empty and dead, at least my heart did, while I was separated from the ones making it beat.

      Every night I placed a small amount of food on my plate, mostly picking at it, because I wasn’t hungry. The smell of it all tormented me. My starving stomach demanded to be nourished, while my mind balked at the idea of it touching my mouth.

      “Not eating again?” Hades asked, slicing his roast beef and picking it up with a pronged fork with a visibly shaking hand. Was he angry? I could not tell from the stony expression on his face.

      “Don’t get me wrong,” I said. “It’s delicious. But I’m not that hungry.”

      “You’ve lost weight.” He pointed his fork at me, and when I stared at his growing tremor, he put his arm down, hiding his hand with his other. “The other gods might think me a terrible host.”

      That didn’t matter anymore. It wasn’t like I had anyone to impress with my slimmed down frame. The ones who loved my curves were above. Hopefully just as miserable as me, missing me like I missed them, aching for them with every part of my soul.

      Hades wiped his face with his napkin. “I hate to see you like this.”

      His eyes resonated with a deep concern, which seemed foreign to someone often cold and hard like him.

      I didn’t know what to say. What could I? This was where I’d live out the rest of my days. Forever alone. Forever in misery. Forever in debt.

      “Please eat,” he said, his voice forceful. “Your despair, your pain, it reminds me of her, when the spell wore off.”

      His pain crashed in my chest, and I felt it, raw and scarring, as if it had happened just yesterday. If I knew one thing about my Cupid powers, it was that sadness of any kind burned me deep, and I couldn’t stand it. For Hades’ sake, I ate my entire dinner, forcing every bite and swallow. But for the rest of the meal, a divide split open between us. His eyes darkened with alarm, his face tightening. At one stage, he rubbed his forehead as if a headache had set in.

      “Thank you,” I said, my voice hoarse against the food lodging in my throat. “For not throwing me in the hell pits.”

      Hades gave me a grim smile. “Thank you for amusing me.”

      Once I’d finished my meal, he stood up and approached me. He was so tall it was intimidating. But he bent down, grabbing my face in his huge palms.

      “Thank you, Locke,” he said, his eyes cold and dark. “For this gift tonight.”

      Gift? If eating made him happy, I’d do it every night. I nodded to the extent possible in his grasp.

      “Tomorrow I will put asides my duties,” he said, “and take you on a tour of the kingdom. Would you like that?”

      Of course I would. Anything to get my mind off things! Besides the avatars of Persephone and Hermes, I was probably one of only a few mortals who’d visited the underworld. It was time to take full advantage of it. Maybe even explore those darker areas that Hades had warned me to stay away from. I should be safe with the lord of the underworld by my side.

      “Would you like some ambrosia wine to fall asleep?” he asked.

      The wine was almost like a sleeping pill. Most nights I had a glass just so I could get some rest. Every night their faces haunted me when I closed my eyes. Rane’s and Mads’ desperate expressions, begging me not to go to the underworld. Byron’s tense, angry sleeping face, fighting foes in his dreams. The wine was the only thing capable of banishing them.

      “No,” I said. “Thank you.”

      Tonight I wanted to see them again.

      Hades suddenly grabbed his stomach as if he’d eaten a rotten meal. “Very well,” he replied, waving his hand and dismissing me from the table.

      But I didn’t want to leave him. Something felt off. Sweat pooled at his forehead. Tension pulled at his expression.

      “Are you not well?” I asked, dabbing at his face with his napkin.

      His next words were unrecognizable. Some form of ancient language. He cradled his stomach, rocking back and forth.

      The behavior reminded me of something Rane had said about the gods going mad from Eros’ disappearing act. A passing comment about his patron, Ares, talking in a strange language, and Hermes babbling like a crazy man. Was the sickness hitting Hades too?

      “Leave me,” Hades barked. When I stood there staring, feeling helpless, he shouted, “Now!”

      I knew better than to anger the lord of the dead. Immediately, I returned to my bedroom, all black marble and dark silk.

      “Mistress Locke,” Melody greeted me with a bow.

      Words jammed in my throat.

      My servant stared at me for a moment, then got to work, undressing me as if she sensed I did not wish to talk. I let her, standing still like a doll being decorated and repositioned.

      “The master hasn’t been well for months,” Melody advised. I wondered if she could read my worries on my face so easily. “Shaking, sweating, losing his memory and mumbling to himself. Sometimes he loses form.”

      All things a human would suffer, not a mighty god.

      “I have to find Eros,” I whispered.

      “And the ones you miss,” Melody added, her eyes flicking to me then to the floor.

      “What?” I asked, pulling my arm away before she slipped my nightgown over me.

      “Sorry, mistress Locke.” Melody backed away, seemingly frightened that I might strike her. Something told me she was not well treated by her previous mistress.

      “Who?” My voice was filled with desperation to know.

      “The men you call for in your dreams,” she whispered, shaking.

      Invisible knives dug into my heart and I cried out, sinking to my knees on the floor.

      “I know a way out of the land of the dead,” Melody blurted, slumping beside me. “The way the queen left.”

      My gaze flew to my servant. How could I have been so stupid? That’s right. Persephone had been Hades’ prisoner too. The myths said she had escaped him. Why had I forgotten this? It was like I was trapped in my own eternal fog.

      Urgency to leave this realm coursed through my veins.

      “Where?” I asked, grabbing Melody by the elbows, almost shaking the answer from her.
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      Locke

      

      Melody’s words bounced inside my skull. Tomorrow I would leave the palace, before Hades rose, to find the tunnel in the cave by the bottom of the mountain. It was probably an hour’s walk from here. Leaving now was pointless if I couldn’t see a thing.

      That night, I ripped the sheets from my bed, using one as a knapsack to store a few changes of clothes and some fruit Melody had left me. Contented with my decision, I lay in bed, excitement preventing me from sleeping.

      I thought about the possibility of seeing my men again. Mads with his fun and non-committal style, keeping me at bay, yet drawing me in because I saw through his facade. Rane, forever vigilant, my staunch protector, and with a wild beast lurking beneath the surface. Byron, my longest friend, kind, smart and strategic, yet domineering in the bedroom.

      My chest panged at the though of Byron. We hadn’t exactly left things on great terms. I’d been a dick and left him in the desert after his first kidnapping. To tell you the truth, using my Cupid powers had scared the shit out of me, and I’d worried I’d hurt him and Rane when I’d messed with their cords. Down here, I just looked forward to getting another chance to make things right with him.

      While thinking about them, I examined their golden cords, running my fingers along them as if I stroked a silky cat. From their cords I read that they each missed me as much as I did them, in their own strange ways. Every spare moment, Rane and Byron investigated ways to come and rescue me, to offer themselves as sacrifice. Mads knew the way into the underworld, but the bastard respected my wishes to save him and the others, even if he disagreed. Each of them was doing about as well as me in terms of coping. But Byron had especially taken it the hardest. Guilt wracked him for not forgiving me, for not telling me how he felt, for losing me again.

      If my heart could bleed, it was doing so right now. I clutched a pillow tight to my chest, fighting off sobs and wanting to explode.

      I felt a twitch in Byron’s cord, and I sat up, examining it. Somehow he’d felt me connecting to him, and now he called to me.

      “Locke,” he whispered. “Is that you?”

      Suddenly I was transported along his cord, as if sucked by a vacuum, through rock, soil, and finally bursting from the ground onto a couch. My eyes squinted at the bright and sunny living room lit with natural light. I remembered visiting this place once. It was Byron’s apartment, near where he’d taught college students at Boise University. For a moment, I wondered what had happened to that job after he’d ascended to the position of Athena’s avatar. Was he going to be unemployed on top of every other damn thing after this was all said and done?

      Dressed in a large pajama top that I recognized as belonging to him, I sat on his cream couch, glancing left and right at what seemed like an abandoned home. I was about to get up and look for him when he entered the room carrying two steaming cups of coffee.

      My heart soared into the heavens. It was Byron! My Byron, wearing chinos and a buttoned up chequered shirt that highlighted the breadth of his chest. I didn’t know whether to leap up and hug him because my brain whirred on a slower mode like an outdated computer.

      “Is that really you?” I asked, examining him carefully, clutching one leg to my chest.

      Dark eyes that matched his wavy hair. His tall, yet strong, gymnast type body. Dream or not, it was good to see him looking so very calm, especially since his eyes had burned with anger when we last spoke.

      Byron gave me an odd look that made me feel a little crazier than normal. “You should know; you contacted me.”

      Oh right. The cord. I had so much to learn about my powers and their capabilities.

      “I’m still dreaming my life away on a steel slab,” he continued. “I thought you were meant to fix everything and get Eros back.”

      Dammit. He was still captive? Hades had promised to help Rane, Mads, Byron and the others get out of the catacombs. That explained everything. Why we were talking. Why all the details in his home seemed fuzzy. Why he wasn’t still pissed with me. Everything seemed happy and peaceful in dream sequences like these.

      “I thought you got out,” I said, staring at him. “That was the deal I struck with Hades. I go with him and he helps you escape.”

      “It’s a long story,” Byron explained. “But we made it out of the catacombs. Suffice to say Hades’ promise didn’t extend to keeping us safe once we were above ground.”

      Fire scorched the inside of my stomach. Hades had cheated me?

      “Where are you now?” I asked Byron.

      “Not sure,” he replied. “They keep us drugged and unconscious. Some facility somewhere.”

      Urgency swelled in my chest. I had to get out of the underworld and find my lovers. Screw my deal with the lord of the dead. For now, at least we were together uninterrupted.

      “Here,” he said, handing me a white mug as plain as the rest of his home. Typical Byron. Sterile, white and standard seemed to be the theme in his home. Not one splash of color or originality. But I guess he liked it that way. “The one with the sugar bomb inside it is yours.”

      I laughed. He knew me too well. “Um, thank you.”

      God the hot, yet milky pale coffee was delicious. The underworld only stocked water and wine. Not much variety considering every food was offered for meals.

      So how was I even here with Byron? Was this some sort of telepathy? A projection of myself through the love cords? Yet the warm mug felt solid and hot between my palms. The coffee sharp on my tongue. His couch smooth against the back of my legs.

      Over the rim of the coffee cup, I gestured vaguely at my face, referring to the glint of silver that had flashed in Byron’s eyes. “I see you’ve still got the...”

      He laughed, a haunted kind of sound, but at least it wasn’t bitter like our last conversation where he’d choked me, blaming me for turning him into an avatar. Hardly my fault if the goddess chose him, but I’d accept the blame for getting him into this mess, as well as being a coward who ran and left, leaving my dearest and oldest friend pissed with me.

      “Yes. Athena,” he said, leaning back into his seat beside me. “I got luckier than some of the others. She doesn’t loom a thousand feet in the sky unless there’s good reason, and most of the time, she’s just happy to watch through my eyes unless I’m doing something really dumb. Yusef, the man who was her avatar before, was some kind of genius military programmer, so it’s been interesting getting that dumped into my head.”

      Rane had mentioned that when he’d taken on the mantle of Ares, he’d downloaded all the memories of the previous avatars, reliving their lives, their horrors, their tribulations and love.

      The way Byron looked at me told me he wanted to say more but held back.

      “I’m glad you made your peace,” I said, still cautious. “Does that mean I should go, though? Athena’s not a huge fan of me or Cupid.”

      He tilted his head to one side in a fashion that nearly broke my heart because it was so familiar. “Do you want to go?”

      “No.” It came out so small and sad that I wanted to smack myself for sounding so pathetic. Like the girl who had no friends, the one whose mother used to ask her why she was so goddamn stupid whenever she had opened her mouth to ask a question.

      Byron didn’t seem to pick up on any of that. Instead he smiled at me and came to sit on the couch next to me, something soft and dreamy on his face. This is what he would look like, I decided, if he had actually forgiven me for everything that had happened to him, if maybe all of this dumb crap was behind us. But surely this was too good to be true. Maybe this was a dream after all. An all too convincing one.

      “Good,” Byron said. “I don’t want you to leave either.”

      My throat tightened, ready to eject the words I’d been meaning to say since the dark suits had separated us. “Byron…I’m sorry for leaving you…”

      “You can’t run anymore, Locke.” The firmness in voice told me he meant it. “I won’t stand for it.”

      His cord flared a dirty gold. Frustration. Confusion. Disappointment. Byron’s parents considered him an accidental child, and they always treated him so, never turning up to school plays, taking little interest in his schooling, leaving him home while they went out on weekends. From the dirty points in his cord, I interpreted that he carried rejection issues, which my actions had contributed to. The first time I had left back in college had crushed him. The second time I emerged in his life then ran had almost broken him. This told me there wouldn’t be a third, and I didn’t plan on it. Hell, I had my own abandonment issues. That’s why Byron and I gelled, because we were both fucked up in our own ways. I needed him as much as he needed me, and not just for those reasons. He was my rock of stability, of safety, of reason.

      By nature, I was flighty like a fricken bird. Prone to fly away at the first sign of danger. I’d done it all my life to protect myself. From my mother’s betrayal at siding with her sleaze ball husband when he molested me and her taking out her life’s disappointments on me. From fair-weather friends flitting away in the breeze when the next boyfriend came calling. From my first boyfriend cheating on me. That was the only way I knew how to stop the heartache. But there were times in your life when you had to face your demons, and now was one of them, even if it was a damn dream. I was still connected to Byron’s cord, reading his feelings, his perspective, and I doubted there’d be any difference if we were really sitting with each other.

      “I won’t,” I replied, biting my lip, finding this one of the hardest things I’d ever had to say.

      “I mean it, Locke.” Byron’s eyes turned dark and serious.

      My hands shook so hard I almost dropped my mug. “I know.”

      “I’ve had some time to think,” he said. “It’s not like I have anything else to do in this hellhole dream world. Athena’s put some things into perspective.”

      “Athena?” The goddess of war, wisdom and strategy was the last person I’d expect on my side, arguing my case.

      “She’s like my own personal psychologist,” he said, smiling so perfectly it took my breath away. “It’s not that she doesn’t like you, Locke. She doesn’t think you’re right for me. I need reliability, stability and support.”

      It felt like a bomb had exploded in my stomach. She was right. I wasn’t exactly reliable in tight spots, and I had a history of running at the first sign of danger. Stability might not be my best friend when I was still at college and worked irregular hours. Didn’t the fact that I’d lived in the same apartment for two years demonstrate some stability? As for support, I’d been there plenty for Byron, and he for me, and I certainly supported myself. But I think he meant it more in a way of strength and encouragement, the two things we both had never received from our parents. I could do that if he wanted it. I’d try for him. Perhaps Athena saw me incapable of those things. Maybe she knew me better than I knew myself.

      Growing up, my mum had hammered it into me that I wasn’t worthy of love. No one would want me. I’d end up alone and bitter like her. Running away from commitment, from friendships, from anything that tugged on my heartstrings seemed symptomatic of that programming. Maybe that was just who I was. Maybe Eros had chosen me to fix others, but curing myself just wasn’t in the cards.

      “Who am I to go against the goddess of wisdom?” I said, standing and pacing toward the coffee table.

      “Athena might know what’s in my mind,” Byron said, blocking me from leaving.

      Fuck. I was doing it again. Running when I didn’t feel good enough. Running when things got too hard. Athena was right. I was no good for Byron.

      “But she doesn’t know what’s in my heart,” he finished, and I almost burst into tears hearing those words. “Only you do, goddess of love.”

      I huffed a laugh. Goddess…far from it. But I wasn’t an avatar. Not like the rest of them. That was still a point of contention needing clarification. As far as I was concerned, I possessed the powers of Cupid, without the connection to the god which all the avatars had.

      Even with his words, I couldn’t bring myself to look at him. Inside him a battle waged between his heart and mind. Despite our differences, what made us bad for each other, he still cared for me. Love was something you couldn’t fight or deny. If anything, Cupid had taught me it was to hold onto the things you loved. I’d be damned if Athena came between Byron and I again.

      “Come here.” He took my coffee away, set both our mugs on the table and then pulled me over for a kiss, his hand cupping my cheek.

      For all that Byron and I had done, including some pretty sexy things together, this was as sweet as honey. Just like saying hello, my goodness, I missed you, don’t ever leave again. My chest ached at thinking about having to return to the underworld. At least now I had a way to spend some time with him. But for how long?

      The way Byron kissed me was intense, direct and needy. Not like how Rane kissed me, like an animal about to pounce on me, claim me as his and devour me afterward. Or the way Mads took his time, teasing me, using his tongue expertly for maximum pleasure. But that was fine, because they each had their own way of loving me. All three of them were so different, but at the bottom of it, it was all love, all perfect.

      Apparently, even in dreams or psychic connections you had to come up for air. Byron laughed a little, leaning back to examine me with a wonderfully content look on his face. I could see where his lips were a little redder from our kiss, and I touched my own, liking the sensitivity there.

      “God, this dream could go on forever for all I care,” he said softly.

      “That’s a funny thing for a dream to say,” I said with a slight smile.

      I loved this flirting. Hell, I loved him, and I wasn’t about to lose him again, no matter what some god thought. The gods weren’t perfect, neither were we, so who were they to judge when they’d had thousands of years of vindictive spats?

      “Okay,” I said, shaking my head. “It figures that I get to dream about the fucked-up love of my life, and it turns into some kind of bizarre speculation on what the nature of reality is. Typical.”

      Something set off alarm bells in my head, and I reached over to take his hand, suddenly frightened I might lose him at any moment. Our hands clasped together felt as real as the kiss, the coffee, the mug and couch. But I knew this moment wouldn’t last forever. I still had to escape the underworld. He had to escape the prison the dark suits had him in. With or without my help.

      Once he finished chuckling, he asked, “So, have you found a way out of the underworld yet? Besides whatever this is?”

      I could have cursed his methodical mind. Of course he would ask that.

      “You’re the goddess of wisdom; you tell me,” I replied, giving him a little of his own medicine from earlier. My sass earned me a slap on my ass. “Fine. I’ve got a tip. I’m testing it tomorrow.”

      “That’s more like it,” Byron said.

      “You know, Mads knows the way inside the land of the dead,” I told him.

      Byron squeezed me tighter. “That dirty cretin.”

      “Such harsh words.” I smiled. “Don’t tell Rane, okay? He’ll break Mads’ face. I like his face. It’s handsome.”

      Pain stung Byron’s face for a moment. “You like him too?”

      “I like all of you equally,” I said, running my hands through his hair, but he pushed me away.

      “You called me the love of your life earlier.”

      “You’re getting mad at me again?”

      “I’m confused, that’s all.”

      “The avatar of the goddess of wisdom is confused?”

      Byron’s grip on me faltered and he stepped away. “Locke, I’m serious.”

      I wrapped my arms around his neck, not wanting to lose him again. “You still are the love of my life. That never changed.”

      I called to his golden cord, making it flare with magic, hoping he might be able to see the same way Hades had caught me checking on Persephone’s. Byron’s eyes widened, the gold lightening his dark pupils.

      “This connects our hearts,” I told him, caressing it lovingly in one hand. “But I have three of them. One for Rane and Mads too. I don’t know why they’re there because I’ve never read them. I promised Rane I would never look without his permission, and I’m too scared to read the other two.”

      Technically I’d read a little of Byron’s, but only in the heat of the moment, and to understand where he was coming from moments earlier.

      “For some reason I have a connection to all three of you,” I continued. “I can’t help that. Either this Cupid power has made my heart greedy, or I’m turning into a slut.”

      “You’re not a slut,” he said, pressing his forehead against mine.

      “Then what am I?” I asked, pulling away to search his dark eyes and hoping he’d have the answer…or that Athena might.

      “You’re you,” he said. “Each one of us speaks to your heart in a different way.”

      Yeah. I liked that. Sensible. Wise. Truth.

      “All I know is that I’ve got to find a way back to you,” I said, “or I’m going to go crazy.”

      Byron shook his head. “I don’t want to talk about that right now. You’re here. With me. And I want to enjoy you all to myself.”

      In my heart, I understood the depth behind his words. He wanted to fuck me. I desperately wanted that too. But how was that going to work if I was some sort of ethereal being, only present in solid form until the connection between our cords broke? Guess we’d find out soon.
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      Locke

      

      I sighed as Byron’s hands rested briefly on my sides and then slid forward to cup my breasts. He supported me while squeezing my breasts with increasing strength, and I leaned back against him, aware of his power. When he started to pluck firmly at my nipples, I bit down to stop the soft cry in my throat, but he didn’t cease until they were hard.

      He wasn’t gentle with me, but I didn’t want that, not with him. Gentle was for someone else at another point in time. One hand dragged short nails along the side of my sensitive breast while the other drifted down to the fluffy hair between my legs. At his urging, I spread my legs and tilted my hips forward, giving him the access that he wanted. Two sturdy fingers slid along my slit until even I could smell how aroused I was getting, and it wasn’t until I was thrusting my hips against his hand that he brought those fingers to my aching clit.

      All it would have taken was a few deeper strokes before I’d be coming all over him. Instead, he pulled back, stepping away so quickly that I stumbled. I had barely righted myself when he knotted his hand in my hair, dragging me up to face him. I felt a chill of amazingly delicious fear rush down to my core before he spoke.

      “Do you want to come tonight, Locke?” Byron asked me, his dark eyes blazing with desire.

      “Yes!” I panted, reaching for him.

      “Then you’re going to do exactly as I say,” he warned with a firmness bordering on gruff. “Or I’m going to make sure that you don’t. I will touch you, and lick you, and finger you, but I’m going to keep you there all night unless you do what I say.” A slight and determined smile whisked across his face.

      I swallowed hard at his order, hungry for whatever it was he had planned. Byron liked to be totally in charge, and that was fine with me. The low thrum of heat deep in my body would make me listen extra carefully to his every command to make sure we both got what we wanted.

      “On the bed. On all fours.” His voice cracked like a whip, doing wild things to my body.

      Aching for him to touch me once more, I scampered into his bedroom and onto the bed, immediately taking my position just as he’d told me to do. Heat pooled in my core as I waited for him to enter. He took his time, strolling in slowly, gaze drifting along my waiting body. The bastard made me wait longer as he opened one drawer by his bedside, removing something.

      “So beautiful like this, Locke,” he said hoarsely, coming to my side and stroking my cheek. “I think you look your best when you’re bent and waiting for me.”

      An echo of him saying something similar to me trembled through me, and I quivered like a dog waiting for a bone. By Byron’s tone, he sounded as if he were commenting on a piece of art, and for some reason that objectification made me hotter than before. Gently, he spread my knees until they were set wider than my hips. Then he pressed a hand between my shoulder blades to push me down on my elbows, my forehead resting on my crossed wrists. It was an incredibly vulnerable position, open to him and everything he might want to do with me, but he seemed to like me this way. Back in the desert, he’d position me in exactly the same way for maximum pleasure for his cock to reach to my furthest depths.

      Slowly, he inched my dress up my back, exposing my skin.

      “No underwear,” he murmured, and I peeked back to see him sucking his finger before running it along my clit. “Just the way I like it.”

      A whimper welled in my throat and I let it out.

      “Look,” he said, holding a small purple object in front of me. It was shaped like a cone, but the wide end shrunk suddenly to a narrow neck before flaring out again into a wide disk.

      My belly clenched with fear and lust, and I nearly pressed my legs together again.

      “Do you know what this is for?” he asked.

      My throat was so dry I had to swallow twice before I could force out a reply. “Yes.”

      “Tell me.”

      I liked the way he made me answer him. It sent an extra pulsing flush of heat to my core when I forced the words out of my mouth.

      “It’s a butt plug,” I responded dutifully.

      I’d worked a phone sex line before all of this god stuff had started, and I knew my way around a few sex toys.

      “Very good,” Byron praised. “And what am I going to do with it?”

      I swallowed hard. “You’re going to put it in my ass.”

      “Why?”

      God, did he get off on hearing me spell it out for him? To talk dirty? Well, I had plenty of practice at that. Plus, I was willing to do anything to feel him inside of me again.

      “Possibly to get me ready for you to fuck me there,” I replied. “Or because you want it there while you do other things.”

      His chuckle was deep and full of promise. I wasn’t about to resist unless I knew it was something I didn’t want to do.

      “Clever girl,” he said, patting me on the ass before rubbing the plug over my soaking wet slit, gathering up that moisture until it was almost unbelievably smooth and sleek.

      In anticipation of what he was about to do, I grabbed at the sheets, bracing to be filled and fucked and made to come over and over again until I forgot my own name. Then he pulled it away briefly, and I whined with disappointment, making him laugh again.

      “Be patient…” he purred.

      The tip of the plug rested against my anus, lubricated with my own wetness, and I groaned as he pressed it forward. A burning sensation accompanied the plug’s descent inside me, and I breathed as deeply as I could. I appreciated that he wasn’t rough, but he was not going to stop unless I called a halt to things, and that was the last thing I wanted to do. For a moment I was sure I couldn’t take anymore, and just when the stretch of the plug hurt too much, my body closed around it and the disc at the end, preventing it from sliding any deeper.

      “Tell me how that feels,” Byron ordered, and I could have smacked him for sounding as cavalier about it as if he had been inquiring about someone else’s lunch.

      “How do you think it feels?” I snapped, and he laughed even as his hand landed a hefty smack on my rear. It stung for just a moment, but I wanted more.

      Byron landed another blow, and then another. Each one jostled the plug inside me, making me clench my legs and rock against the bed. The sting on my flesh prickled, but so did the warmth rising from deep inside me. I didn’t have to think when I was with him. All I had to do was please him because he would please me.

      He paused for a moment, resting his hand possessively on the back of my neck. “Try again. How does it feel?”

      “Tight,” I muttered at last. “Full. Like it’s almost too much.”

      Byron ran a firm hand along my spine. “Is it too much?”

      “No, it’s not,” I replied. “And now I want…”

      “What?”

      “You know,” I whined and then yelped at another blow to my rear.

      “I don’t.” He was the type that liked to play little games to extract what I wanted out of me.

      “I want you to fuck me,” I blurted out, and he sucked in his breath.

      “I’m going to,” he assured after a few moments. “But first I want something else.”

      He returned to his bedside drawers and removed what looked like a whip with few long strands.

      “What the hell, Byron?”

      “Believe me, this isn’t a punishment.” He smiled like a cunning fox about to dine on a chicken, and I was his prey. “If it was, you would know it.”

      I whimpered a little, imaging what a crack from it might feel like.

      “No, this is for me,” he said, gripping the whip end with his other palm. “Because you’ll be even more beautiful when you are squirming about.”

      After his last words, he brought the whip down across my rear, making me yelp. As with the spanking, the sting was fast, the heat spiking on my backside. This time, he let the fire build before he drew back his arm to strike once more. I cried out again.

      When I grew up, I had suffered a lot of different pain in my life because people tried to hurt me, tried to make me talk, or were just being careless with me. This was different. This was pain that was happening solely because Byron enjoyed spanking, and there was nothing wrong with that unless he wanted to hurt me.

      Hands knotted in the sheets, I wiggled from side to side, causing my body to contract around the plug. Suddenly I was even more aware of how wet I was, how much my desire from earlier had turned into something that blazed through me. I was ready to beg him to tear off his own clothes and come stand behind me, to place his rough hands around my waist and drag me back towards him.

      “Take off the shirt,” Byron ordered. “Show yourself to me.”

      That was harder. I liked my body well enough, but I knew I was nothing much to compare to the beauties of the ages. I was on the short side, curvy, with brown hair that curled slightly to my shoulders and was badly in need of a trim. As I slid the silk slowly off of my shoulders, I felt aware of my body in a way I hadn't been before—aware of the heaviness of my breasts, the slight hang of my belly, the way the cold caused goosebumps to rise on my skin.

      I turned my head to find Byron watching me with a hungry smile on his lips, like I was good enough to eat, and it made my breath hitch slightly. His desire sparked mine, and if it wasn’t quenched, I might explode.

      If he were Rane, I would be pulled into a rough and tumble embrace, and Mads would have teased me forever. Byron...well, my beloved Byron loved to be in charge, but there was something yielding in him as well, something that loved both ends of the whip so to speak. Passion ran deep inside him, only roaring to the surface when he allowed it to do so.

      In seconds, he was free of his clothes, his gorgeous, toned body on display, his cock standing to attention. He crawled onto the bed behind me, teasing me with his cock, prodding it against my slick lower lips for just a moment before sinking inside me with a groan. The feeling of utter fullness and possession made me moan. Briefly, he cupped his hand over the back of my neck again, but this time the gesture was oddly sweet, almost apologetic. Soon Byron was pushing into me, driving deeper over and over again with a single-minded purpose that drove me right out of my head. Pleasure crested higher and higher, and soon I forgot everything as my body tensed, chasing after the climax that he had promised me. But I stretched it out, resisting just a little to make it even more intense. I think he could tell what I was doing, and with a growl, he reached around my hip and down, finding my clit with a crude touch.

      “I want you to writhe on my cock,” he growled, and another rough swat on my backside was all that it took.

      A gasping wail escaped my throat at how good it felt, and then it was abruptly too much for my body. I felt as if I had been hit by lightning. Everything was shock and pleasure, and I cried out while seeing stars. Byron tensed, roaring as he came inside me as well. My pleasure was so intense that I think I blacked out for a minute. When my awareness returned, his body was resting against my back before he gently pulled away from me, even as I complained.

      “Come on, Locke,” he said, lifting me.

      I muttered a protest, but he carried me to the bathroom where he pulled me into the shower with him. Under the warm water, he pushed me to lean against the walls with my back to him, and I winced as his strike marks burned on my rear. I shifted a little as he pulled the plug out and dropped it on the floor. His tender kisses on my shoulders and the back of my neck almost undid me again as he washed me.

      “Are you all right?” he asked finally, and I turned to face him.

      Hell, if he hurt me, I’d have let him know. All he wanted was for us both to have a good time.

      “I’m good,” I replied, running my fingers along his chest where it was flushed red from his orgasm. “I feel like I should be asking the same of you.”

      He smiled a little at that, shrugging with one shoulder. “Are you sure you want to be asking that of someone who just beat your ass red?”

      I waved off his question. “That was then, and we’re not playing right now.”

      Byron gave me a gentle kiss on the forehead as he switched off the shower then dried me off just the way he liked it, with gentle dabs of his towel.

      “You know, we can’t stay here all day,” he said all of a sudden, bringing me crashing back to reality.

      And just like that, as if reality bowed to his command, the scenery around me dulled. Byron’s form blurred as if he were about to float away.

      “Shit, Byron,” I snapped, angry at him. “Why’d you have to say that?”

      “What’s the matter?” His voice was sharp, like he hadn’t noticed everything change around us.

      “What the hell? You’re fading!” I threw my arms around him in a sudden panic. “Byron… Byron! Don’t you dare! You stay right the fuck here you…”

      I had just barely found him again with the assistance of my Cupid powers. Fate couldn’t be so cruel to tear us apart again. Not my best friend, my lover, the one I trusted most in this world. I refused. Despite clinging to him as hard as I could, he still faded away, yanked from me like some sick joke. Then I was alone, and a tight sob welled in my chest. It was too much. I knew that no matter what happened, I loved Byron, possibly had for years. What the two of us had went back beyond this idiocy of the gods, and I could not, would not, lose him.

      Right then, my cord flung me back into my bed and I bounced on it as if I’d been shaken awake from a dream. The silkiness of the pillow caressed my cheek while the chill of one hand outside of the covers drew my attention. For one brief and horrifying moment, I thought that I had had a stroke or something; at least, I couldn’t move any part of me. Then I woke up fully with a start, sitting up in bed to candles flickering on my bedside and a fire lit in the hearth of my fireplace.

      There was no trace of anything out of the ordinary. It was the same room that I had been given when I’d arrived. I shook my head, refusing to accept that it had been a dream. It was too vivid by far for that. Byron had felt too real in my head, but that meant…

      Oh god, that meant that he needed me.

      A month ago, I had come to the underworld because I’d thought it was the best thing to do to get Byron, Mads, and Rane and all the others to safety. Locke Casey wasn’t one for heroic sacrifice, but we’d been seriously running out of options, and the drastic measure had seemed like the right thing to do at the time. Foolish me had thought that once I’d gotten them out, that would be the end of it, and they’d all live happy and secure lives.

      But what if my sacrifice hadn’t saved a damned thing? Byron said he was still asleep on a cold slab. Where the hell was he? Were Mads and Rane under threat too? At the same place as Byron?

      Fire snapped through my veins. Had Hades tricked me? Told me he was going to make everything right and then kidnapped me as a plaything? Was he that desperate for company after his love had left him? Did he think I might make a suitable companion? He hadn’t made any untoward gestures to me. Or did he just like to collect souls?

      My hands fisted and punched the bed on either side of my legs. There was a reason they always said you could only rely on death and taxes. The former was sleeping down the hall. I didn’t want to imagine the lord of the dead as some low-level demon who fudged on the rules and made you damn yourself. But I couldn’t help it.

      Mads had warned me about Hades—said he didn’t care about anything. Now I finally understood what Mads meant. I wanted to kick myself for not being clearer regarding our bargain. My deal with Hades was to get my men safely out of the catacombs. Idiot me had left out any mention of them being protected after that.

      Now something else was going on, and I was trapped in the underworld while it did.

      I curled up in the bed and tried to go back to sleep. Perhaps I would get another visitation with Byron, or maybe I would meet Rane or Mads. Who knew? With the powers I was still discovering, it was possible.

      At first, I was so tense that I tossed and turned for a while. I had always been just a little bit of an insomniac, but the stress of the situation coupled with the sheer not knowing wasn’t helping whatsoever. Of course, it would have helped if I could go to sleep at all. I had a big day of exploring tomorrow. So, I lay in bed keeping my eyes resolutely closed until the light returned to the white sky outside as I prepared for my escape from the underworld.
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      Locke

      

      I rose early in the morning, dressing in my old clothes that I’d worn into the underworld with a feeling of grim determination sinking in my bones. I was going to have to run fast in order to escape the sleepless servants drifting through the palace or the eye of Hades.

      This is going to suck, I thought before I set off.

      I’d never been the world’s most active person. My old jobs usually kept me sitting in front of the phone, whether I was telling love fortunes or getting dudes off; I’d always hated P.E or any kind of physical activity. Plus my boobs were generous enough that they’d bounce with each step, and I wasn’t exactly wearing a fitness bra. Alas, I wasn’t doing this for my health; I was doing this to save Byron and stop the dark suits once and for all.

      Eros help me get back to my men.

      Armed with the items I’d wrapped in a sheet last night and fashioned into a sling that crossed my chest, I strode over to the doorway. Pausing at the wall, I pressed my back to the cold marble, listening—not that I could really hear the ghosts silently floating down the hallways. I peeked around the wall, finding the passage all but empty except for the vines winding around the columns and along the ceiling, a haunting reminder of Persephone’s touch.

      Uneasiness trembled inside of me as I continued, determined to break out of this place. I hoped if any of the servants noticed my departure, they’d think nothing of it considering I often left the palace to explore the underworld. But I never took a bundle of sheets with me.

      Confidence swelled in me as I started to jog through the halls of the palace. A burning pain in my lungs and calves stopped me several embarrassing minutes later. I hunched over, leaning on my knees, sucking in deep breaths.

      “Dammit, Locke,” I swore. “You’re getting on the treadmill once we get home.”

      Knowing me, I probably wouldn’t really inflict that kind of torture on myself, but it was damn good motivation to inspire my ass.

      Panting like an exhausted farm dog, I pressed on, hauling my ass out of the palace. After a while, I learned to ignore the pain. I descended the stone stairs down to the fields below in a semi-daze. An hour or so later, I’d crossed the fields, picking flowers, plucking their petals, adopting the good old he loves me, he loves me not as a distraction tool. I was happy to report it worked for the first five minutes. But then an unsettling feeling swamped me; I kept checking over my shoulder, convinced I was being followed.

      Light crept over the darkened palace, highlighting the gold and encrusted jewels of the exterior façade. Columns supported tall arches and domes. Curtains ruffled in the breeze on the balconies. Creepy statues like the ferryman and his boat were carved into the stone walls. None of them were as ominous as the depiction of Hades himself, seated atop his throne, watching over the underworld. God, it made me shiver. It was like he was frowning at me, disapproving of my escape, judging my soul.

      At that thought, I picked up my pace, bulleting into the foothills.

      I didn’t know how long this journey would take me, but I assumed it wouldn’t be easy. Persephone had escaped; surely Hades would have made the exit tunnel even more difficult to reach, set it across terrain not meant for mortals. Dammit, I was going to make it, even if the journey killed me. At least then the next avatar of Cupid could tell stories about my adventure to save my lost loves. But then again, how sad would I sound, a lone mortal girl going to rescue her men. Wasn’t I the one who should be rescued? Curse the dark suits!

      By what I assumed was mid-afternoon, I stopped at the edge of a stream to rest. A warm breeze carried through the vibrant forest decorated in leaves of all sorts of colors, like a beautiful painting. Lounging back on a long rock, I nibbled on the fruits I’d packed. I didn’t dare try any of the fruits or mushrooms on offer throughout the forest floor in case I ended up like Snow White or something.

      My legs, feet and ankles ached; I rubbed them after my meager meal. Luckily I’d swapped my palace sandals for the boots I’d worn into the underworld, but they weren’t exactly made for hiking. Still, they were the best I had.

      So far, I hadn’t encountered any deadly animals, thank Eros, or anything else threatening. Souls of the dead tended to mind their own business, which was handy. I’d seen a few, gave them a nod and kept moving on.

      After a brief repose, I set off again. The faces of my men inspired me to keep going. I held them in the forefront on my mind the whole way.

      It seemed like the day stretched forever, and my breaks extended longer as I need more time to recover. Let’s face it, I wasn’t the hiking type. This wasn’t going to be a quick and easy exit. Still, I kept dragging myself forward, even as the bell tolled and night set in. Finally, I collapsed beside a log, lost in the never-ending wilderness, a deep ache radiating from my overworked muscles, my feet blistered to hell and back as the cold leached all the warmth from my bones. I was too weak to eat, so I just lay down using the log to prop me up.

      Pretty soon I fell into a deep sleep, letting it carry me away. When I woke, it felt like I’d only had about three hours of sleep; I was dazed for a moment or two and tried to recover my bearings, register my surroundings. The first thing I realized was the delicious warmth from a fire crackling beside me. The second thing was that something smelled amazing; it teased my nostrils, begging to be eaten.

      I sat up straight, staring at the fire and wondering who had lit it. I scrambled backwards, almost toppling over the log, when my brain finally put together that it was Hades who tended to the flames, poking at a twisting roast on a spit.

      I might have expected to see Rane grilling food over a fire, or maybe even Mads if he was desperate, but not Byron. Definitely not Hades—that was beyond strange. He was a giant of a man, albeit pretty elegant-looking. And he shouldn’t be here…the only reason he roasted people was to punish them.

      Fuck. He’d busted me. I gulped, wondering if he had come to punish me for my attempted escape. Yep. This was my eternal damnation. I was about to be sliced up and sautéed for his meal! Or thrown into the pits of hell and inflicted with every known eternal torture possible.

      Well, no reason to anticipate something awful before it happened…

      “Heya,” I said, sitting up with a yawn and trying to play it cool, like I’d innocently wandered too far and gotten lost. “Did you come out to drag me back to the palace?”

      Hades smiled at me just a little bit. “No. I was worried about you.”

      Worried? Maybe I’d pegged him all wrong. At the dinner table last night, he’d expressed concern that I hadn’t eaten. But don’t tell me that was the only reason why he came all the way out here. Surely the lord of the dead knew all. I was his prisoner, and he had to make sure I didn’t run. Right?

      “Aww,” I cooed, playing nice. “Did you have to say it like that? Now I feel guilty.”

      “Mission accomplished, I suppose.” Wow. Hades using modern slang. Who’d have thought?

      I squinted at him a little. “How long did you say that you’ve been the god, Hades, again? That sounded suspiciously modern.”

      I already knew the answer since Mads had told me that the avatar of Hades and the actual god had merged into one being. Delay tactics one oh one…not that I was getting far with the lord of the underworld sitting close by…but hey.

      He shrugged, unperturbed. “Some things are eternal, I guess. We like to express both our sides once in a while.”

      Handy fact. Dually noted.

      “Come here,” Hades ordered, something primal about his words. “I cooked some food.”

      Well if I was about to be thrown into the pits of hell, why not enjoy my last meal?

      A metal skewer zapped into his fingers, materialized from thin air, which he jabbed into the meat then removed it. I’ll be damned. What a trick. The skewer was almost full of meat with very little effort.

      “Eat this,” Hades said, handing me the skewer.

      Because I had been an idiot and gone all day eating only fruits, I was ravenous. The meat dripped with juices, and my mouth watered for its sustenance.

      “Ouch,” I whispered, foolishly burning my mouth a few times while stripping the meat from the metal. God it was delicious, expertly singed and salted. I sighed as the nutrients hit my body. Just what I needed. If only Cupid knew how to cook like that.

      Sitting opposite me by the fire, the smoke curling around us both, was a god. A god equipped to dish out my worst nightmares every night for the rest of my eternal existence. Then, I remembered that I was a god too. Not quite equals—nowhere near it—but something made me feel as if maybe I could take him on. If Hades laid a finger on me, all I had to do was mess with his cord. But I only reserved that trick for extreme circumstances.

      Before I realized I was thirsty, from both the trekking and the salty meat, Hades pushed a goblet of water at me.

      “Thanks,” I said, sniffing it first before drinking.

      When I was finally full, and I looked up to see Hades candidly watching me from the other side of the fire. His head tilted to one side, and a surprisingly gentle expression formed on his face. In a way, he reminded me of an affectionate father who was about to scold me for doing something naughty.

      “So…” I said, putting my goblet down and preparing myself for what was next. “Are you going to like scream at me or strap me to a spinning wheel that never stops?”

      He quirked an eyebrow at me and twisted his lips in a dark way. “Would you like me to?”

      “Not now.” I didn’t explain it any more than that.

      Hades sighed, nodding. “I knew I couldn’t keep you forever.”

      I almost dropped the remaining meat in my hand and sat up straighter. “You did?”

      “Hmm.” More tools appeared at his feet, and Hades dipped a brush into a pot then basted the meat in a glaze. “I might have done so if you were dead or if you had died down here.”

      I shivered a little at the touch of coldness in his tone. What would this man even be like with the woman he genuinely loved?

      Before my brain could catch up and trap the words within me, I blurted them. “I have to get back to them. They’re captive. You understand, don’t you?”

      “I fulfilled my end of the bargain, Locke.” Hades tone turned dark. “You must, too.”

      Sometimes bargains were meant to be broken, especially when love called for it. I bet plenty of the gods broke their agreements, which was why they all bickered with each other.

      “Just let me out to save them,” I said. “Then I’ll return, I promise.”

      Of course, I lied. Once I was back with my men, I had no intention of returning. Surely Athena had some knowledge on how to get me out of this deal. Maybe I could find some twisted individual to swap places with… not that Hades would want someone like that for company… but technically, it fulfilled my promise of a sacrifice to the lord of the dead.

      Hades gave me a look that was both cold and amused. Tremors coursed through me. The way he stuck his hand into the flames to remove a piece of meat without it affecting him showed he could just as easily throw me in the eternal flames for attempting to break my oath.

      “Would you care to strike another bargain with me, Locke?” he asked, his voice as dark and deadly as the day he’d heeded my call in the Paris catacombs. “We’ve already made one. Most people really don’t care to take on another debt with the lord of the underworld.”

      Yes, that would be suicidal overconfidence. For the love of everything good, don’t you dare, Locke.

      “Thanks, but no thanks,” I replied.

      Right then Hades grabbed his head; the outline of his body blurred and shook as he struggled to hold his physical form.

      “The voices!” he shouted. “I can’t control them. All the dead wailing at once.”

      This was the sickness afflicting the gods caused by Eros’ disappearance. Hades could no longer control his powers and the loss of Eros drove him mad.

      Another reason for me to leave the underworld, find my men, and figure out what the hell had happened to the god of love.

      I was by Hades’ side instantly, my hands on his shoulders to hold him steady.

      “You know I must leave,” I said, brushing away beads of sweat from his forehead. “I need to find Eros. If I don’t, this will kill you.”

      When Hades looked at me, his eyes were strained with dismay. “I’m dead already.”

      Pity rumbled through me as his misery spiked with each word. Without his long-lost love, he was just as empty as I was without the three threads connecting me, holding me together. Even with the powers of Cupid, I didn’t know if she’d ever return to him, and perhaps that wasn’t for me to know. But what I did know was that they were inextricably bound like I was to Byron, Mads and Rane. Somehow Hades and Persephone would find each other again. What remained was the question that I dared not ask him for fear it might alight hope within him. What if she did return, but only for the sake of closure? For her to appear in front of him again only to close that door would crush him. Give him hope only to shred it. I could not speak it to life. Then it would be my name he cursed. My death he craved. My eternal punishment he’d deliver.

      Hades’ hands cradled the sides of my face. “Do you understand how the land of the dead works, Locke?”

      “No,” I replied, reciprocating the tender act.

      His eyes closed and released a sigh. In the catacombs, he’d told me he hadn’t been touched in two hundred years. No wonder his heart had frozen over.

      “You, your men,” Hades said, “were intended for the underworld.”

      At this, my hands shook. I gasped and let go of the lord of the dead.

      “Someone must pay the price and return to the underworld in lieu of their lives.” Hades voice held a clipped warning to it. “Your life.”

      “Dammit,” I cursed.

      A hundred thoughts raced through my mind, visions of all four of us burning in hellfire, me especially for sleeping with three men and not having committed relationships with any of them.

      “Otherwise, my realm will remain out of balance.”

      “Fantastic,” I said.

      Locke Casey doesn’t just give in to chance. She was going to find a way around this deal. But I drew the line at murdering someone else in my stead.

      “Does it have to be me? Us?”

      “Not necessarily.” Right then Hades’ cord flared a bright green; I knew for whom his heart wished to be returned in my place. She might never return to him, but he was never going to stop waiting.

      Sure, I could track down Persephone, infuse a little love back into her cord, and encourage her back to the underworld. But that was coercion, equivalent to a forced marriage, and tricking the poor woman all over again. Something I refused to be a part of.

      “I’ll see what I can do,” I lied with every ounce of my heart.

      I don’t know what changed Hades’ mind or why he waved a hand, causing the rock to rumble and shift. The ground opened up for me. A staircase appeared at the mouth of a tunnel; it was just wide enough for me to touch either wall with my arms spread wide and tall enough that I wouldn’t bash my head on the ceiling.

      “Don’t try to hide from me, Locke,” Hades warned. “I can always find you.”

      My bowels turned to water; I think I peed my pants a little. I tried to cover up my fear with a joke. “Don’t suppose you could just magic me upside, could you? I’m not much of a climber.”

      “I’m certain you can. You made it all the way here, didn’t you?” Was that a subtle mindfuck? Did he want me to doubt myself so I’d give up and beg him to take me back? Wasn’t happening. In this lifetime or the next. Either way, I’d get back to my men.

      “Right…” My voice trailed off.

      God, the prospect of climbing after such an exhausting day almost made me puke. I had enough lactic acid in my muscles to last me a lifetime. But when I reminded myself of why I came down here in the first place, to exchange my life for the lives of my lovers—which were spared for like five minutes—a fire set alight underneath my feet. I’d do whatever it took to get back to them… except dying—then I’d be back at square one with Hades and looking like a real fool.

      Chance played a big part in Hades letting me go. I needed more than luck to rescue my men, find Eros, restore Olympus and get my one-way ticket out of the underworld.

      “Take these,” Hades said as a bag materialized in his hand.

      “Thank you,” I said, accepting it and examining the contents, another water canteen, meat wrapped in cloth and trail mix.

      “I won’t mention our little arrangement,” I said. Hades titled his head in acknowledgement. “And I won’t tell a soul of your kindness in order to preserve your reputation.”

      At that Hades chuckled, a deep and mournful laugh that hummed through my body.

      “Good luck, Locke. We will be seeing each other again. I look forward to your humor.”

      Fuck. There he was again with his ominous reminders drilling into my skull. Well, I’d changed the course of history once, interfering people’s lives in the process. I had no doubt that I could do it again for my own. The power of Eros flowed through me. I wasn’t entirely helpless. Somewhere inside of me existed a solution, and I wouldn’t stop until I found it.

      I shouldered the bag. Then, on an unexplainable impulse, I threw my arms around Hades. The lord of the underworld tensed as if I’d surprised him. I suppose he’d seen all kinds of terrible shit humans were capable of inflicting on each other and hadn’t expected the kind gesture. Yet, beneath all that terror and death lay a heart of gold… literally, the green cord connecting him to the one being that reminded him of happiness was his core. Hades relaxed and gave me a hug in return. Before I could tarnish his reputation too terribly, he stepped back and vanished, leaving me with the bag of supplies and a long walk in front of me.

      All right then. Time to get back in the game before Hades changed his mind.
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      Mads

      

      I told Locke not to trust him. That cold-hearted prick, Hades. He’d screwed us over just like I thought he would.

      Get us out of the catacombs. Pft! What a joke.

      Sure, one minute we were surrounded and trapped underground, but then Locke was taken from us in the space of a breath. The next moment, Rane, myself and the five sleeping avatars were outside of the compound and above ground. War Hammer and I thought we were scot-free, and I’m a pretty good judge of escaping tense situations. That is, until another van pulled up carrying a backup battalion to blow up the wall underground to get to the avatars. Suffice to say we were trapped once more, cuffed and forced to kneel on the cold Parisian stone. The sleeping avatars on the ground beside us were loaded into the vans and hauled away to a new location.

      Why didn’t Locke listen to me? The foolish, headstrong, crazy woman made the deal with Hades anyway, thinking he’d honor it. Then she descended into the underworld like some gullible child chasing a lollipop from a kidnapper. Vanished from my life for good. The love of my days; the one woman who made me feel like part of a family again.

      “Get in the vehicle!” a soldier barked at me while jabbing a gun into my back, which prompted me to stumble forward.

      The drug they’d given me, well, shot into my neck with a dart, burned in my veins, making me drowsy. I was helpless without my powers, which had vanished once Rane, Locke and I entered the Parisian city limits. This was such a big mistake. We should never have come here. I had the right philosophy when I looked after numero uno. At least that never got me captured.

      Two soldiers dressed in dark camouflage gear seized me by the arms and dragged me up the steps and into the van, throwing me into the seat.

      Fuck. I yanked at the handcuffs binding my wrists together.

      Beside me landed Rane, still with six darts in his neck and out cold. What had taken two to bring me to my knees in a fist fight took double for him. Bloody strong beast, I’d give him that.

      “You fucks are gonna pay for your little trick in the catacombs,” said another soldier, wiping the blood from his nose where I’d broken it.

      He spat on me, and I kicked the air near him, making them laugh. The drug had stolen all my coordination, and three of each of the soldiers spun in my vision. Pretty soon I’d be knocked out. I gave myself a few minutes before I succumbed to it.

      “Wait to see what he has in store for you,” the dick taunted. “Won’t have your little powers once he’s done.”

      “Who?” I slurred, more than mildly curious for any information I could glean to aid my plan on getting out of this little mess so I could do what I did best.

      “You’ll see,” they sneered.

      The van rocked from the soldiers slamming the door. I heard them get in up front before the engine groaned to life, its tires screeching as it ripped away from the curb.

      Where the hell were they taking us? Who was this mysterious person they were taking me to? How the heck was I getting out of this one?

      I didn’t get an answer as the drug sucked me into unconsciousness.

      

      ****

      

      I woke god knows how long later. Sunlight peeked under the cracks beneath the doors. The light hurt my eyes, and I squinted against it. My whole body felt lethargic and heavy, my thoughts slow like a computer from two thousand and one. Most likely a side effect from the drug wearing off.

      We’d been traveling some hours if it was morning. I wondered where we were. Somewhere in the French countryside?

      Something twitched and shifted beneath me. Mumbles burbled from someone inside the van.

      Rane. Fuck. I’d collapsed on him. When I glance down, his eyes were half lidded. Slobber dribbled down his mouth. He was still out of it. Best not to piss off the avatar of Ares unless I wanted fireballs for breakfast. Slowly I picked myself off him, leaning against the van’s wall for support.

      “Ge… offff her,” he mumbled.

      What was he trying to say? Get off? I already did. Get her? Get off her? Who? I glanced down. Only he and I were in the van.

      “Do you mean Locke?” I asked.

      Rane rolled his eyes slowly. “Ge… offff her.”

      “Don’t worry, War Hammer,” I said, shuffling over before resting Rane’s head in my lap. “Locke will be okay. If that dick Hades touches her, she knows how to defend herself.”

      “Noooo…” Rane huffed and gave up.

      “Let it wear off, War Hammer,” I said, patting his head, hoping to give him what little comfort I could afford. “I’ll think of a way out of this.”

      But instead of conjuring up some elaborate plan to trick the soldiers once they opened the doors, my mind drifted to Locke.

      Was she okay? Why didn’t she listen to me? When it came down to it, she didn’t care for me. She was just like everybody else, like all the groupies that hung off me for whatever they could get from me. All the young and beautiful girls wanting free passes into the exclusive clubs where they could be seen and grab the attention of managers, model scouts or movie executives. Just like all of the girls wanting to party on the yachts to take selfies and boast about it on their social media accounts. All of the girls wanting to be driven in expensive cars to pretentious restaurants where wankers served us up some ridiculously named dish that tasted like mud.

      The car rocked as if it had hit a pothole in the road. I lurched, my stomach jarring Rane, which caused him to grumble.

      “Don’t worry, buddy,” I reassured.

      Why did I have to fall for her? What was my heart thinking?!

      After my mom died of cancer and my dad was thrown in jail for a crime he didn’t commit, a part of my soul was torn from me. Filled with fury, I vowed never to care for anyone again—never to get emotionally invested in anyone else or let anyone close to me in case they were stolen from me. Oh, how I despised the world for taking my family from me. I’d cursed god and everyone on this Earth. That’s probably why Hermes chose me. Because I didn’t fear the wrath of Zeus or what he might do to me. Someone with nothing left to lose was a formidable adversary.

      That all changed when I met Locke, though. I don’t know if I blamed her Cupid powers for meddling with me, or if it was her own crazy, weird, irresistible magic. Regardless of who was to blame, my wounds had started to heal and the pain I’d buried deep down dissolved. Once I’d found her again after her four-month hiatus from anything pantheon related, I found myself wanting to be by her side whenever the moment allowed it. At first that frightened me. Wanting someone. A friend, a lover. I really meant it when I had said I’d help her if she needed it, to take her away from all the avatar business.

      Fuck, she had turned me into a helpless sap.

      What had she brought me from the moment we met? Nothing but trouble and heartache. But I couldn’t stop thinking about her. Wanting her. Needing her. And I didn’t think that madness had any correlation with Eros’ vanishing act.

      Maybe I was slowly going crazy. The pantheon believed me to be useless after I’d failed to track her down and find the threat lurking in the background, or even any trace of Eros’ mysterious disappearance from Olympus. Rane thought me to be a buffoon who just messed around and didn’t take my avatar duties seriously. Byron questioned me relentlessly in case my story might change, as if he suspected me of lying .

      Well fuck them all! I tried my hardest.

      At that moment, I heard snippets of conversations in my mind and I sat up straighter, listening closer. Hermes was talking with someone, but no one replied. The words repeated over and over. Messages to me.

      “Get out, my child,” he kept saying. “He’s back.”

      “Who’s back?” I asked in my head.

      But I couldn’t get a clear signal. My connection faded in and out like static scratching on a car radio. I attributed it to the drug’s residual effects or the fact that we’d left the Parisian city limits.

      “Hermes?” I glanced down at Rane who watched me, his eyes wider now, more awake and clearer.

      “I can’t help you this time.” The faint voice echoed in my head like bells of doom.

      Dammit. My patron, like the rest of the gods, was fickle and usually left me to my own devices besides the times when he really wanted something done. So when he abandoned me to my own fate, I knew shit really was hitting the fan.

      But, on the bright side, my powers were returning. Maybe I could use this to my advantage to get us out of this mess. With Rane by my side, we’d be unstoppable, and I pitied the poor fool who got in his way.

      “War Hammer,” I whispered. “Can you hear your god?”

      “Sares,” he mumbled thickly, his lips partially paralyzed until the drug wore off completely.

      “Never mind,” I dismissed, patting his head again, putting aside that idea for now.

      I focused my mind, stretching out my reach, searching for any piece of information I could get. Fragments flashed in my mind, but I was too foggy to get a clear picture. Highway signs, the writing on them blurred. Red dots on maps that people posted as they checked into various locations on social media. I tapped the side of my head, not that it did any good. Eventually I got a name.

      Tennessee.

      What the hell were we doing back in the US? How did we get back here? Obviously through dodgy back door channels and on a private plane. My stomach sunk to my toes. Who the hell were we dealing with here? The military had a lot of money, but when I’d checked their records, every cent was accounted for in their budget. Only off the record budgets like those pumped into black projects called for expenses like kidnapping avatars.

      Harnessing all the concentration I could muster, I honed in our location, checking the GPS on the soldier’s phones. The vans were approaching Arnold Air Force Base, Tennessee. If we were involved with an air force black project, then we were probably tied in with some freaky aliens and Area 51 shit, likely to be tortured and used as weapons against any foreign threat to the United States.

      The pit of my stomach tightened with dread. We needed to get our of here, and fast, before we were turned into lab rats and used as zombie soldiers or Manchurian Candidate assassins.

      The van slowed and took a right, heading down a bumpy road.

      “War Hammer!” I hissed and slapped Rane on the face. I shook him, trying to anger him enough to be ready for when the doors finally opened.

      “Mads,” he barked, but it still came out sloppy and drowsy.

      There was no way Rane was helping me fight our way out. He was in no state to do anything much. If I prodded him enough he might shoot off a few fireballs and kill us both by accident. Now it was all up to me to save the day. A huge feat for me when I wasn’t used to saving anyone’s skin but my own. When push came to shove, I wasn’t sure how I’d fare, especially if the other avatars were as groggy as Rane. I might have more power than the average human, I may slip out of tight spots with ease, but I couldn’t dodge bullets, and I certainly couldn’t carry six bodies. That left me with one option. Kill the driver and steal the van. But could I get out of an air force base without being blown up?

      Even then, things might go wrong with my plan. I needed a back up. After the way we’d left things with Haveron and Blake, I doubted the avatars of Poseidon and Zeus would come to our rescue. I only trusted one other person in this world besides myself.

      Locke. The crazy woman was whip smart, and I had every confidence that she’d find a way out of the underworld to get us the hell out of here. To reunite us. But to do so, I had to get a message to her.

      Normally it was Hermes’ job to cross the boundaries between the living and dead to deliver messages to the underworld. A difficult task when I was trapped in here however. Made even more difficult because I was half dizzy, muddled and groggy. But if we had any chance of survival, I had to penetrate the two worlds.

      “Locke, hear me you weird, crazy girl,” I called out inside my mind. “I know you can here me.”

      I waited for what seemed like an eternity for her response.

      Nothing. I tried again. And again. All with no luck.

      “Fuck,” I swore.

      The van lurched as it screeched to a halt. Voices shouted. Footfalls stomped outside the van.

      “Get them inside and strapped up,” ordered a man with a nasally voice.

      “Yes, sir,” one of the soldiers replied.

      My heart slammed into my sternum.

      Dammit. I was running out of time. Luckily I knew just the man who could help me. Call him somewhat of an old friend. One who owed me a favor. One who wasn’t trapped in the underworld, whose barriers I could not cross.

      Inside the building, I mentally fumbled along the corridor, following the ethernet cable to a security computer. There I plugged into it, typed an email, and sent it. It pinged on my friend’s end, registering as email two thousand and forty. All unread.

      Crap. Maybe he’d changed email address since last we spoke.

      I scanned the airwaves, hunting for his burner phone because I know he wouldn’t keep the same number for longer than a month.

      The front door of the van slammed shut.

      My chest heaved for air. I didn’t have much time.

      “Was happ’n?” Rane asked, but I ignored him.

      At a speed faster than any earthly computer, I pieced together data to trace my friend. I sent out a string of messages to all phones connected to it. All encoded in a language only he’d understand. With the last bit of air in my lungs, I hoped he’d get the message and help. I’d haunt the prick from the afterlife if he didn’t.

      Keys fumbled in the van’s lock.

      I scrambled to the side, positioning myself for the best vantage point.

      The door swung open wide.

      I called upon all the power I could muster, which at present accounted for about thirty percent. I threw it at the weapons and they melted. The soldiers hissed and let them drop to the ground.

      Another man stepped into view with a dart gun aimed at me. He shot and two more bolts struck me. One on the leg, another in my abdomen. Hot drugs lanced into my flesh, turning it dense and heavy like a dead leg.

      Dammit. I hadn’t anticipated that. There went my plan to escape. Good thing for my backup plan. I just hope it worked. Hope it got to Locke through my friend.

      The man smiled at me. “Hello, Mads, my old slippery little friend.”

      “I know you,” I slurred, my voice thick from the narcotic he’d injected. “You’re supposed to be dead.”

      “I have been for a long time,” taunted the man, a little weasel that I never trusted since meeting him four years earlier. “Once the girl completes my little plan and I’m finished with you, you’ll wish you were too.”
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      Locke

      

      Here’s the thing that you don’t necessarily remember when you’re in a relatively pleasant underground afterlife that is run by a guy who is nice enough to let you go, even if he is probably dicking with you. It’s the fact that you are in a deep underground where it’s dark, the air is stale, and there’s a butt load of stairs.

      A few steps into the tunnel, I’d left all of the light very firmly behind me. I didn’t care for the dark much. It evoked all my childhood nightmares of boogeymen beneath my bed that my mother dismissed as fanciful creations of my imagination.

      I scrambled in the murk, lifting my foot and toeing for the next step. It reminded me of vertigo. My mind swayed in the darkness. I couldn’t tell up from down and it didn’t take too long before my stomach dropped down to my knees. My breath came in short puffs as I groped for the wall, reaching for anything to steady me. I found a jagged edge and leaned against it as I sucked in panicked breaths.

      My mind started to race as thoughts of being buried alive and entombed in this tunnel started to fill my head. Images of my tombstone and my three men crowded around it, leaving roses on my grave flashed in my mind. I was bombarded with both fear and melancholy.

      “Eros, wherever you are, help me out of here.” My ragged voice echoed in the dark. “Get me back to my men. Save me from the underworld. Come back. Just come back. I’ll be your loyal servant, I swear.”

      I hoped for the god of love to hear me. We’d never had a connection, no direct line of communication that the other avatars possessed. I had no clue if Eros heard me or if he was even listening from wherever the elemental was… an eternal break from all the bickering in Olympus, probably. Still, I clung to the hope he might answer my prayer. He didn’t.

      However, the act of praying helped me feel a little normal again. I righted myself and recalled what I had to do.

      One step at a time. One million potential cruel steps in total…or who knew how many.

      Hades had suggested I wouldn’t make it. The lord of the underworld wasn’t going to help me beyond leading me to this tunnel. I hoped he wasn’t purposely leading me astray… could this be trap that lead to the fiery pits of hell?

      Just keep moving, Locke, I told myself.

      I grasped for fresh air, for some deep heat to enter my aching muscles, and for the world’s longest bath. Empty handed, I put one foot in front of another. Each step that I didn’t stumble became a victory celebrated. Every minute that I didn’t sit down, clutch the side of my head, and start gibbering about the weight of the darkness was a win.

      I clung to my men’s faces and the memories of them. Rane’s hard hands moving over my body, Mads’ grin when he pulled up into an embrace, and Byron’s odd bitterness melting into something painfully sweet.

      Slowly they faded into the darkness and I found myself grasping for them as well. I tried to distract myself. For god knows how long, I sang every song I knew until my throat was dry. That’s what Mads would have done, I thought as I continued to sing past the strain in my voice. It was the only thing keeping me from descending into a mad stupor.

      At some point in my climb, I’d finished half of my first water canteen and a bag of trail mix. I started to hear voices. They were vague at first like a whisper from another room rather than anything concrete. The Murmurs I realized came from my own conscience. The only enemy that I had to worry about in the dark was myself. I pondered that for a moment. Throughout my life I’d hit a few dark points, and I only got through them by the skin of my teeth. The one who’d dragged me through a lot of it was Byron.

      Yes, he dragged you through when your mother died, dragged you through most of college. Then what? What happened after that?

      All right, that was a sore point. Stupid me had pushed him away. At the time it had felt like the natural thing. We were graduating, he was dating someone else, and we appeared to be heading in very different directions. Sure. Or maybe I was just too self-centered to keep up a friendship. This guy, who came out of nowhere to take care of me, asked for nothing in return and all that mattered to me was my own comfort, my own selfish desires. I wanted him all to myself, not content with letting him have his own relationships.

      I couldn’t stand to be in his debt. There shouldn’t be anything owed between friends. What he had done for me, I would have done for him in a heartbeat. But… it wasn’t as if I had done it. Hell, I didn’t even know if Byron’s parents were alive or dead. I knew they didn’t give two hoots about him. He never went home from college not even for Christmas. Every year I dragged him to mine. From what I knew of him, he was a good man who cared about me, was connected to me. I couldn’t shake him from my heart.

      Then there was the next man my heart desired. Good and noble Rane.

      And how are you going to ruin him? the voice in my head asked.

      I hiccupped stopping dead in my tracks. What a shitty question.

      Rane was a soldier through and through. He was born to fight and that’s why Ares had chosen him. So long as Rane stood next to me, he would have to fight to protect me from the ones who had come after me. There was no retreating for Rane. It would go against everything he stood for, everything that made him who he was.

      You’re going to get him killed. Each word in my head stabbed like a knife. You’re going to see him die because you couldn’t protect yourself. That’s how you’re going to ruin him.

      A full body shiver shook through me so profoundly that I need to sit down on the cold stone floor for a moment. Overwhelmed and terrified at the prospect of Rane’s death, I burst into tears.

      Running away was in my nature, like fighting to save me was in Rane’s. If he was lucky, it would be just one more scar on his big body. One more awful memory that kept him awake at night.

      If I were unlucky, I’d get him involved in a battle that not even the powers of the god of war could get him out of. Avatars weren’t immune to death. Ares desired destruction and death and while Rane’s demise wouldn’t be particularly easy for Ares to get, I couldn’t live with that stain on my soul.

      Horrified, I refused to even contemplate my relationship with Mads and how I might destroy him as well.

      God, what was wrong with me? Thinking such fucked up thoughts! The problem with this voice was that it was impossible to argue with. It didn’t make sense. It didn’t need to. Instead, it took all of my fears and threw them back in my face until I choked on them. Or maybe it was just the dirty air and my brain wasn’t thinking straight because of it. What if I was about to die or something? Perhaps that was what I was experience now. My body sure felt like collapsing and never getting up again. Pity my mind wasn’t so weak.

      I forced myself to my feet. For a moment, I was terrified that I might have been facing the wrong way, but I prodded with my feet to find the next step and started climbing again. The darkness was so inky that I couldn’t see my hand in front of my face, touch was the only thing guiding me as the darkness never let on how close or far I might be from the surface.

      Here’s the thing about being in the dark for so long, if your eyes don’t have something to focus on they invent things, trick you and make you go a bit nuts. Maybe it was my imagination, but I started seeing brief flashes of white and odd patches of color in my peripheral vision. I closed my eyes futilely hoping to will them away, but that didn’t stop them. I was reacting to things in my head, not things that were actually there.

      Then that bastard of a voice that had told me I was going to get Rane killed and that I never deserved Byron in the first place returned with a vengeance, yelling vicious things about Mads.

      Really, what are you coming back for? Do you think he missed you at all? You’re just embarrassing yourself clinging to him. A man like that can have the prettiest girl at the party and you think he wants you?

      God, I really was going mad. I was succumbing to these terrible fears. The nightmares the resided in the back of my mind. That rotten bit of my brain that wouldn’t let me rest. In this lonely darkness, all that I had was a cycle of nasty thoughts that played on repeat even if I screamed or cried.

      So, I did the best I could. All I could do. I kept walking. Counting my steps out loud to silence the voices in my head that demanded attention. They wanted me to break down and cry. They wanted me to get lost in this tunnel, wanted me to give in and go crawling back to Hades. No. Never. Over and over, I put one foot in front of the other and somehow the darkness seemed to get a bit less. Even as I continued to climb, I felt like the murk encircling me with hands around my ankles, plucking at me trying to slow me down, but it was weakening.

      Outraged at being ignored, the voices in my head grew louder and more numerous. The invisible hands grasped at my ankles and my elbows. They were trying to break me, make me falter and keep me trapped here. Was this one of Hades’ tricks? Or an illusion from dehydration and delirium from walking so long?

      The words in my head changed from one more step to I can’t do this.

      I can’t do this. I can’t do this. I can’t…

      Geez, since when had I turned into such a whiny bitch?

      In the movies, when the protagonist thought about the people they cared for, the people that you loved, a surge of power lead to one desperate lunge and they finally emerged triumphant. In reality however, I realized that that my final lunge had probably occurred a while back. Under the weight of the voices surrounding me, I sank to my knees.

      Hit by this soul-quenching moment, I felt the walls closing in. Everything that I’d ever hoped for and dreamed of was going to vanish from this world.

      I don’t know how long I stayed like this clutching my aching legs to my chest. Somewhere in my own inner hell, I sobbed myself to sleep. In the murkiness of my dreams, I searched for Byron, wanting desperately to see him again. Seeing him last night had awakened something in me that had gone quiet in my long days in the underworld.

      But instead of Byron’s cute little place in Boise, I found myself in a dark club where the music ricocheted off the concrete floor and the lights flashed purple and red. Don’t get me wrong, I don’t mind clubs though my patience for them ended when sleazy guys ground against me, but I couldn’t breathe amid the sweat, smoke and heat.

      Cold bled into the soles of my bare feet, I cast an ironic eye at my clothing. Pajamas. Really? While everyone around me was tricked out in skimpy club gear.

      Well, at least the bartender here will definitely serve me a Coke now…

      Up until this point, I was content to think this was my freaky dream, but then I realized it belonged to someone else, and it was I who had invaded it. The owner sat atop the bar, surrounded by a bevy of females all vying for his attention. Jealousy jabbed at me like a bee’s stinger.

      Mads was tall, slender with pale hair and complexion all reminiscent of a Scandinavian. One might call him beautiful rather than handsome with a standoffish grin. When he touched me in the hotel, he tricked me into forgetting the trouble we were in. The first time I’d laid eyes on him, I’d thought he was bad news and have come to realize he was trouble of a different kind.

      Well, I guess it stands to reason that Mads would have this kind of dream…

      I fought the crowd to get to the bar as I wondered how to get his attention. One guy gyrated in front of me, rubbing himself against me. I pushed him away.

      Something about this dream reminded me of reality. The constant chase after Mads—and dear god—the avatar of the god of thieves and liars continued to keep me at arm’s length.

      When my gaze found Mads again, the bevy of women hissed baring long fangs. His grin fell and his eyes filled with alarm. The pack of woman descended on him, ripping at him, tearing his clothes, scratching and biting. He screamed.

      “Locke,” he shouted as his hands groped for me. “Help me, love of my days!”

      “Mads!” I screamed, pushing forward. A jolt in the crowd thrusted me back and held me there, no matter how much I fought it. Another scream propelled me forward in a burst of power that allowed me to break free of the crowd. I caught him by the sleeve and hung on for dear life.

      Darkness cut into the club. Groans like that of a monster replaced the thumping music. The air filled with a cold dampness that chilled me to the core. Invisible hands began to choke me, as I scratched for air.

      Where the hell was I? Whose dream had I entered now?

      “Byron?” I shouted into the endless dark. “Rane? Mads?”

      Something was going on and the longer it continued the less I liked it. By the second the setting turned into some kind of obscure nightmare. Different scenery formed around me. The dark space filled with studded and twisted statues, a strange and threatening architecture that reminded me of Hades’ palace. Faces cut into rock sneered and snarled at me. I held onto my elbows and I spun but was unable to get away from all the creepy faces. The ground shook under my feet and I stumbled cutting my hand on a razor-sharp stone edge. Down a hallway to my right came a roar, harsh and pained.

      Fuck, I thought. Rane.

      The avatar of Ares and I had a complicated history, to say the least. He’d take a bullet for me. Kill anyone who wanted to hurt me. Swap himself for me in the underworld. But at one point, I wasn’t sure if he’d sell me out to the rest of the pantheon. There was nothing quite like hearing him tell Blake that he’d handcuff me and drag me to where the other gods wanted me.

      And yet complicated or not, it was impossible to forget how I felt when in Rane’s arms. To feel the vital life of him and see the scars that he’d gotten from saving others and know that underneath this man who’d fought his whole life, was someone who still had a heart.

      When his pained roar sounded again, I knew I wasn’t going to stop until I knew he was safe. Spoiler alert: he was not. A grate at my feet appeared with slits of rock piercing it with stakes no wider than my hand. Bloodied fingers poked through the rock. I threw myself down onto my stomach grasping for him. I stared into the shifting lights and shadows beyond the grate.

      “Rane?” I called out.

      “What the hell are you doing here?” he growled as if angry with me.

      Rane’s face inched into the slits of light. Blood trickled from the corner of his mouth, one eye swollen shut.

      A heat wave washed through me. I thrust my hand heedlessly through the grate. “Rane, I’m going to get you out.”

      “Don’t!” There was a genuine alarm in his voice, but he took my hand, squeezing it tightly.

      “Rane, stop.” I held onto him for dear life frightened to lose him like I’d lost Mads in this awful nightmare. “I’m going to get you out of there.”

      I need to be locked up.

      The words came not from his mouth but from his very soul and it roared so loudly, it shook the rocks within his prison. This wasn’t his doing. Someone wanted to keep him contained. Someone wanted to hurt him.

      I opened my mouth to argue but if these past few months had taught me anything, it was that gods weren’t made to be argued with. What came out instead was a scream of pain.

      Steel flashed in my peripheral vision. The burning sting of metal bit into my arm, searing pain cut into my flesh. Coldness like I’d never known wracked my body as I withdrew back my arm, my hand failing to come with it.

      Rane howled with something that sounded like victory.

      What had he done?

      I woke up with a start, covered in sweat with eyes wide enough to pierce the everlasting darkness of Hades’ tunnel. Over and over, I clenched and unclenched my right hand to make sure it was still there. Even though I ran both hands across my body, I still wasn’t convinced because the dream had felt too real. A wave of nausea settled in as I clutched my stomach.

      That settled it. Whatever I needed to do—he it climb the hell out of these stairs, bribe the hell out of the ferryman or hack the hell out of the rock with a pickaxe—I was getting the hell out of here.

      At that exact moment, someone’s hand tangled in my hair and tugged, hauling me back to my feet. God, not another dream. Was I now forced to suffer whatever fate met Byron?

      Apparently, there was still enough indignation in me to yelp as I kicked and flailed fighting my assailant.
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      “Titania’s tits, girl!” a man barked at me. “You didn’t have to scratch!”

      What the hell? Who was that? For a moment, I thought I was going a little nuts or maybe I was having a stroke. Seconds before, I’d been lost in a world of angst and sadness, crushed under emotions too enormous to contain. Now my head hurt from where some dick had clenched my hair.

      “Let me go, you creep!” I shouted, wrestling against the terrible pressure on my scalp.

      Bright light hit me and I closed my eyes. What sounded like the cork on a bottle popped. Sticky fingers pulled at me as if trying to trap in the underworld forever. I kicked with my legs, propelling myself forward. One final tug from the man hauling me from the afterlife set me free with a crackle, but I still smacked at his hand for release.

      “That all the thanks I get for rescuing you?” he asked, freeing me with a rough jostle.

      I rubbed my aching scalp. “When someone almost plucks me bald, I’ll scratch whoever I like, thank you!”

      A few inches taller than me, he glared at me with eyes as golden as maple syrup. His lips, a dark pink that contrasted with his darker skin, smirked at me. By the look of him, he heralded from Middle Eastern descent, but that differed significantly from his clothing. Dressed in a green leather jerkin, boots over his leggings, and belt around his waist, he reminded me of someone from the medieval era. He dusted himself of the soot from the underworld’s tunnel.

      I rubbed my eyes three times, thinking I’d emerged back in time. Who the hell was this guy? Robin Hood or something? An outlaw with a feathered cap? I didn’t know anything about the medieval era. History really was Byron’s territory. Trust my luck to come out in the wrong time period. Hades had screwed me again.

      A car honked behind me, and I swung around, breathing a sigh as I spotted a car park full of them. God, I’d exited the underworld right into some weird medieval fair or something.

      Women in gowns huddled in groups. Men wearing armor parried with fake swords. A jester juggled balls and flaming sticks. Stalls sold swords, crystals, costumes, jewelry and ales. A great big sign sprawled above read ‘Renn Faire.’

      Thank Eros, I’d made it back to civilization.

      “Thanks for your help,” I muttered to the man, leaving him behind as I advanced through the stalls.

      “What the ever-loving fuck do you think you’re doing?” my rescuer demanded, seizing me by the arm and yanking me back.

      “Look, I don’t know who you are, but I’m out of here, capeesh?” I asked, jerking my arm free, refusing to stick around someone who physically assaulted me.

      The man in green stared at me pensively, and then with a cocky grin, pointed at my soiled robes. “You need to change first.”

      Dammit. He was right. Filth didn’t begin to explain it. That’d teach me for stopping for all the rest breaks, sobbing on the stairs, and for the catnap.

      “Think you could shout me a replacement gown into existence?” Heck, it was worth the question.

      “How ‘bout you wait another half hour until my shift is over,” he shot back, crossing his arms and testing the fabric of his jerkin, which pulled taut over his muscles arms. “Then I’ll take you to town for the only decent burger for miles, and we’ll talk about how fucking Mads managed to rope me into all of this, yeah?”

      Hearing the combination of Mads’ name and food perked me up. “You know Mads? Where is he?”

      “Same shit,” he said with a shrug. “Different pantheon.”

      My mouth fell open. More pantheons existed. That still didn’t answer my question.

      “The name’s Robin Goodfellow,” he greeted with a wink.

      I wasn’t ready to trust this guy—he had dragged me by the hair after all, and what kind of creep did that? But reluctantly, I nodded. What choice did I have if I wanted to find out where Mads was hiding?

      

      ***

      

      During Robin’s last half hour on shift, I rested against a tree, recouping my strength. Despite wearing a toga soiled by black dust, robes from the completely wrong era, no one batted an eyelid. A few even offered their compliments on my incredible costume. Well, kudos to the spirits like Melody whom I’m assumed sewed my gown.

      Apparently, summer had stretched into autumn, and the leaves commenced their change from green to orange. A cooler breeze wrapped around me, and I rubbed my upper arms. Come late afternoon I was going to need a change of clothes and a warm jacket.

      Meanwhile, Robin spent his time up a tree, pitching acorns at people. And even if the job paid minimum wage, I understood the appeal. Back when I’d been working phone sex, there had probably been a few clients I wouldn’t have minded chucking acorns at myself.

      Once his shift ended, he jumped down and led me around to the trailers at the rear of the lot, going into one and coming out with a pile of clothes and towels, which he handed to me.

      “You’re filthy,” he started. “And you look like you dragged those clothes off of a dead Greek harlot. Come on. Shower, then change.”

      Geez. Talk about a charmer.

      “Say it like it is, won’t you,” I muttered.

      I followed Robin to a row of solar-powered showers set close to the trees. Before we even reached it, he started stripping, revealing a body that was muscular and strong, but more like an acrobat’s than a weightlifter. When he caught me staring, he grinned in a manner that reminded me of Mads, minus his charisma.

      “Like what you see, dead girl?” he asked.

      “I wasn’t dead,” I protested. “I was just hanging around in the underworld.”

      “Well, you know what they say.” Under the shower, the water cascaded down his perfect body, and I traced every droplet trail. “If you talk like a chicken, walk like a chicken...”

      I stepped into my outdoor cubicle and turned on the water. “Whatever.”

      After two days of exercise, I was exhausted. Dirt covered every inch of me, and I stripped bare, letting the long silky gown fall to the floor. With a soft sigh, the first rush of hot water hit me, and I relished the feel of it dripping on my skin.

      “Hey, princess!” Robin shouted from his cubicle next door. “The shower will run out of water if you don’t start scrubbing.”

      Guess he had a point. I cleansed away the dirt, remembering the time I’d showered with Byron, then with Mads, causing a longing to well up inside of me. I missed them like crazy. A month was too long to be separated from the men that had wormed into my heart. I fought back tears, recalling my dream, and wondered if they were in trouble or pain.

      A hard knock on the shower wall interrupted my thoughts.

      “Almost finished?” Robin inquired, tossing a towel and some clothes over the wall between us.

      This guy was beginning to grate on me, and I scowled, flipping him the bird even though he couldn’t see it. Feeling ten times better after the shower, I checked out the clothes he’d brought me as I dried off. Hmm. A long and flowing skirt with bells hanging off the drawstrings that made me think of hippies and a tank top emblazoned with the phrase “Medievalists Do It in the Dark Ages” right over my breasts.

      “What about shoes?” I asked Robin.

      “Wear your sandals, sexy,” he said, waiting for me outside my cubicle.

      I rinsed them quickly under the water to remove the grime, then toweled them dry too.

      By the time I emerged, Robin was already outside waiting for me, dressed in a pair of low-slung jeans and a black polo shirt. Outside of his green man gear he looked younger, more like a Burning Man punk rather than someone liable to quote Shakespeare at you without warning.

      “Thanks for the clothes,” I said, pointing to my chest. “Hilarious.”

      “You’re being sarcastic while wearing clothes I gave you,” he pointed out. “Figures that you would be with Mads.”

      I was still in Robin’s debt for drawing me out of the underworld, and I needed him onside to tell me about Mads. “Yeah, it probably does.”

      Robin stomped into some heavy boots that were set nearby. “Come on. I need to let you in on what the idiot of all liars needs you briefed on, and I’ll be damned if I’m doing it on an empty stomach.”

      Great idea, I could do with some food. Something about being in the land of the living and closer to my men renewed my hunger.

      He led me to a rusty old truck and drove me into town in it. There was nothing special about the town; it was just your average little tourist village with novelty shops, cafes, and bakeries all catering for the weekend visitors from out of town.

      Once inside the single diner in town, Robin pulled some cash from his well-worn wallet and paid for the burgers and fries like a gentleman, which was more than I could say for Mads.

      “Did hanging out with Mads give you fancy tastes or something?” he asked, leading me to a booth. “This is really the best burger that you’re going to get unless you want to get on the freeway.”

      “No,” I laughed at him, suddenly understanding why they might be friends. Robin said whatever was on his mind. Mads just didn’t shut up. What a combination. “Just… it’s nice to be around someone normal.”

      “Someone alive?” He looked at me and laughed, a sound that started low in his body and then when it came out, shook his whole frame. It turned him from sort-of-cute to handsome, the kind of handsome that promised you a good time, no matter what form it took.

      “Yeah,” I replied, but he didn’t stop laughing. “What’s the joke?”

      “Oh, darling, I ain’t normal,” he said, reclining in his seat, throwing his arm over the top of the booth. “No one who runs around with Mads is.”

      I thought for a moment. Guess he was right about me. “What’s your damage? What god are you ponying for?”

      Robin looked a little offended at that, shaking his head. “I wouldn’t let a god ride me if his dick were plated with gold.”

      I laughed, stirring sugar into the coffee that the waitress just delivered. “Well, that’s an image I need playing in my head before I eat lunch.”

      Robin chuckled, seemingly taking great delight in toying with me.

      “So you’re a friend of Mads,” I pushed, wanting answers, but refusing to let Robin dick me around.

      “Sort of. Your boy Mads doesn’t have friends.”

      For once I wished I had Mads’ powers of suggestion. Thinking of him made me wish he was with me, making me laugh, talking me through things.

      “So you’re not a god… just a liar?” I pressed.

      He laughed at that again, then took a deep slug of his Coke. “A liar? Darling, no. I’m famous.”

      Okay, I thought that men were easy since I’d started working my phone sex job—or more accurately, I’d thought they were easy since I was fifteen and developed breasts. When I saw Robin puff up with offense at my disbelief, I saw that whatever he was, he was easy too.

      “Mads is the avatar for a god that’s practically a scrap bin,” Robin declared. “Liars and thieves and business and travel, he handles it all.”

      Ego much. “And you are?”

      “You might know me as Thoth,” he said with a grin.

      Finally, we got to his longwinded bragging point. Thoth. That sounded Egyptian. It explained his Middle Eastern appearance, but not his English sounding name. Now was the time I wished I’d paid more attention in ancient history class. At least then I might know what I was up against with Thoth. Was he a trickster like Mads? I mean, if those two were friends, it can’t have been good. Seriously, what sort of shit I was about to get into this time?

      “God of?” I prompted, raising an eyebrow.

      He gestured with his forefinger, winding it in circles. “You know. The ibis head.” When I remained unmoved and unimpressed, he leaned in and whispered, “writing, magic, wisdom, book of the dead.”

      If I were being perfectly honest with myself, while this conversation was enlightening and I wanted to hear more of his story, that wasn’t the important thing right now. What mattered was figuring out where the avatars were being held, and the man sitting across from me might hold the answers I needed.

      Thank god the waitress arrived with the burgers. My eyes widened at the site of them. Homemade, thick, juicy beef patties in a bun, accompanied by lettuce, tomato, ketchup and mustard. Unable to help myself, I took a big bite of the burger, moaning at how good it tasted.

      “Look, man,” I mumbled, not caring if my mouth was full, because well, this guy didn’t have any manners. “I just want to know where Mads is.”

      Something hard flashed across Robin’s eyes, but he smiled even though there was nothing nice behind it.

      “Mads told me to keep an eye out for you. My kind, we’re good with knowledge, knowing the location of doors between the realms.”

      Right. Once I got out of here, I was going to have to research dear old Thoth.

      “Without me,” Robin bragged, “you would have been trapped between the land of the living and the land of the dead forever, unable to choose.”

      I leaned in and sneered. “You nearly pulled my hair right out of my head.”

      “I merely reached down to give you a hand.”

      I wanted to say thank you, but the back of my scalp still ached.

      Robin waved his hand dismissively. “Ah, don’t thank me. I didn’t do it for you. Mads is going to owe me one for quite some time for pulling his darling out of the muck.”

      Now it was my turn to laugh. “Come on, you know Mads. He’s not going to do a damn thing that he doesn’t want to do.”

      Gold cord between us or not, I couldn’t imagine Mads being bullied into doing anything that he damn well didn’t want to do for my sake, but Robin shook his head.

      When he finished a bite of his burger, he continued, “Mads doesn’t send messages asking me to rescue anyone. He must really care for you. But that’s hardly my business. What’s left of my task here is to clue you in on what’s going to happen next.”

      “All right,” I accepted, sick of the toing and froing. “Give it to me. Where is he?”
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      Robin laughed setting off my alarm. There was a note of pity in his voice when he replied, “Jacksboro, Tennessee.”

      “What, that’s it?” I asked.

      Robin took another swallow of his Coke and a bite of his burger. After some moments of waiting on my part, he finally said, “That’s what the man said.”

      I put my burger down and wiped my greasy fingers. “No address, no phone number, no— nothing?”

      “Nope,” Robin popped the p on the word looking unbearably smug. “I guess he has a lot of faith in you to find him.”

      Something in me wanted to swipe his Coke and pour it on his head. Sure, he was good-looking but what an ass. Over the last six months, I’d bedded three hunks but it was nice to realize I’d finally set some standards on who I was attracted to.

      I sighed. “Guess it’s up to me to figure this out then.”

      Looking down at my chest, I examined Mads’ cord, following it about four hours north of my present location. That meant I had to be somewhere in Georgia. Of all the places to emerge from the underworld. Hah!

      Robin adopted a curious countenance. “You’re actually going to go?”

      Once the food and coffee were in my belly, it was adios to this ass of an Egyptian avatar. “I didn’t climb three thousand stairs for nothing.”

      Robin’s eyes brightened turning thoughtful almost respectful. “Hmm. Maybe Mads isn’t a pure idiot after all. Anyone who climbs that far is a keeper.”

      Did he just compliment me?

      I swallowed the last of my coffee. “You sure you can’t give me anything more than Jacksboro, Tennessee? Like where the hell am I now?”

      A rather crafty smile swept across his face. “We’re in Atlanta. I could get you to Jacksboro in a few hours if that’s what you wanted.”

      I pushed aside my plate. “Would I owe you too?”

      Robin tapped the counter as if striking drums. “I see you understand the way of things.”

      First Hades and now Robin. The two of them couldn’t be any more different yet they both didn’t do a damn thing without a deal for themselves. With a pang, I realized that Mads, Rane, and Byron hadn’t asked anything from me the way Hades and now Robin did. Rane might have moved me around a board like a pawn, all to get me to the Greek pantheon, but he’d never make deals like this. What I needed hung over me like an anvil on a thread—ready to fall and crush me as the weight of it intensified.

      “No thanks,” I said. “I’ll figure this out on my own.”

      “Just like you figured out how to return to this world?” Robin spoke with a syrupy malice that evoked the image of knives covered in sugar.

      No, I didn’t like him at all no matter what was going on between him and Mads. At this point, I figured that if I knew all the details I’d probably like Robin even less.

      In a moment of pique, I examined his cords finding where his heart lay. Two red cords trailed off in the same direction from him neither broken, but strangely a third, crimson and strong, arrowed off somewhere else entirely.

      “So, the two people you’re with,” I said. “Do they know about number three?”

      A part of me blanched at peering into his private life like this then vindictive half of me filled with satisfaction when his eyes widened.

      “I’ll take that as a no,” I said then slipped out of the booth leaving him to recover.

      I’d be damned if I was going to owe that ass something. I left the diner walking along the sidewalk. I stopped to sit on a stump by the road and wait for a truck to pass so I could hitch a ride.

      Deja Vu hit me like a smack to the back of my head. I’d been in this exact spot five months ago. No wallet, no money, no phone. I’d happened upon a kind soul to drive me to Byron. What I needed now was a repeat of that same luck. Because all I had were the clothes on my back, the magic trick of being able to pull condoms out of nowhere, and the ability to see people’s sexual and romantic attractions. Oh and that life altering cord-shredding little trick that I only reserved for true emergencies.

      When I glanced at the three gold cords stemming from my heart relief flooded me at finding them still in place, all three pointed north. Wherever they were, they were together.

      I tugged at the golden cords hoping for a strong impression of what my men were doing at this moment. Impressions of things: distant, occasionally powerful, and sometimes disturbing flashed into my mind. Dreams. All dreams. Despair and longing writhed inside of me. Whatever sleeping curse held Byron captive in the catacombs now also gripped Mads and Rane. Holding Mads’ thread, I rubbed it between thumb and forefinger.

      Got your message, my love? I thought. I’m on my way. I won’t leave you. Please wait for me…

      A van puttered along the road and I glanced up from my reverie. Eyesore orange assaulted my eyes but I jumped to my feet and stuck my thumb out. Thank Eros the van pulled up. A big woman busting out of her corset wound down the passenger side window.

      “Great shirt!” she shouted grinning widely at me. “Were you just at the Faire?”

      “I was,” I said while approaching the door. “Where are you headed?”

      “Nashville!” she said.

      Phew. At least we were headed for the same state. “I need to get to Jacksboro.”

      A whispered conference rushed through the van as the woman conferred with her friends.

      Then the door slid open to reveal another woman in a corset and a skinny guy in a knight’s outfit who was driving the van.

      “I’m Laney. Hop in,” said the woman. “We can get you as far as southern Chattanooga!”

      Awesome. That was one less worry off my mind. I hunched over to climb in, taking the empty seat behind the driver. Behind me sat the two girls.

      I sent a surge of love along that gold cord to my men. I’m coming, my loves.

      Maybe somewhere they felt it and relaxed in their sleep, knowing I was coming to set them free, and deal with the dark suits once and for all. Then maybe we could get to pantheon business and find Eros before the gods went mad and destroyed the Earth.

      “Hi, I’m Ryan,” greeted the driver, a dorky looking guy in his forties. How he drove in the knight’s armor impressed me. “That’s Betty.” He gestured to the woman in the seat behind me.

      I smiled and waved at them. “Hi, I’m Locke,” I said, too excited to see my men than come up with a fake name.

      Laney hogged the conversation, telling hilarious stories from her time at the fair. I didn’t mind. Loud, flirty, totally Midwestern friendly, she kept my mind from straying to my worry and doubt of whether I could save my men. Save the gods. Personally, I was incredibly grateful for the little slice of reprieve.

      

      ***

      

      They got me as far as Chattanooga, as promised, and Ryan stopped at a gas station. While Laney filled up the van, he called a friend of his who drove a long-distance trucking route that passed through Knoxville, who also agreed to give me a lift. Before they departed, Betty handed me a heavy bag with food and Laney slipped me a twenty.

      My heart did little flips in my chest and I nearly burst into tears. “Thank you so much.”

      “No problem,” Laney said, all smiles. “Good luck in Jacksboro.”

      As Betty gave me a hug, I checked the cords that came from all of them. I thought maybe Laney and Ryan were together, but I was startled to see a glowing mess of cords, passing over, under, through and around, weaving between all three them that is was so bright, so messy and so lovely it took my breath away.

      “Oh wow…” I said. “You’re all an item. I didn’t know.”

      Laney laughed. “Honestly, we thought you did.”

      Smiling, I hugged her too and reached out to stroke the strands that ran between them. One reason they had stopped for me, from what I interpreted from her thread, was because their bonds of love made them stronger, more daring to take risks when on their own they might have been timorous. God, but it was so beautiful to see, and as I accepted a fist bump from Ryan I helped their connections grow. When I was done, it was more vivid, brighter and bolder than it was before. They turned to gaze each other with a kind of happy-dopey-love that made my heart sing as I waked away, waiting for Ryan’s trucker friend Dan to arrive.

      An hour later, Dan pulled up and I jumped into his air-conditioned cabin, which smelled like cigarettes and ketchup. Heavy set, with kind grey eyes, he had a thick beard that could put a lumberjack to shame. Nothing was really going to make him handsome, but his stoic face suggested something good about him, something that made me feel as if things might be alright for once.

      As we hit the road, I wondered if I was doing the right thing when I didn’t know what was waiting for me down in Tennessee. But at least I had a better idea of who I was and what I was capable of, especially with a few new tricks up my sleeve. It made me realize that I was capable of good as well as bad, and hopefully the three men in Jacksboro proved it.

      “Thanks for the lift,” I told him.

      “No problem,” he said. “I’ve been driving through the southern United States for almost four years now.”

      Ever since I inherited my Cupid powers, I’d gotten a bit nosey so I inspected his cords. There was only one and it led straight to a graveyard in Abilene, Texas. From it, I interpreted that he possessed a resolute kindness that made me feel safe, and that was all that mattered.

      At the center of him, however, was something that looked like a glowing seed of red. When I touched it, I watched it grow stronger as it put deeper roots in the fertile soil of his heart.

      Grow little love seed, grow.

      Dan sat straighter, reacting to my injection of love.

      “Jacksboro, huh?” he asked after an initial bout of silence.

      “Err, yeah,” I replied.

      “Strange place.” The warning in his tone gave me a serious case of foreboding and I shrunk in my seat.

      “Is it?” I gripped my seatbelt tighter.

      He nodded. “Strange lights. Strange sounds. Some pals of mine go down that way to get out to Atlanta. Not much of a town. Dead the way a lot of things this part of the country are. Especially after the military abandoned the base.”

      I jumped a little when he mentioned strange. From the way he said it, I could tell he didn’t want to tell me more than he knew for sure. Either way it told me to be careful, which I had already known. The little tidbit about the military intrigued me too. If they’d abandoned the base, then who the hell were using it to house kidnapped avatars?

      Driving into the late afternoon sun, Dan put a CD into the player, and soft lonesome music piped through the speakers.

      When I shivered a little, he wordlessly handed me his coat.

      “You know who Hermes is?” I found myself asking him.

      “Nah,” he said, eyes trained on the road. “He one of Laney’s new pals?”

      Hah, imagine that. “No. I mean Hermes, the god. And Ares. Athena.”

      I wondered if I had made a mistake, if this would get me into a vast theological argument that I really wasn’t prepared for, but Dan only made a hmm-ing noise.

      “No, I don’t know those,” he admitted. “They good gods?”

      He asked it with a flat practicality, reminding me of the way Byron would ask after a brand of tires or about the warmth of a coat. And why shouldn’t he? The gods were here, leaving their shadows on the ground in the form of their avatars.

      I started to tell Dan about the gods, what I knew of them. Wrapped in his warm coat that smelled a bit of pine and dog, I started to tell him about Mads, and Rane, and Byron, too at some point. He probably thought I was utterly insane, but as far as I could tell he was listening, only offering a considering grunt whenever I paused.

      At some point, Dan started to sing, telling me he’d had enough of hearing about the gods.

      Alone with my thoughts, I connected to Byron’s gold cord, travelling to him in my mind, arriving at his place in Boise again. This time, however, there was something different about it. Pieces of art were on the wall; elegant and abstract compositions of red and black caught my attention, and if I looked at one too long I might fall headlong into it. Action figures crammed together on a new set of shelves. The walls had a fresh coat of paint, a pale cream color, contrasting with a mustard feature wall. Over by the door, a duffel bag in camouflage green rested in the hallway. For some reason, I knew it was a bag that was dropped when someone was coming in, rather than being a go-bag for when someone had to leave fast.

      “Ah, you stopped living like a monk, I see,” I said, walking through the living room with a mug of cider in my hands.

      “Something like that,” Byron said, shoving a hand through his hair. “More like things sort of got away from me, and then these two…”

      He waved at the clutter around us with a happiness I wasn’t sure I’d ever seen before. In another room, I heard Mads and Rane bickering about something, but it lacked the venomous bite of some of their actual taunts.

      “Roommates?” I joked and Byron grinned. “You all get along?”

      “More like me and you,” he said, clinking his cider with mine, “and they came with you.”

      My eyebrows raised almost up to my hairline at that, and then my brain briefly short-circuited at the idea of it. “Like baggage?”

      “You know.” His laughter, deep and full of life, brought out goosebumps across my flesh. “I’m really trying to foster a harem atmosphere without the use of lots of therapy, so maybe if you could avoid words like baggage.”

      Humor curled the corners of his lips. God it was beautiful to see him like this. The last time we’d met in person, he’d been furious and hurt with me for leaving him—his body stiff, his eyes refusing to meet mine, a darkness lingering between us. All of that was gone now.

      I threw my arms around his neck and started laughing. “You terrible faker! You like this!”

      He took me into his arms as if I belonged there, and when he hugged me, something deep and perfect snapped into place.

      “Yeah, I guess I do.”

      “Because this is the way it’s supposed to be,” I said, my words suddenly hollow, highlighting that this visitation wasn’t real. It hurt to think of the separation between Byron and me. I tore away from him blindly, knowing I needed to get out of here before I started sobbing.

      But that was when I ran into Rane, and right behind him, Mads. Something deep in my heart tickled with how deliriously perfect this moment was.

      “Are you two fighting about dumb geek stuff again?” Rane asked sternly. “Spaceships are not worth fighting over.”

      “Speak for yourself,” said Mads cheerfully. “Point me to the carnage. I have opinions, and I don’t mind making people cry about them.”

      A giggle burst free, and I jumped into his arms. God, his lithe but strong body felt incredible. It had been so long since I’d heard their voices. So long since I’d laid eyes on them. So long since I’d touched them and been with them in any way that really mattered. Being apart from them felt as if my heart was sliced in three.

      Pity I didn’t get to enjoy it. The three cords in my chest yanked me out of Mads’ arms.

      “Locke,” he said as I stumbled backward, groping for him.

      Rane braced me, pressing my back to his chest. “Stay with us.”

      Byron kissed me as if it were the last time we might see each other.

      Then, in the middle of what should have been the best dream ever, my cord flung me back to reality and I jumped awake in the truck cabin.

      “Bad dream, huh?” Dan asked.

      “I’m sorry,” I apologized. “Was I yelling?”

      He shrugged, which meant yes, and it must have been ridiculous. “Everyone’s got nightmares. Don’t worry about a few bad dreams.”

      What if I’m more worried about the good ones?
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      Jacksboro was a small, sleepy town without a big box store to keep everyone in fast fashion and cheap groceries. Dan had been right when he’d said that there was something uneasy about it. Although people shopped in the small general store, and cars passed on the street, it had that air of ghost town. It could have just been that it was one more dying town with a sagging infrastructure and a populace that was relocating elsewhere in the hopes of something better, but I had a feeling that it was more than that.

      Dan pulled up outside the country depot while telling me, “Be careful, little lady.”

      “Thanks again,” I said, taking one last look at the seed in his heart, which had sprouted a fragment of red cord. Even if I died today, my heart was content knowing I’d spread some good.

      A creeping dread sunk into my bones as I alighted the cabin and stepped onto the pavement. I didn’t like this place, the stale air strangling it, or the darkness clouding the sky.

      All right, I thought, trying to push down my niggling doubt and fear. Now to figure out what the hell is going on.

      I took a deep breath, glancing at the gold cords connecting me to my men. To my relief, they were close together, almost like one gleaming cord. Shouldering the bag of food that Betty had given me, I started to walk, following the direction the cords led to.

      Of course, the problem was that navigating by a love cord was a lot less convenient than plugging directions into Google Maps. I didn’t know when to go right or left, or how many more feet until veering east or west. Sometimes it felt like I was stuck in a video game, following a compass that wiggled in a general orientation, telling me which direction to head. If I strayed, the compass, or in this case, the cord adjusted, pointing out which way to go. This method was far from perfect, but unfortunately it was all I had.

      The cords arrowed off to the north, so I crossed the highway, getting stones in my sandals. At the opposite side of the road, I came to a paddock, surrounded by barbed wire. I stared at the fence for a moment, and the hairs on the back of my neck stood up.

      “Don’t be silly, Locke,” I scolded myself. “It’s meant to keep cows out.”

      But I didn’t really think that. The barbed wire looked fresh, and whoever installed it meant business. I’d also watched way too many movies about facilities surrounded by barbed wire. I hunted around for a forked stick, gingerly using it to lift and prop the wire so I could crawl underneath it. A damned barb still managed to tear the hell out of my skirt, but it was better that than my skin.

      Once inside the fence, I walked a few hundred yards, reaching a forested field. Rane’s voice kept rattling in my head about being careful and laying low. So, I kept an eye out for any sign of the men in black that had been giving everyone involved in this god-mess a problem. But as I came around a bank of trees, I found myself face to face with a problem of a different kind.

      An enormous red cow. No, it had horns an great big balls, so maybe an ox or a bull? I’d lived in cities my entire life so I wasn’t prepared for dealing with a bovine staring at me suspiciously.

      “Oh, hey, cow,” I said, holding up my free palm to show it I was friendly, and didn’t intend to take it to the butcher.

      It mooed at me, scraping a hoof on the ground, waving its sharp horns around. If cartoons had taught me anything, then this wasn’t usually a good sign, so I hurried my pace.

      Could it smell the burger I’d eaten earlier on me? Did it know that I’d eaten its friend? Please Eros, don’t let Bessie be out for revenge.

      In half a minute, I managed to put a certain amount of distance between us, when Bo— that was masculine for Bessie—made up his mind that he did not like me in his space and charged me. In my defense, I was already getting out of his way, but that didn’t stop him.

      “No, Bo, no,” I ordered, my heart slamming into my sternum as I picked up my pace, jumping over rocks and sticks.

      Eros have mercy! I was not made for running, nor was I aerodynamically inclined. Born with boobs that bounced like hell when I ran, I’d rather mess around on the Internet than go to the gym. Eat cheesecake, even if I liked my fruits and veggies. Sit at my computer and write half a novel than hike. That said, I set a new record getting up the slope faster than I had ever moved in my life. The whole time I swore Bo’s breath raked over my back, his horns right behind me. Each step had me sucking in ragged breaths. I crashed through the underbrush, stubbing my toe and getting torn to shreds by branches. My brain was pumping so hard with adrenaline that I couldn’t do much more than think help, help, help over and over again.

      Thank Eros my men weren’t here to witness this. Mads would just laugh at the spectacle of me cursing, hopping on one foot, trying not to drop my bag. Byron would scold me for not strategizing some plan to avoid Bo in the first place. Rane would shake his head and tell me to love up the bull or some clever warfare tactic only a Cupid possessed.

      Possibly from the extra oxygen or additional blood flow to my brain, I then realized what I needed to do. Instead of tearing blindly through the trees, I frantically searched out one a good deal thicker than the others. When I found it, I ran straight for it, and the bull seemed to catch on to my intentions.

      Seriously, what was Bo’s problem?

      I hit the tree with my palms first, causing me to drop my bag and bounce off to one side. The force was enough to stun me, and I rolled to the right.

      Bo smacked into the tree with a ground-shaking thud, and thank goodness, backed away in a daze.

      I wasn’t sticking around for another chase, and I pushed myself off the ground, ready to bolt. But as I scrambled for the bag of food, Bo shook out of his stupor and rounded on me.

      “Crap.” Backing away, I left the goodies.

      Someone clapped their hands behind me. “Get out of here!” they shouted. “Go on!” Whoever they were, they stomped over and over, and Bo moaned before backing away.

      That voice. I knew it. Hearing it made me react before my brain caught up. I trusted that voice almost as much as I trusted myself. On some days, I trusted it more. My heart beat faster as my brain caught up with what the rest of me already knew.

      “Loud noises scare them off,” the person it belonged to said. “Make some noise, Locke.”

      But I couldn’t get a word out, stunned. How the hell did he get out?

      Bo trotted off out of the line of trees, back into his dominion, snorting in protest.

      A hand dropped in in front of my face.

      “Byron,” I whispered, staring at it, wondering if I had slipped back into my dream state.

      He told me he was on a cold slab somewhere. What the hell was he doing in the middle of some farmer’s property? Had he escaped? No. This was just too convenient to be believed. A cruel sick joke to torment me. I was definitely asleep. Possibly dead even. Maybe Bo had killed me and I was back in the underworld, dreaming of my eternal paradise.

      But as I shook my head, tapping the side of it, thinking at any minute the dream would dissolve, Byron still stood there. When I turned, I noticed he looked different from the last time I’d seen him. While still lean with thick brown hair, he’d lost the silvery glint typical of his connection to the goddess of Wisdom and War. I preferred his natural eyes, the dark brown that I had always known before.

      Back in New Orleans, he’d been new to his connection with Athena, and furious with me. Probably rightfully so because I’d gotten him into all this god mess. At the dinner table, in front of the other avatars, Byron had been so vicious that I still had nightmares about the things he had said to me. Now, though, standing in front of me, his brows drawn together, his eyes wide with alarm, he’d lost that edge of heat and fury.

      “What the hell, Locke?” Byron snapped, snatching my hand and lifting me to my feet. “What are you doing here?”

      I could ask him the same question. But for a moment I couldn’t speak again. Still thinking this a dream, I pinched myself, and the stinging burn told me I was wide awake.

      I shrugged and smiled. “Came to rescue you.”

      “Goddamn, Locke,” he chastised. “Why am I not surprised?”

      I bristled at that. “You should damn well be surprised! I fought my way from the land of the dead to be here.”

      I left out the part where I had been crushed under my own doubts and had to be pulled out by a jerk of an avatar from a different pantheon.

      “You’re awake,” I muttered. “How did that happen? The last time I saw you, you were sleeping beauty.”

      “I woke up,” he said. “I think our meeting at my house did that.”

      Ahhh, so the cord telepathy thing through his love cord was real. Good to know. If my men and I were parted by my deal with the underworld again, I’d be having as much love cord sex as I could muster. Now that I knew how to wake them, I moved to sit down, ready to make contact with Rane and Mads.

      “What are you doing here?” I asked him, still caught up in the shock of running into him.

      “I’ve been surveilling the place,” he admitted. “Finding out as much as I can to form a plan to rescue the others and destroy the group after us.”

      “Not smart,” I said.

      Before I could yell at him for being crazy, Byron caught me by the arm, taking me in his arms. Once I was there, evil plots and missing lovers all aside, all I wanted was to stay there. Damn him. I smelt pine and grass on him, and under that was a scent that I remembered all too well: his natural musk mixed with the crispness of old books.

      “And I remember our… conversation,” he whispered, holding me tight, the kind of tight that conveyed he never wanted to let go.

      “Conversation.” I snorted and pushed him in the shoulder. That wasn’t the only thing that stuck in my mind. All over again I felt him sliding in and out of my pussy, making it throb and bring me to orgasm. “Your orders, more like it.”

      He smiled, then nuzzled my neck, and a thrill skated up my spine.

      “You smell incredible. What oils did you use in the underworld?”

      I laughed, smacking him again. “It’s so good to see you.”

      “I meant it,” he murmured, his lips against my ear. “What I said.”

      My chest stung, remembering him telling me that I’d run away for the last time, and that if I did it again, we were done for good.

      “I won’t run,” I whispered, leaning my head on his chest. “I promise.”

      He held me tight for what seemed like an eternity, but I didn’t want to move. I just wanted to feel him, his chest, his heartbeat against my forehead, his breath on the top of my head.

      But then reality wormed back into my mind like a bad memory. My mission to save the avatars. My promise to Hades. Fate of the world rah, rah and find Eros.

      “Where’s Rane, Mads and everyone else?” I asked, hoping they might have escaped too.

      “There’s absolutely no short answer for that,” Byron said matter-of-factly and my blood iced over. He pulled away and stepped back, examining me. “Come on. We should get back to the bunker where it’s safe. I’ll explain everything then.”

      “Bunker?” I really wanted to know what the hell was going on.

      “In case the base got bombed,” he said. “Every military facility has one. This one is located half a mile from main structure. There’re tunnels that lead to it.”

      Oh god, we really were deep behind enemy lines. In the thick of it. “You want me to go somewhere that at any moment could be invaded and end in us kidnapped all over again?”

      “The tunnels hadn’t been used in years,” he said. “And I may have used a little trick to disguise them on my way out.”

      “Okay.” That still didn’t ease the rolling in my stomach.

      When he next spoke, he was so brusque, I wondered if he was just steadying himself. “Let’s go. We can make it before dusk if we get going.”

      I didn’t have the strength left to argue. After two days of hiking, climbing, hours of driving, and running away from a territorial bull, I was well and truly exhausted. Hunger made my stomach ache, and I’d dropped the last of my food when I’d bolted from Bo. Still, somehow, I managed to keep up with Byron as he led me deeper into the woods.

      Trailing beside him, I noticed how he moved with a strange ease, strong and fit, like he’d been hiking on his days off. It occurred to me that something about this suited him just as well as being an instructor at the university. The bolster given to him by Athena’s powers gave me the impression he was as confidant moving through enemy territory as he was in front of undergrads, and I couldn’t tell if that made me happy or sad.

      Twenty minutes later we came to a stop in the middle of a more thickly wooded area than before. Byron cleared some brush away from the ground, revealing a steel door. He opened it, and I glanced at the long ladder leading down into darkness.

      “No way,” I breathed. “How in the world did you find this place?”

      “This bunker was forgotten,” he explained. “But Athena remembered. The base where the others are being kept is another mile north.”

      He nodded towards the hatch, and after taking a deep breath I started down the ladder. The steel rungs were icy against my hands, and I almost slipped on them because of my crappy no sole grip sandals. The descent lasted a good minute or two, telling me the bunker was buried deep. Finally, when my left foot hit cement, relief washed through me. When Byron reached the bottom, he flicked a light switch on that flooded the area with an eerie red light.

      “Homey,” I said flatly, examining all the concrete walls, steel beams, pipes and cables running everywhere.

      “It gets better.” Byron smiled. “This way.”

      To my surprise, he took me by the hand and my palm tingled. It didn’t matter that we were essentially behind enemy lines or close enough that there was so much trouble on the horizon that it rattled my nerves. For the moment we were together again, and things were going back to what they should have been.

      At the end of the tunnel, he switched on a normal fluorescent light to reveal something that looked like a community rec center. Tables and chairs set up in rows, one covered with maps and schematics, a small kitchenette off to one side, a shelf of tattered books and a stack of games to the other.

      “You’ve been here a while,” I observe, picking up the plans to try to read them. But let’s face it, I was no map reading genius, and I couldn’t tell up from down.

      “A few days,” he said. “Those are the plans of the base.”

      “Convenient,” I huffed.

      “I stole them on my way out, thank you very much.”

      Before I could respond, he silenced any further sarcasm from me with a long and deep kiss.

      When Byron broke free, I said, “Tell me what happened.”

      He sat me down at the table, taking up a position next to me. “I still don’t know.”

      When I gave him a look that told him that would not suffice as an explanation, he sighed.

      “The last thing I remember,” he began, “is the house in Louisiana. Do you remember that?”

      I did. It was where the men in black had shown up and made off with half of the avatars. They’d been on the verge of capturing me too when I killed two of them.

      “Rane and I fought to free Ophelia and Tara,” he said. “One of the soldiers stabbed me with a knife laced with brown powder that put me to sleep. Then I only remember flashes of things. Sensations of traveling, being some place deep underground.”

      Memories from a month earlier rose in my mind. “Those were the catacombs in Paris. That’s where Rane, Mads, and I went looking for the rest of you.”

      Byron clasped his hands, settling his elbows on the table, resting his chin on his fists. “Hmm. Makes sense. Still, I was sinking deeper into this sleep that I knew I had to fight. Asleep, it was like being in a zero-gravity environment, and I had no idea which way was up, or how to break free. Then… you came to me in a dream.”

      “Real dreams,” I offered, “where we were talking, and it wasn’t just your brain coming up with a version of me to talk to.”

      “Yes!” he exclaimed. “There was no sense to it, but those dreams gave me direction, a better understanding of what was happening. Somehow they forced me awake because now I knew which way was real. This may not make much sense. I’m describing something that should be impossible.”

      Oh, I got it. None of this godly business made any sense, but it had to be related to our inherent powers. “Totally unlike any other thing that has been happening to us lately?” I offered with a raised brow.

      “Good point.” Byron nudged me with his shoulder. “Anyway, I woke up in the facility that used to be a military base, and it was commandeered by the same assholes who kidnapped us out of Boise. At least, I hope they’re the same assholes. They’re not soldiers. Not from what I can tell.”

      This was news to me. They all had guns and knew how to use them, so I’d always assumed they were soldiers. Guns for hire maybe? But I’d take Byron’s word for it. He studied historical warfare and knew his way around these types of things.

      “I really don’t like the idea of an exceedingly well-funded organization having it out for us.”

      Regardless of who they were, they had plenty of resources, plenty of goons, and the technology to block out the avatar’s connections to their patrons. On top of that, they could also overpower gods walking on Earth. That was not something to be reckoned with.
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      “I woke up in what looked like a dormitory,” Byron admitted. “I’d been hooked up to some kind of breathing tube, and when I tore it out, my brain kicked into survival mode even though the drugs coursing in my blood disoriented me.”

      God, how terrifying. I don’t know what I would have done in his position. Byron was always better equipped to handle stressful situations than me. I just curled up in a ball and cried like a big sissy.

      He sighed, burying his face in his hands. Something told me his heart was heavy with regret and grief.

      I swiveled on the bench to lean my body against him, my head on his shoulder. “Do you seriously think I’m going to judge you for whatever comes next? You were literally kidnapped and drugged by an evil organization.”

      “You might,” he said, rubbing his face. “The others were sleeping on the beds around me. The twins to my left, Ophelia and Connor on my right, and Rane and Mads on the opposite side of the room. Just as I was putting all of that together, I heard people coming down the hall.”

      The twins, blonde and gorgeous teenagers, name Lucy and Victor respectively, were the avatars of Artemis and Apollo. Snarky as hell, but oh so young, I’d met the little snots at the dinner in Louisiana. Pity threaded through my chest for them, thinking how terrifying it must have been to bear the weight of a god before they even graduated high school.

      “So, what did you do?” I prodded Byron, wanting to know every little detail no matter how much it hurt like a blade to the heart to know Mads and Rane remained captive.

      “I grabbed the apparatuses keeping the twins asleep,” he went on, staring off into space, his hands shaking. “And tore them out. It took them a moment to wake up. Meanwhile, I ducked behind the door before the men entered the room. Pure chaos erupted, avatars screaming, people being hurled across the room, men rushing into the around trying to figure out what had happened.”

      He stopped, his shoulders curling forward.

      I bit my lip while rubbing his back, waiting for him to finish.

      “In all the confusion, I ducked out.” Byron shook his head. “If I had stayed to fight, the three of us would have just been put right back where we’d been. I snuck out while the men wrestled to sedate the twins. I’m not fucking proud of leaving them behind.” The strain in his voice was enough to tear me in two. “I fucking used them as a distraction.”

      He stood up, roughly picking up a chair before throwing it.

      I flinched as it hit the wall, bounced off it, and clattered on the floor.

      “Do you want me to tell you that what you did was okay?” I asked helplessly, not knowing what to do or so to make it any easier on him. Clearly his actions ate him up already. No use rubbing it in.

      Byron’s mouth twisted up a little as he paced the length of the table. “I’m not a child who needs absolution. I know very well what I did.”

      “What you did wasn’t okay,” I said, giving him the plain old, honest Locke Casey truth, hard as it was to swallow. “But you’ll make it okay, won’t you?”

      He stilled, looking at me, his expression unreadable.

      I stood, approaching him slowly, as if he were a frightened alley cat with a hurt leg that needed a vet. “Look, you did it because you had to do it. If you had said fuck it and just left them behind then you’d have been an asshole. But you didn’t, did you? You’re still here, trying to save everyone.”

      Byron nodded stiffly, as if it pained him to have his motivations revealed, so I let it go.

      “Hey, does this bunker have some food, a bed and a good shower?” I asked. “I’m filthy for the second time today after battling Bo the bull.”

      For one brief and glorious moment, I remembered what we’d done together the last time we’d shared a shower… hell, of what we’d done in our little rendezvous in the love cord connection thing. A gleaming memory in a time when everything felt dark and bloody.

      Byron bit his lip, looking at the ground, and it didn’t take having the powers of a love god to know that he was thinking of it too.

      “This way,” he said, directing me towards the steel shower in the back of the bunker, with a far more comfortable space than the makeshift shower I’d had this afternoon, and far wider than the bunker should have allowed.

      I wondered what it would be like if I asked him to stay, to see the water running down his body, to kiss him and to taste him. Right at that moment, I needed to touch him, feel him inside of me, and I felt like I might die if I didn’t. But maybe now wasn’t the right time with his thoughts caught up in his grief. If only I could kiss away that pain, even for a few minutes.

      Byron backed away hurriedly, closing the door behind him, and I sighed, leaning against the wall. Even thinking about it was ridiculous. We were here on a life-or-death matter and he likely had all sorts of things on his mind that didn’t include having sex with me.

      I showered, taking my time, which allowed me the freedom to absorb everything he’d said. In the end I was no closer to any answers. All I knew was that there was a deep craving that pulled Byron and me together, that made us long for each other in a way that defied everything else in the world. My godly powers told me so.

      When I stepped out of the shower, I found the pile of filthy clothes I’d left on the floor and wrapped a towel tightly around my body.

      “Byron, I don’t suppose the magical bunker has any clothes for me, does it?” I called out.

      As if he’d already thought about it, he entered, carrying me a change of clothes: army greens, grey shorts, socks, no underwear. Guess I could handle going commando for a little while. Hopefully we’d have the avatars out of this ghost town by tomorrow.

      I accepted the offering from Byron, but he remained standing so close, waiting for me. His breath fanned across my brow, the heat from his skin warming me, desire pulsing in his eyes.

      “Byron?” I voiced quietly.

      He didn’t say anything. Normally he had the right answer for every question, but right now, it seemed as if he were at a loss, almost as if he were afraid of what words might spill past his lips. Suddenly, he drew me into his arms. Then, tilting my head back, he kissed me. I knew in a heartbeat that it was a kiss that I would remember forever. Starting out shy, almost diffident, but in a matter of seconds, it warmed up, reminding us both what we had meant to each other, what we could still be to one another if we only allowed ourselves to remember. If I stayed and didn’t run away.

      Remember, the kiss seemed to say, and boy did I ever. It lingered on my lips for long after we were done.

      Byron held me tighter, as if he were afraid to let me go. This was the man who had been in my life since before all the god business. Whose own past held things he had never wanted to show me in fear it might cast such shadows over me. In some strange way that I was only just beginning to understand, we belonged to each other no matter who else I loved, whom else I touched. The dream of him, Rane and Mads all rooming together confirmed this. At the bottom of it, I suspected, I would always belong to Byron, and this kiss reminded me of that.

      Strong fingers pushed into my wet hair, pulling my head back and baring my neck to him. His teeth nibbled between licks, barely holding back, tasting me when I knew he wanted to devour me.

      I dug my nails into his shoulders, not stopping until I heard him cry out softly.

      “More,” I whispered. “I want more than that.”

      A deep and golden warmth pooled inside me, and I knew it was more than the need that Byron and I had for each other. It swept over me as if it were enclosing me in a gorgeous sparkling light, and when I opened my eyes, a deep and abiding need rested at my core.

      “What do you want?” Byron whispered urgently. “Dear God, I want to give it to you.”

      That’s what his mouth said to me. His cord begged me to stay and never leave—to be his forever. To love and acknowledge him in the way his parents never had… no, not in a creepy motherly way, but in a heart’s true desire way. It broke my heart to peek into his soul without his permission, but I couldn’t help it. While Rane hid his darkest secrets from me, and I promised not to look, Byron’s cord practically shouted them at me.

      I stretched up on my tiptoes to whisper in Byron’s ear. “Take me to bed.”

      With a soft groan, he scooped me up in his arms. He was dressed only in a paper-thin T-shirt and camouflage pants. The quiver in his taut muscles told me how much he wanted me. Already his cock thickened for me, pressing between us as he carried me to the rear of the bunker, where through a narrow door was a series of bunk beds. Something about those beds being old, long and empty made me shiver, and he laughed.

      In my soul I knew that no matter what I wanted, he would give it to me, and he smiled as I rocked restlessly against his body. Grinning, he set me down on my back on the nearest bed. It was so narrow that we had to lie on our sides, pressed close. I tried reaching for him, but he kept me pinned in place with ease.

      “Let me touch you,” I gasped.

      He laughed in a way that teased me. “Why should I?”

      I smiled back. Byron liked to be in charge in the bedroom. But tonight, I wanted something different and I might have to charm him into submitting. I needed him, and that was my source of strength.

      “Because I want to,” I insisted, power lacing through my words.

      “What do you want me to do for you, princess?” he murmured, peeling the towel away from my body. I’d never heard a nickname so sexy as when he whispered that in my ear.

      “I want you.” And that was all he needed to know for the moment.

      “I’m here,” he said. “I’m yours.”

      He knelt beside the bed, and I reached out leisurely to tangle my fingers in his hair, getting lost in the haze in his awed and completely perfect eyes.

      “Good,” I murmured. “Because I don’t let go of things that are mine. Not ever.”

      He shuddered at my words, pressing closer to me. His shoulder twitched as if he wanted to pull me into his arms, but I wasn’t ready to let him go so easily, to fall back under his command. I took my time, making him wait, clasping his face gently between my two hands, holding him in place as I kissed him. At this, he made a soft sound against my lips that was utterly delicious. The naughty boy tried to deepen the kiss before I was ready, so I gave his hair a quick tug. I pulled back just in time to see a flash of silver go through his eyes. Instead of scaring me or making me self-conscious, it only made me grin a little more.

      “She doesn’t like me, does she?” I asked.

      Byron hesitated. “It’s complicated.”

      A laugh resonated deep in my throat. “Is it complicated because she wants me too?”

      This time the flash of silver was more pronounced, but I saw Byron fight back until it only he remained.

      “Don’t taunt her,” he said, trying to kiss me again, but I pulled back.

      “Spoil sport.”

      “I’ll share a lot,” he said by way of explanation, “but I don’t want to share this.”

      I laughed softly at him, and in reward, I tugged his head down for another kiss. It was impossible to forget how good Byron felt, the hardness of his muscles, the warmth of his skin, the slickness of his lips on mine. Despite the utterly terrible circumstances we found ourselves in, there was something utterly perfect about this moment, him, us.

      With a gentle tug to his hair, I pulled him on top of me. It should have been irritating that he wasn’t as naked as I was, but something in me liked the difference, loved the pleasure of being completely nude while he was still confined by his clothing. That way I could undress him the way I liked.

      I brushed his hand aside when he touched me as I reached down and grabbed his cock. He welcomed that with a groan and bent his head back. I tucked my head against his shoulder and ran my hand lightly along the shaft a few times. Doing so gave me a thrill of ownership, asserting my rights over something that should have been mine in the first place.

      Byron gasped when I closed my fingers around his cock, stroking it firmly, sparking a dribble of pre-cum out the tip. My hands glided with his wetness, making my heart beat even faster.

      “Mine,” I growled with an edge of possessiveness, something a little darker than I’d intended.

      Byron watched me with dark eyes. “Of course I’m yours,” he said.

      My pulse stormed through me at his magical words. The sky was blue, the ocean was wide, and he belonged to me. I pulled him in for another kiss, one where I wanted as much of me pressed against him as I could get.

      He was wrapped around me as if I were the only important thing in the world, and every time he groaned I stroked him, stoking the desire inside me. I didn’t care any longer if it was something that the gods had put in me or in him. All that mattered in the world now was me and Byron.

      I felt the precise moment when his hips started to thrust almost helplessly against me, his body acquiring a new level of tension.

      “Locke…” he growled. “I’m going to…”

      I knew what that meant, and I removed my hand from his twitching cock. For a second, I thought he might spill anyway, but he pulled back at the last minute, gasping a little, which made me smile.

      “I didn’t mean for you to stop,” he panted, and I laughed.

      “Here, give me your hand.” I led his hand down between my legs, where I was wet, and soft and aching for him. Then I let him stroke me, lying back with my eyes closed to take in all of the pleasure he was giving me.

      With my back pushed against the icy-cold wall and my knee cocked up, it was far from the most comfortable way I had ever done this, but it was better than good if it was with Byron.

      He’d always been good with his hands, and this turned out to be no different. Patient and slow, pressing harder or faster when I urged him forward with my moans. A sweet tension coiled up deep inside me, ready to lash out like a striking snake, but indulgently I pushed it away, otherwise I might have climaxed two or three times if I hadn’t. In that moment it didn’t matter to me if Byron’s hand was getting sore or that he was so hard, he rubbed against my thigh. My pleasure given to me by Byron was all-important.

      Finally, my body told me that I had had enough, that it needed release, and I fell into the climax like I would into bed. The pleasure rose up all around me, taking my breath away, but throughout it, I never stopped having that special awareness, that wonderful and impossible connection to Byron that now seemed as much a part of me as my own hand was. I bit down on my cries, my body quaking.

      When I relaxed, I turned to Byron. If he couldn’t tell that I loved him in that moment, soft, sweet and melting, I didn’t know what to do.

      He pulled his hand away with care and grinned. “That was…”

      “Oh, we’re not done yet.” I blinked, and a condom appeared in my hand.

      That was new. Usually I had to ask for them, but there it was. He was still watching when I opened it and slid it over his erect cock, and I nudged him so that he lay down on the center of the bed. I straddled his thighs, running an admiring hand down his chest.

      “This looks perfect to me,” I said, my voice low and intent. “What I always wanted.”

      A dark cloud passed over his face, and Byron of course went to argue. I had no time for it though, and I leaned forward, stopping his words with a kiss. I shifted so that his hard cock was pressed flat against my belly, so that he could feel my still wet, soft flesh against him.

      “Please,” he begged when I pulled back, and my goodness did I like that better than any argument he was going to start before that.

      “Good boy…” I ground against his cock before I raised up and took hold of it at the base.

      His strong hands came up to grasp me by the hips, guiding me as I lowered myself down on him. He felt perfect then, thick and ready to fill me, but on my terms, of course.

      I took my time as he moved underneath me. We looked into each other’s eyes as if we were doing something entirely new. On the single bed, I had the perfect amount of clearance to ride him, moving exactly as I liked, steadying myself with my hands on his shoulders.

      Good sex is good work, in some ways. I was pretty lazy, but for the right person, I was always willing to step up. I leaned over and kissed him like my life depended on it. His body started to tense, his core tightening, which drew out a long and wounded sound from his throat.

      “Locke, please…”

      “Say it again,” I whispered, and there was something almost reverent in my tone.

      I didn’t want him to beg. I wanted to give him something he wanted, and I could tell that he wanted me oh-so-much.

      “Please, Locke!” he groaned.

      In the end, it didn’t take much. I came down on him one last time, his hands clenching so hard around my hips that they’d leave marks. His strong body pulsed twice, and then he dragged me down to his chest, hanging on to me so tightly that he shook.

      “Fuck,” he said after a moment, and I laughed at him.

      I should have felt tired after a performance like that one, but instead I felt energized. Experimentally, I wiggled a little, and I purred when I felt him twitch inside me. I might have been good to keep going, but Byron winced a little and pulled away, tugging me down to curl up next to him.

      “Fuck,” he repeated. “You are going to be the death of me, Locke.”

      “Certainly not,” I teased, running my hands along his arm. “We have to survive what comes next because I have so many plans for you.”

      There were so many things between us, plans for our future, saving the avatars, eliminating the threat for good, finding Eros… not forgetting the tangle of gold cords that connected me to Byron, Rane and Mads; and I had no idea how that was going to turn out.

      I wanted to forget all my troubles for just a moment. Nothing mattered except being in Byron’s arms, touching him, kissing him and loving him. Let me enjoy it for as long as I can, I silently pleaded.
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      Locke

      

      After ten minutes of silence as Byron stroked my hair while I basked in his warmth. Guilt seeped in like a nasty breeze sneaking under the gap of a door.

      I rolled over onto my side to face him, propping myself up on my elbow. “So, are all tactical meetings conducted in your birthday suit? Because now I have a whole different idea of what the army is like.”

      I probably shouldn’t have made light of the situation. But grief weighed both my mind and heart down and I needed something to boost my spirits.

      Byron gave me a tolerant look. “Even the promise of pajama parties wouldn’t have gotten me into the army when I was in high school,” he said, slapping me on the ass. “Focus now, please.”

      “Right.” I pretended to give him a serious look before we burst into laughter.

      God, this was like the good old days of us just hanging out. In his company, I felt safe, accepted and comfortable. I hoped we’d continue to spend time together once all this mess was over.

      “Okay,” I said. “Tell me your plans.”

      “I’ve been watching the old base to the north for the last week,” Byron advised. “It has wretched surveillance from a security standpoint. They’re not military from what I can tell.”

      “You know the difference, Captain Sevarin?” I asked.

      “Too many places unguarded—too many cameras that don’t work—a lot of scientists looking people coming and going for it to be a secure facility. I walked out of the place for fuck’s sake.”

      “Fucking amateurs,” I snorted. “No wonder you got out.”

      “Amateurs that still managed to capture a lot of folks and make life very difficult for us,” Byron reminded me.

      “If it’s not the military then who is behind this?” I asked. “What do they want?”

      “Mercenaries,” he said decisively. “Hired by someone with loads of money behind them.”

      Good point. I rubbed my chin. How else could they conduct that blitz attack in Louisiana? They needed to have had some serious muscle and foresight.

      “Mads told me that the guy who tortured us was a specialist. Trained to break people…” Byron hung his head. He didn’t need to say the rest. I knew what he meant. Dartmoor had tormented me to the point where my gifts were brought out on protective instinct.

      “What else does Mads know?” I stared at Byron while questioning him.

      “They bought a computer to study the gods,” he said.

      What the hell? Something like that existed?

      “They were too busy studying the avatars and the gods. While they were restraining the twins I escaped. I used their agony to my advantage rather than attempt to help them escape.”

      I rubbed a hand on his back trying to sooth his guilt. “It’s not your fault, Byron.”

      He rubbed his mouth. “I am glad you turned up. Two people can get the job done. And with what you can do…”

      “What are you saying?” I asked him. “You need a distraction?”

      Byron laughed then touching my face with an odd gentleness. “God, no.”

      Thank Eros.

      “I need your help to create a distraction,” he said. “Get the avatars awake and out. Rip the belly out of the place. I’ve memorized all the maps. All the entry and exit points.”

      For a man imbued with the wisdom of a goddess of war and strategy that was pretty darn simple and stupid, if you asked me.

      “That’s your plan,” I said while getting up to pace along the room. “Are you freaking serious? They have guns! And other things that are incredibly dangerous!”

      Byron smiled grimly. “And we’re gods.”

      “Avatars,” I corrected. “We’re avatars of gods and we’re not bulletproof. In Paris, Mads and Rane lost their connection to their gods. Rane suspected it was some sort of device that emitted frequencies to distort the line. He’d seen similar weapons used in war. They couldn’t use their powers in the catacombs.”

      Byron shrugged. “So, we’ll severe the base’s power. You’re not an avatar. You’re something else entirely. Our secret weapon.”

      “Hasn’t Athena told you what I am?” I replied.

      “I may have the knowledge of past avatars,” he said as silver flashed through his eyes. “Of Athena. But the gods are sick, weakened—they’re not exactly talking now.”

      My heart sank. I might have been able to argue with Byron, but with his gray-eyed asshole patron, I didn’t know where I stood. Regardless of whether she’d gone mad; she still feared what Eros was capable of. What I could do. There was no changing that.

      “Great.” I put my hands up against the wall and tucked my head down breathing hard.

      “I know what I saw in the desert,” Byron said trying to call my attention to him. I looked up. He ran his fingers through his hair. “If you and Rane were on your own… you would have devastated that place in a matter of seconds. If I hadn’t…”

      “Oh, come on, you’re blaming yourself for that too?”

      Byron smiled a little at that but he quickly grew serious. “If they had taken you when you realized your full potential, they wouldn’t have held you for longer than a few minutes.”

      Why did he have to remind me of the memory that I have tried so hard to forget. When I tangled those men’s love cords like spaghetti.

      “The things I did,” I said stiffly.

      I flinched when I felt him touch my shoulder. “What you did was more merciful than the death they planned for me and the means by which they intended to extract your power.”

      “So that justifies what I did?”

      Byron’s face turned hard and stubborn.

      “We can get them out if…” he paused. “If we’re willing to do now what we’ve always been capable of.”

      A sinking feeling gripped me as I realized that he’d save the avatars with or without me. At least with me by his side, his stood a chance of surviving whatever we faced.

      What he asked of me… I couldn’t… not again… there had to be another way. Back in the desert, I’d twisted the desires of the kidnappers and driven them as mad as the gods. With that righteous fury behind me, I wanted nothing more than to reach out and hurt whoever harmed Byron. I’d lost control and snapped. That could never happen again.

      Byron asked too much of me. Rane and Mads would never dare. Mads would always find another way. While Rane would put himself in danger even taking the bullets to protect me from what it was Byron now asked. But I guess that was the difference between them. Byron’s strategy was to use his biggest and most destructive weapon.

      I glared at him. “You and that bitch were made for each other, weren’t you?”

      “Are you in or out, Locke?” he said not backing down.

      “You know my answer to that.”

      “I want to hear you say it. Are you’re going to do what needs to be done?”

      Fire hit my veins. Along with the urge to smack and shout at him. He had no idea what it was like to do what I did.

      “I’ll do what needs to be done,” I snarled.

      He leaned forward as if meaning to reach for me, comfort me somehow but he pulled back at the last moment. Coldhearted Byron was back. When we were in college nothing could stop him once he set his mind to that end goal.

      “Good,” he said. “Let’s talk about the plan. But we need to sleep on it first. Wake up at 3AM.”

      God, he was beginning to sound like Rane.

      

      ***

      

      Early the next morning, we ate breakfast in silence… well I didn’t eat much. Couldn’t put too much away because of the nerves scraping in my stomach. The same couldn’t be said for Byron as he munched on the twenty-year-old cereal with tinned milk.

      Once we were done, Byron rolled out a map of the facility placing his hands on either end to keep it straight. For the next five minutes, he explained to me: where the avatars were being kept, where the staff monitored them, and finally where the few hired guns smoked and gambled their time away. Not much to do, I guess, amid a bunch of unconscious avatars.

      “They’re located here,” he said using a glass to secure the map while he pointed to a spot in the center of the paper. A room in the heart of the facility surrounded by a laboratory, meant for testing the avatars’ blood. There were banks of computers recording data from their sleeping, heart rate and other vitals. “We could cut the power but they’ve got backup generators. So, we’re going to have to wake everyone up the old-fashioned way.”

      By that he meant going right into the dragon’s lair to extract the needles from each avatar’s arms to halt the pumping of the drug used to keep them asleep, then we had to pull out each of their breathing tubes.

      “We strike at dawn,” he said. “People tend to be least alert and most vulnerable then.”

      Wow. He’d really thought this out to the fines detail. To me early mornings were times when hope was most readily abandoned as the night stretched for hours and the dread of getting up to face the day sunk in.

      We passed another thirty minutes in preparation as we continued to study the map. We surveyed all the ins and outs, we needed an alternative in case our retreat failed. Byron made me recite and show him all our back up plans until he was confident that we could escape if need be.

      At 4:30AM, Byron said, “Think you can search for some of the cords of the workers in the base? Maybe love them up a bit. Make them docile for our invasion.”

      I’d never done that before. Usually I needed to see the person they belonged to or at least see them from a distance. I might have boasted godly powers but I didn’t have long distance vision. And the only time I had connected with a cord long distance was when I travelled from New York to France via Byron’s cord but that was because it connected to me.

      “I’ll give it a try,” I said then focused on calling them to me.

      In my mind’s eye, I saw them respond to me curling towards me, but they only reached so far. They refused to tear away from the direction of those they were connected to. I tried dialing up the love in them but they shrunk away at that like shy toddlers, they clung to their owners. Dammit. I tried a few more times with the same results. From this far away my powers were useless.

      “I can’t,” I told Byron. “I need to be closer.”

      “Maybe you need a bit more training.” Byron rubbed the top of my arm and I huffed.

      Training. Yeah, I thought. All I can do is manifest condoms and mess up people’s lives. What other tricks did I have up my sleeves? Making people jump into a massive orgy? Hmmm… that might be a clever distraction. But what effect might that have on the avatars? In the desert when I ripped the cords of the men who’d tortured Byron, the residual effect had influenced Byron and Rane to fight each other out of jealousy. We couldn’t afford to meddle with the avatars squabbling onto of our escape. What if they turned on us and ended up harming us?

      “Don’t worry.” Byron clasped my hands between his. “We can try again when we reach the base.”

      The prospect of our upcoming mission made my blood curdle.

      Byron moved to a cupboard and swung open the doors to reveal a stash of weapons. Hand guns, rifles, grenades and even knives.

      “Here,” Byron said as he took a handgun and shoved it into my hand. “Don’t hesitate to use this if you need to.”

      The coldness of the metal bit into my palm, and I almost dropped the weapon. What did I need this for when I could inflict so much damage on my own? If I really wanted to hurt anyone, that is.

      “Just in case they use those machines to dampen our power,” Byron insisted while wrapping my fingers over the gun and showing me how to hold it.

      They hadn’t affected my power last time. But one couldn’t be too careful in having a backup plan especially not someone like the avatar of Athena.

      “What time is it?” I asked as jitters built up in my muscles.

      His eyes dropped to his wristwatch. “Time to leave.”

      Panic spread from the depths of my body pumping white-hot adrenaline into my veins.

      Byron stuffed a gun in his pants then packed some grenades, knives and a few more guns into a duffle bag.

      Hauling the bag over his shoulder he took a flashlight into his hand. Byron gripped my hand with his free one squeezing it tight. “Come on.”

      We made our way through the tunnels. They were taken over by spider webs, dampness and dust. I’d swapped my sandals for socks and boots (a size too big, mind you). Our footsteps echoed throughout the tunnel. It took us almost fifteen minutes to wind through the tunnels that were about half a mile long in order to get to the service entrance of the base. There, Byron pressed an ear to the door listening for anyone on the other side. He gave me a thumbs up to signal that we were all clear.

      Blood pounded in my ears as he twisted the latch. The door gave with a soft pressurized hiss.

      “Fucking amateurs,” Byron joked with grim satisfaction as he pushed the heavy metal door open.

      Until this point, I’d thought of our mission like of those in an action movie. I thought of it as a fast pace blur: all running, panic and swearing. Inside the base though the hallways reminded me a lot of my high school, empty with class in session.

      Byron hesitated for a moment then nodded. At this point, standing in the facility itself, we had very few choices but to go forward and follow the plan.

      Silver flashed in his eyes again as he squeezed my hand. “It’s going to be all right.”

      No. A resounding no. The only thing that hadn’t chased me away from this operation was the chance of saving Mads and Rane, as well as ending this shit once and for all.

      A lone scientist wandered down the hall studying her clipboard and flicking through papers. She wore a lab coat, shirt and jeans. If she spotted us she’d know immediately that the two of us dressed in army gear were not fellow scientists.

      Shit. My breath lodged in my throat. I didn’t want to have to shoot her. But if she screamed, I might have to.

      “Do your thing,” Byron hissed at me.

      Oh yeah. Crap.

      I seized the bright red cord extending from her chest and rubbed my thumb over it, until she glanced up with eyes glazed over in a loved-up haze. Clutching the clipboard to her chest and smiling like some dumbass, she skipped away.

      “Skipping, really?” I let go of her cord and it flittered behind the woman.

      “Hurry.” Byron motioned for me to keep moving.

      About one hundred feet and two more corridors separated us from the avatars.

      Fire boiled in my stomach as I quickened my pace scurrying through those corridors like a rat hunting for food. My face pulled taut with tension.

      A man wearing black tactical gear turned the corner about thirty feet from us. He had a rifle slung over one shoulder. Cocky bastard walked as if he owned the world.

      I flinched when his cold eyes landed on me.

      “Coming back for more, sweetheart,” he said.

      I remembered his face from Paris. How could I forget it? The harshness of it didn’t stray even under good light. It was the man who threatened to rape me, before Mads put a stop to it. The mercenary had no cord just a black heart, so I made him one. I wound a thread of the same color tight around his gun.

      “Dear god.” Byron frowned, pulling his head back as the mercenary cuddled his gun. His lip curled in disgust as the mercenary began licking the gun while gazing down at it with lust hooded eyes. “Did you make him want to fuck his own gun?”

      “Something like that,” I said while moving on past the run-of-the-mill asshole.

      Byron gave me a quick rub on my shoulders before moving on.

      Right. Next phase of Operation Save Avatars was in motion.
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      Locke

      

      At a t-intersection of halls, Byron paused to check because motion around the edge suggested people traversed it. He held up three fingers, signaling to me. Right. Time for me to do my thing.

      I repeated Byron’s instructions in my head. One thing you could say for the man was his absolutely precision. He knew exactly where we needed to be and every little step we had to follow.

      Hands raised, I called to the cords of the people nearby—if any even belonged to them. One snaked around the corner, connecting to a guard, which I then traced to a young woman in Nashville with eyes filled with fear and dark bruises that ringed her neck and wrists.

      Angry heat flashed inside me. Having been the verbal and sometimes physical punching bag for my mom’s bitterness, I had a chip on my shoulder about violence in any way.

      Well, you won’t be needing this anymore…

      Throwing my shoulders back, I severed the connection without a single qualm. In my mind’s eye I saw her straighten up, going for the suitcase she kept under the bed and the money she kept hidden in an envelope behind a picture frame on the wall.

      Nope. Not a single moment of guilt. The woman was now free from this creep.

      Then I turned all my fury to the man by snapping his cord and winding it around his throat. From now on he’d only love himself, and by the lust rising in him, he disappeared into the men’s room to jerk off. Hmmm… that’d only keep him busy for thirty seconds, a minute max. I added another sprinkle of love to his cord to help him take his time, nice and slow.

      I glanced at Byron, who nodded as if encouraging me to keep going.

      Messing with people wasn’t my style; I preferred to let bygones be bygones, but if my men were in danger, then get out of my way! Besides, I wasn’t hurting anyone this time… or so I told myself.

      The next woman in the corridor, a scientist, discussed something with her colleague. I brushed her cord, instilling it with an unhealthy obsession for flames. In my mind’s eye, I watched her up and leave the conversation, intent on starting a bonfire at her desk.

      Fire was part one of Byron’s plan. Set one off and activate the fire alarms.

      Onto step two.

      Her colleague glanced down the hall in bewilderment. For him, I yanked at his cord, programming him with a penchant for setting off alarms and delighting in the evacuation of buildings. Kind of like one the dicks at my high school who used to activate the fire alarm whenever exam time rolled around. The man wandered off in a trance, giggling with glee at his new hobby, ready to do my bidding. Twisted, yes, but necessary.

      Back pressed to the wall, I flexed my hand and fingers, waiting for the agonizing moment our plan would initiate.

      Again in my mind, I saw the woman adding papers and anything that would burn to the flaming heap on her desk. She cackled manically with the obsession I’d programmed her with. Smoke curled up from the burning stack, setting off the fire sprinklers.

      Another vision flashed—this one of her coworker breaking the glass over the alarm. Face wild with manic glee, he smashed the button. The corridor darkened. A red light flashed and sirens wailed.

      “Evacuation in progress,” a mechanical voice spoke over the speakers in the hall. “Leave your stations and proceed to the nearest exit.”

      “You did it!” Byron clapped me on the shoulders.

      We waited, huddled against the wall, while people in lab coats rushed down the adjacent hall. A couple of mercenaries stomped by with them, and Byron dragged me backward into a cleaning closet. When the footfalls ended, we snuck out.

      “Back in a minute,” Byron said. “I’m going to check if it’s clear.”

      He only nodded before running off, and I stood in the hallway, outside the door to the room containing the avatars. I took a deep breath before entering.

      The large room contained seven medical beds, four occupied, three empty. One probably belonged to Byron during his stay. A hollow feeling gripped my stomach at the idea that the other two were meant to contain Rane and Mads.

      Where were they? Had they escape? When I checked my chest, their golden cords darkened with blotches and holes as if moths had eaten away at them, but they still weaved into another room. What was happening to them? I’d get to them in a minute. First, I had to follow the plan.

      I crossed to the twins’ beds, staring down at the connectors that Byron had said kept them asleep. Lucy and Niall Wyatt, aka Artemis and Apollo, looked seventeen at most and each were blondes with electric-blue eyes. They hadn’t had much to say to me in Louisiana, only sizing me up with their smug gazes, but that was fine. I removed the needle from Lucy’s arm, then her breathing tube and she woke with a start, fury in her eyes.

      How she woke so fast amazed me. Not even my grandmother roused from her pain meds when she died. Must have been some god-like power thing.

      “Where are they?” Lucy snarled.

      “Evacuated,” I answered, moving to her brother’s side, waking him too.

      They glanced at each other, passing some kind of strange godly twin telepathy message back and forth. Their eyes blazed and they both nodded.

      Lucy turned to me. “So, what’s the plan?”

      “Mayhem and havoc,” I said with a smile. “Byron wants to bring this place down and make everyone who ever crossed us sorry.”

      They grinned sharply and deadly like the tip of the manifested golden Artemis bow that sizzled in Lucy’s hands and the edge of Niall’s short heavy spear.

      “Mayhem,” she repeated. “Who are we allowed to fuck up?”

      “Everyone who’s not part of the pantheon,” I said. “Round them up and bring them to Byron.”

      As silent as deer in the woods, they headed for the door. Maybe I should have felt bad for unleashing the twins on the rest of the compound, but I just didn’t care. These people entangled themselves in kidnapping and hostage offenses, so they reaped what they sowed.

      I advanced to the next set of beds where Ophelia and Conor lay sleeping.

      Ophelia, a tall, broad woman with fading blonde hair and a sweet face even in repose, and the avatar of Hestia, woke with a jerk when I pulled the connections out. Her whitened face, the clenching of her hands, and her ragged gasping made me want to wreak a little bit of mayhem myself.

      “It’s all right,” I soothed with a confidence that I didn’t necessarily feel. “I’m the cavalry.”

      “Well, I know it’s not me,” she said, sitting up. No, she was far too gentle for that. She was a homebody who loved to take care of others within the pantheon.

      I left her with a pat on the shoulder before waking up the final member of the group—the one who would be hardest to help escape because he needed his wheelchair, which was nowhere to be seen.

      Conor was the avatar of Hephaestus, the god of the forge. His skin dark, head bald, with a bushy beard, he emerged from his slumber with a wild look in his eye.

      “Jillian… did they take Jillian?” His large hand clamped over my wrist with a blacksmith’s strength, and I knew I was not getting released until he got an answer that he could live with.

      “No, no, your wife is safe, I promise!”

      His grip eased up, and he looked at me closely. “You’re Locke, the new girl.”

      I helped him sit up. “Yes, I am, and right now we need to get you out of here while Byron and the twins bring this place down.”

      Conor snorted. “You think just because I can’t walk that I can’t cause as much damage as those idiots? I’m the god of engineers. All you need to do is to get me to a console and you will see some trouble.”

      I scanned the room again for his wheelchair. Maybe I’d missed it. “I don’t see your chair.”

      “I can help.” Ophelia came to the other side of his bed. “I may not have a hearth to tend, but I can at least help carry you.” She waited for Conor’s nod, and then lifted him onto her back as if she had the strength of ten men.

      Damn these avatars. Why didn’t I have that strength? First thing for when I returned home… wherever that was… I would delve into all my godly powers, not just cords and condoms.

      Conor grinned at me from over his shoulder. “Yeah, we’re off to cause some trouble.”

      “Just don’t kill them,” I said, and the pair started leaving. “We want to question them!”

      That left Mads and Rane. I paused, examining their cords stretching off into another room. With fire under my soles, I ran out of the room, finding the threads entering a door at the end of the hall. Electricity thrummed in their air and prickled my skin. Something in that room, the low drone, the vibrations radiating from it, filled me with a sickening dread. Every nerve in my body baulked at the idea of going inside there. My adrenaline spiked as more holes opened in their cords and the ends frayed, bits of it falling off and crumbling to dust.

      Horrified, I clamped down on the primal scream threatening to burst free from my throat.

      Something was consuming their love.

      Desperate to stop it, I grabbed hold of their golden cords, but a bolt of lightning struck me and flung me backwards. My entire body stung as I held my pumping chest, gasping. What the hell was in there? Now I knew beyond a shadow of a doubt that I had to get in there and fast.

      Steeling myself for whatever came next, I opened the door and took careful steps inside.

      The room was little more than a cell with concrete walls and no windows or light, which reminded me of the hole, where disobedient soldiers got thrown into in movies. Something told me I’d been here before. In Rane’s dream. When I saw him and Mads slumped against the wall, one leaning on the other, I nearly cried with relief. But then I realized that there was something very, very wrong. They had no vitals. Their skin was ashen.

      “No,” I whimpered, falling to my knees besides Mads and pressing my finger the cold skin of his neck to find his pulse. His heart still beat, and he breathed, albeit shallowly. “Please, please, wake up.” I tapped his face, hoping it might rouse him.

      God, I hated the sound of my voice just then. Small, desperate and lonely. I forced myself to feel angry instead. I was not going to let whoever was behind this get away with it. Fuck that. Mads and Rane belonged to me and no one was going to take them away from me.

      I tried calling on the strength I’d witnessed Ophelia used, but it failed me. Dammit. I ran my mind back over the rooms I’d passed, searching the memory banks for a cart or something to carry them both out of here. Maybe I could haul them onto a bed and wheel them out. I’d need help down the stairs to the tunnel though.

      Something about their gold cords caught my eye and I looked up. They traveled from their hearts up into a glowing orb about the size of a basketball, suspended above them.

      “What the fuck?” I shrieked, scrambling away.

      The orb looked as if it were made out of some kind of heavy glass or acrylic, its surface cloudy, streaked with greens, whites and blues. Flashes sparked within it. Fiery red and sunny yellow for what I interpreted as Rane and Mads respectively. The thing pulsed with a power that I could only describe as malevolent. Utter misery stabbed at me, but it wasn’t mine. It was theirs.

      Somehow, Mads and Rane’s essences were trapped inside the orb, and by the torment bleeding from it, they were being hurt.

      My fists clenched as pure rage ripped through my core. My first instinct was to shatter the damn thing into a million pieces. But I had to force myself to calm down and not Hulk out. Avoiding accidentally destroying anything in reach that might harm someone I cared about made me breathe and think this through.

      Behind my men I noticed a rack of small syringes labeled with a name and containing swirling green liquid, each vial as reflectively evil looking as the orb. I crawled over to the rack, reading the names on the bottles—the names of the gods; my three gods. Someone had injected this foul liquid into Mads and Rane, forcing them to a near death state while the orb slowly killed them, possibly stealing their powers in the process.

      Bells of doom chimed in my head. I couldn’t wake them and heal their cords. I couldn’t shatter the orb and risk killing them. What the hell was I going to do?

      I glared at the remaining syringes filled with the foul drug. One even had my name on it. I knew what I had to do save them, no matter how little I wanted to do it. I pulled out the one branded with ‘Eros’ while biting my lip. Whatever was in that syringe, I knew for damn sure that I didn’t want it in me, but it might be the only way to get them out.

      My grandma, bless her soul, was diabetic, and I’d watched her take her insulin every morning before school. I always thought she was so brave for doing that because I hated needles. I squeezed my thighs together as I uncapped my syringe.

      “You guys had better be damn grateful I’m doing this,” I muttered, looking down at them.

      Somewhere far beyond the door I heard a crashing sound, then shouts. Clearly Byron and the twins were fighting up a storm.

      It was time for me to do the same, even if this wasn’t part of the plan. I tapped the crook of my elbow and flexed my fist to make the veins show up clearly under my skin. My stomach churned as I lowered the needle to the juicy vein on display. I whimpered at the sharp bite of the metal piercing me. Ice poured into my veins from the injection site. I removed the needle and tossed it aside. Then I slumped to the ground, positioning myself between Mads and Rane’s legs so I was leaning back on Rane’s chest. Nausea ripped through me and my belly felt like it turned itself inside out. Every inch of me ached. Even my hair hurt, however that was possible.

      With a strange sense of rightness, it struck me that I belonged between Mads and Rane. The only thing missing was Byron. Right then I wished we were all in a cozy cabin in Maine rather than in some evil corporation’s headquarters in an abandoned military base in the backwoods of Tennessee.

      My eyes closed, unable to resist the heaviness the serum brought on. A fatigue washed over me like an anesthetic, lowering me into the darkness creeping up the sides of my mind. The last though to enter my mind before I fell into the abyss was I was going to save them. It didn’t matter where they were, I was going to find them.
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      Locke

      

      God, I hate high school. It was another goddamn day, in another goddamn year, and I couldn’t wait to grow up and get the fuck away from all this. Away from the dicks in my classes and far from the snotty bitches in the ‘it club’. A million miles away from my mom and her dick husband Reg. Except there was always the nagging fear at the back of my mind that I never would be able to escape it all.

      Slumped at my desk, I pondered this in Mrs. Griffith’s Trigonometry class, where I sat close to the door, ready for the end of class, hoping the assholes sitting behind me didn’t put gum in my hair again. I didn’t even bother to open the book, ignoring the whispers of the girls around me. People say that girls are worse than boys when it comes to bullying, but I didn’t believe that. They were different in their methods. Last year, one of the boys on the soccer team had slammed me into the locker so hard I’d seen stars and then he’d threatened to dump me in the quarry. This year, there was some sort of campaign going on among the girls to make me commit suicide. Six to one, half a dozen to the other, and all that crap.

      That afternoon, I walked home in the pouring rain because I preferred getting soaked over riding the bus with idiots screaming in my ear about the next football match. I groaned when I saw my mother’s car in the driveway of our rented house. She was supposed to be at work. Her being at home meant one thing. My mind grew hyperaware with worry. I paused at the front door, wondering if I should stay there, suspended between one hell and another. Stupid me opened the door and entered.

      “Locke?” my mother called out, her voice thick and slurred. “Locke, that you?”

      God, not again. “Yeah, Mom. It’s me.”

      “Come in here and come sit with me. I got pizza.”

      For a second I told myself it’d be all right—that she got the day off, found a good pizza coupon and wanted to hang out with me. That she’d be happy to see me and not angry for ruining her life. Maybe I’d grow wings and fly away from all this.

      The instant I saw her seated at the table with a shot of whiskey and a small pile of little white pills in front of her, I knew that I was just being dumbass for wishful thinking. This was just another fucking day.

      “Go on,” she said, pushing the box containing two slices of pizza across the table. “You’re probably starving, aren’t you? It’s good. I got it from Delmonique’s, that place on Grand.”

      “Cool,” I said evenly, reaching out to grab a paper plate for one slice.

      Her hand shot out, wrapping around my wrist. “Hey, didn’t I teach you any manners?” she asked stiffly. “Say, ‘thank you.’”

      “Thank you,” I said, managing to keep the sarcasm out of it. Honestly, I’d had a shit day at school and was too tired to deal with a screaming match tonight.

      My mom snorted but didn’t let go of me. The way she stood and looked me up and down made me want to bare my teeth. I didn’t want anyone looking at me with such spite, least of all her.

      “Look at you,” she sneered, contempt echoing in her voice. “Sit down. You’re not too good to eat at the table are you? To sit with your old mom.”

      I sat down as she’d instructed. Better to do what she said than get her started on a rant. Though she toyed with the whiskey, she didn’t down it yet. She watched me with eyes the same gray as mine. Years ago, we were always mistaken for each other and sometimes it startled me how I grew into her looks, the same curves, eyes, hair, short and slightly snubbed nose. I did not want to become her though, heading for the same miserable life where her only relief equated to pills or alcohol.

      “You’ve been getting some attitude,” she said, finally airing whatever stick was jammed up her ass. “I saw those applications of yours. You want to go to school.”

      A few weeks earlier she’d discovered that I’d been forwarding all of my mail to my guidance counselor at school. Of course I wanted to leave this hellhole of a town behind for good. Leave her. Leave Reg. Every time I looked at that creep I was reminded of all the times he touched me inappropriately when I was twelve. When I told my mother, she accused me of lying and made me apologize to him. That was the day my mom betrayed me in the worst way a mother could. The time she broke me and left my heart in scattered pieces.

      “Can’t stick around here forever,” I said with a shrug.

      Instantly I regretted it when she slapped her hand down hard on my bare forearm. No matter how many times she’d done it, my mom struck fast, like a fox, and I was left staring in shock at the red and aching welt she’d left on my skin.

      “You think you’re better than me?” she hissed, her face darkening. “You think you’re going to get away from this shithole?”

      My throat clogged with a scream to tell her to back off. I tried to find some way to defend myself against her words, but the truth was that I had nothing, and she was my mom.

      “You’re not any different from me,” she spat with a look of disgust. “You think someone’s going to tell you you’re smart. You think someone’s going to love you. You’re poison all the way through, Locke. A fucking disaster.”

      Her words stabbed like a blade to my heart. I scrambled to my feet, but she slapped my arm again, making me yelp.

      “Look at you!” Her cruel laugh rattled down my spine. “Whining like a little bitch over a tap like that. You’re weak Locke, and you’ll go crawling after every scrap someone throws at you. Maybe you can call that love. Maybe you can pretend.”

      I had already done that with my first boyfriend, even if she didn’t know it. The rest of my life rolled out in front of me, resulting just the way she said it would. Every good thing would only happen by accident because I sure as shit didn’t deserve it. Every bad thing would happen because that’s what I got. Locke Casey, human black hole that sucked anything good in it and destroyed it.

      At school I’d learned to never turn my back on the boys, to keep my eyes on the floor, but I never learned to guard myself against my mom’s contempt. Even if I warded myself with fury, hell, even with compassion and understanding, she’d cut through me like a glass.

      Tears pricked at my eyes, and she laughed. God, we even laugh alike. It only made the truth of it cruel and inescapable.

      “But you’re too good to drink, aren’t you?” she snarked in that same contemptuous tone. “You’re going to waste yourself on men, on what you think is love. Well let me tell you baby girl, love isn’t for you. You don’t have any in you, I could tell from the moment you were born. But you’re going to go chasing after it, aren’t you?”

      She reached out to pinch me, grabbing a wad of flesh and twisting until I cried out.

      “That’s you,” she continued, “crying out like a little bitch, to all those boys who love you until you put out, and maybe even more if you let them do things the nice girls won’t do. That’s you, Locke!”

      Fuck you, I wanted to scream. But the weird part was that I knew what was going to happen right after this. I’d eventually break free and run to my room, and while she pounded on the door, ranting away, she could never break it down no matter how much she threatened to. That night I didn’t go out the window like I did sometimes. Instead, I lay in that little room desperately decorated with magazine photos, and I’d stare at the ceiling knowing that this was my life and always would be.

      I shook out of my stupor and stared at my mother in shock.

      “This didn’t happen,” I murmured to myself. “Not here.”

      She glared at me. But this time I realized I was just as big as she was, just as strong, and I hadn’t spent the last ten years crawling around in a bottle. More than that, I wasn’t sixteen anymore.

      “What the hell are you saying?” she demanded.

      “I’m saying that when this happened,” I replied, “we were at that motel in Des Moines, weren’t we? We didn’t have this conversation in Lincoln where you were fucked-up most of the time.”

      “You think you know anything?” she spat. “You don’t know shit.”

      “Yeah, I do,” I declared, turning away from her, self-respect and my inner power swelling in me.

      Standing up to her was incredible. Whenever my mother was in the room she was always the biggest, baddest thing, and commanded all of my attention. I couldn’t think about anything except her. Was too afraid of what she might do to think of anything else. Truthfully, I still probably couldn’t even if she were alive now, and I was in my mid-twenties.

      My real life, not this random sad pit stop in Lincoln, Nebraska, came back to me in a rush. And the fact that there were not one, not two, but three people in the world who would never let me down, who loved me and thought that I was always more than just a cheap lay. I didn’t have to earn their love through doing whatever my mother thought I’d try. Their love had come as easily as rain in spring, as sweet as good butter. I had faced down people and things far scarier than one sad drunk in a crappy kitchen.

      I tilted my head, glancing back at her. “You’re not real, are you?”

      My mother reared back to slap me, but I grabbed her wrist in midair. God, had she always been this frail, this frightened? Gratification flowed in my chest for standing up to her. It was like I saw her with fresh eyes, and even more so, the differences between us instead of the similarities—things I was incapable of grasping as a frightened sixteen-year-old. I scrubbed a hand over my face. If only I had of put a stop to this abuse years ago, preventing all kinds of abuses against my body.

      So why didn’t you? whispered an insidious little voice. Why didn’t you stop her when you had the chance? I bet you liked it and all sorts of weird things like it, you sick fuck…

      Shut up! The ghost of her in my head tried to pull me back under the spell of this dream, but I refused to give in.

      “I never stopped you because you were my mom,” I answered, closing my eyelids.

      My eyes cracked open and I scrutinized the ugly and terribly familiar glint of violence in her eyes. But that mattered less. What mattered more was what I was saying now, what was breaking open inside me.

      “That’s why, isn’t it?” I said, tightening my grip on her wrist so she couldn’t run away from me. “I figured out some of it when you died while I was away at school. At some point during this entire stupid god thing, I figured out the rest.”

      A moment of fear crossed her features, and in some small way, I should have been vindictively happy about that. This woman had me afraid most of my life. Forced me to crawl and hide in the closet to hide from her. Sometimes staying out of her way worked, staying silent enough, making no trouble so she forgot all about me. How I tricked myself into believing that being good made her love me was beyond me. More than that, I thought of all the long-term damage. How she chased me away from anything good or magnetized me to bad situations and people had me fooled me into thinking I was worth nothing.

      “I was always hoping that you would come around someday,” I said, my voice distant. “That if I did this or that right you would love me. Or maybe if you wouldn’t, someone else would. Christ, do you have any idea how much you fucked me up?”

      “I was trying to protect you!” she snarled, trying to yank away from me like a child pulling away from an adult, but I clenched her wrist.

      “No, you weren’t!” I shook my head. “You were trying to poison me with your own bitterness! You were doing whatever the hell you wanted because there was no one else in the goddamn world you could treat like that! Not even Reg!”

      Everything seemed laid out in front of me now, like a book that had been open the whole time. If only I’d known how to read it. The abuses she had suffered and how unthinkingly, she unleashed them on me, nurturing the meanness into me. It was enough to make me pity her even if I knew it might be years before my residual anger withered away.

      “So what now, Locke?” my mother sneered at me. “You’re going to take all this and enlighten the world? You’re fucked up, Locke, and you’re not going anywhere. If you tell this to anyone, they’re going to turn you away. I’m the only one who understands you, and you know it.”

      I let her arm go, ready to have her fly at me, but she distanced herself as if wary of what I might do. That distance had once hurt me, but now I saw it for what it was: an act of fear by a woman who lived in fear.

      “Wrong again, mom,” I said. “There are people who love me. There are people in the world who have helped me because it was nothing but the right thing to do. Not everyone is you. I’m not you.”

      “Yes you are, you–”

      I shut her down right there. “And you’re trying to keep me here, aren’t you? This is the damn orb. You’re keeping me here and just… letting me suffer… sucking the love from my cords.”

      “What?” She squinted at me as if I were mad.

      I looked at her as a sudden tiredness invaded my bones. It didn’t matter whether she was a figment of my imagination or not; this situation was still real. Mom had done everything she could to keep me from going to college, from getting away from her, or making something better of myself. From waking me up in the middle of the night to scream at me to stealing my mail from the guidance counselor, I’d wondered if I would have been better off just disappearing into the night, hitchhiking out of town with one of the truckers blowing by. But that wasn’t how it happened. I’d walked away from her before, even if it had been the hardest thing in the world. And that meant I could do it again.

      For a moment I hesitated.

      “You want to stay here with me, don’t you?” she asked, her voice soft and almost shy.

      This was dangerous. Once in a very rare while, the years of abuse and the mental illness rolled back so I got just the barest glimpse of what she might have been like underneath. If she could have controlled this, let me see beneath the crap, there was a chance that I would never have made it away from her. When I was young, there was nothing more I craved than the idea, even the hope, that my mother would love and cherish me.

      “I really don’t want to stay.” My voice was soft, but it rang with purpose, far from the whine that she accused me of.

      I was slightly surprised that I wasn’t crying. Confronting this nightmare didn’t feel good, but I felt cleansed, as if something that I’d been carrying for a very long time had been spilled onto the ground.

      “I missed you so much,” my mother whispered while she raised a hand up to my face, stroking my cheek. “I treated you… so badly, but I just wanted you to stay.”

      There’s a little piece of every fucked-up little kid that wants to hear exactly this from her parent. I had actually managed to walk away from all the abuse, but I didn’t have any experience in walking away from a hint of kindness and the idea that it could have all been different.

      The orb might have succeeded in keeping me here if I had been as lonely as I was before that one night where everything changed. The problem was, of course, that I wasn’t. There were people who depended on me: Byron, who was fighting for all of us, and Mads and Rane, who might have been fighting for their own sanity like I just had to do. I couldn’t leave them behind in this place. No ghost or some memory of the woman who had let me down was going to stop me.

      “Mom.” I paused, and then shook my head.

      Maybe I should have hugged her, poured my heart out to her, or told her I was sorry that it couldn’t have been any different. I knew, though, that I wouldn’t be saying those things to my mother, but to some strange figment of her. My mother was gone, and maybe Hades knew where she ended up, but I wasn’t going to go bothering him for her new address. For better or worse, she was gone, and that meant that I needed to get out of here.

      I turned, feeling the ghost’s eyes boring into my back the whole way towards the door. Even at the last moment I expected her to fly at me in a fury, but she didn’t. The moment she ceased to have any power over me, she disappeared, and I was fine with that. Even if a small part of me always ached over her absence, or rather the absence of the mother she should have been, I could live with walking away.

      I opened the door, stepped through it, and looked up into a sky streaked with green, white and vivid blue.
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      Locke

      

      Interesting. The inside of the orb looked a lot like the outside. The sky, an ugly impressionist painting while the ground was bare dirt. It was all nothing but an expansive waste all around me. The house that I’d lived in had collapsed into total nonexistence when I glanced back. Had I had wander into an episode of some sci-fi show?

      Remembering what I came here for, I checked the three gold cords shimmering through the air. One faded into nothingness, which was probably Byron’s, but the other two were spotted and paling by the minute. The closer one, stronger for the moment, belonging to Mads. It led me forward into the great nothingness.

      Mads was the first avatar I’d met when this had all began. After a creepy phone sex call, a bright light from the sky, and a bout of unconsciousness, home invaders working for a secret organization locked me in my bathroom and left me to contemplate whatever fate was waiting for me. Whilst busting my way out of my bathroom window, I’d interrupted Mads’ rescue attempt.

      Here today and gone tomorrow—at least that was the image he projected into the world—

      Mads had dropped me hints of something deeper he wanted.

      Pfft. I was probably being an idiot.

      Mads was really clear on who he was. Had a new place to crash whenever he wanted it, a luxury car whenever he snapped his fingers, and the ability to trick people into his whims.

      I tensed, imagining myself about to walk into a nightmare about heights or something irrational. It probably beat Rane’s ordeal though. I had to admit, I wasn’t looking forward to whatever firefight awaited me there. Beneath Rane’s surface lurked wounds as deep as canyons, which this place clearly liked to exploit.

      Please let me find Mads sitting in a white room, going slowly insane. An unpleasant thought, but with any luck, I bet I could talk him out of that.

      I laughed, thinking about him. How he filled me with an irresistible gaiety or the times we used each other to blow off steam. Obviously, the gold cord connecting us said something different than fuck buddies. I hoped to hell that when we got out of this mess we’d figure out what it all meant.

      Cracked soil crunched under my feet as I kept walking for what felt like forever. I wondered if Byron and the others had finished up with their mayhem while I’d been stuck in the great beyond. Maybe they were staring at our bodies, wondering what in the world had happened to us. Shit, he was going to lecture me once I got us out of here about how unwise it was to inject myself and enter this place. Unfortunately, I never had an abundance of wisdom.

      Well, you’re certainly missing out now aren’t you Byron? Skipping all of this strange torture. Hope that you’ve figured out why this is all happening and what they want from us because I sure don’t know. There better be some good news when we wake up.

      At some point, the world changed around me: bleak corridors taking shape, stone grey paint, a grey handrail along the walls, rows of chairs, and someone shuffling along the linoleum floor dragging an IV drip. Oh god, a hospital.

      My temples tightened and I rubbed them. I hated hospitals. They reminded me when my grandma slipped into a diabetic coma and died.

      I checked on Mads’ cord again, sensing he was close. If that were the case, I was entering his traumatic memory, not my own. Something told me it wasn’t going to be pretty. Mads brushed people off with a joke, but beneath it lay someone in pain.

      Judging by the décor decked out in a kind of industrial green tile, we were about ten years ago in style. The nurse on duty, who never glanced up as I went by, frowned as if she were one shift away from committing some kind of felony. Sadness and tension clung to the air. Some people in here waited to die, feared they might be told they were going to die, or were in so much pain that it didn’t matter to them either way.

      A chill trickled down my spine, and I stopped. Over by the wall sat a teenage boy in a plastic chair, his blond hair falling into his face, his hands shoved deeply into the pockets of his hoodie. His clothes looked in desperate need of a wash and some sewing to repair tears. With a face that said, ‘fuck off world,’ he kicked angrily at the floor in front of him.

      Oh no, come on, that can’t be…

      Of course it was. Mads at eleven or so. The Mads I knew was about my age, give or take a year, held a kind of elegant strength that made me think of dancers and swimmers. The younger version was so whipcord-thin that I winced. He had that kind of nervous energy that came from being exhausted from doing nothing, and at any moment, it looked like he was going to burst.

      “Hey,” I said cautiously, approaching him. “Mads?”

      He didn’t look up, and after trying a few more times, I realized that he couldn’t hear me. Dammit. If I was just a ghost in this world that could make things pretty difficult. Before I could figure out what I was going to do about that a door opened and a nurse stepped out of the room.

      “You can come in now, but just for a little while,” she said with as much enthusiasm for Mads as a speck of dust. “She’s going to get tired pretty soon and after that you have to go, alright?”

      Mads scowled in a way that made him look a little older. Seeing him at this age was strange. I mean, he was recognizably the same person, but the man I knew grinned all the time, never cared much about anything, and had never gotten invested in a single thing.

      Heart heavy, I followed him into the tiny room cut in half by a fluttering curtain, a baseball announcer’s voice droning in the background.

      Mads glanced at the TV with irritation. “I’ll go tell him to turn it down,” he said to a woman in bed.

      She waved it away. “He’ll just turn it up again anyway. I don’t mind.”

      I put a hand to my mouth when I caught sight of the bones protruding from this poor woman. She couldn’t have been more than five feet tall, the skin of her face drawn tight enough to make her look like a skull. Beyond that I noticed the resemblance straight away. Blond hair and vivid green eyes. When she smiled, it had that same hint of warmth that crept into Mads’ grin from time to time.

      What happened to you? Why is Mads here?

      My answer came shortly after my question.

      Mads drew a battered wooden chair besides the woman’s bed, letting her hold his hand and stroke his hair.

      “How’s school, honey?” she asked, her voice tired and drawn.

      “Fine, it’s good.” He glanced at his lap. “I got an A on my history test.”

      She made an approving noise, but I frowned, seeing straight through his lie. He might fool his mother, but he still had a lot of practice before he became knew the avatar of the god of thieves and liars.

      What are you doing when you should be in school, Mads?

      Mads and his mother talked a little more until he pulled some cash out of his pocket. The kind of cash a rich dude at a restaurant might pull out to impress his girl. Way too much for a middle school kid to be carrying around, especially one who looked as poor as Mads.

      “Mama, here.” He shoved the money into his mother’s hand, curling her fingers over. “I got a bonus at work. Can you put this into the account, or maybe have Sarah do it?”

      A cloud crossed over his mother’s face. “Where did you get this? You deliver newspapers, for heaven’s sake.”

      Ouch. You’ve really improved at lying, haven’t you?

      “I worked every shift this week,” he insisted. “I looked after things…”

      “You stole this.” His mother’s voice trembled with sorrow and fury, but the strain in her mouth said she was too tired to maintain it.

      Her hands clenched into fists at her sides, and for a moment, she convinced me that she might try to sit up. He yelped, but then she fell back against the pillows, looking grayer and smaller than she had a moment ago.

      “Don’t,” she said miserably. “Mads, please don’t. You can’t.”

      “It’s a bonus,” he maintained stubbornly, too young to realize that when you get caught in a lie you really should admit it.

      His mother’s stern eyes landed on him. “I didn’t raise you to be a thief.”

      “Then you shouldn’t have fucking got sick!”

      I recoiled from the sheer rage shaking in Mads’ voice. It didn’t matter that his voice broke on the last word. This was the kind of anger to dissolve into tears in a heartbeat, and I wanted to go to him, tell him to let it go. If only he knew how his grief pushed him into saying things he would regret forever. I reached out to touch him, as if I could hold him back.

      “Mads!” his mother cried in outrage.

      “You don’t know what it’s like!” he shouted. “Everything’s falling apart with you! Dad can’t cope. Why can’t you just…”

      His mother reached for him, and I was struck by how lovely her hands were. Mads’ hands. Strong and elegant, they could brush away his pain, comfort him, love him to the end of the world.

      Oh, Mads…

      “What am I supposed to do if you won’t take the damn money?” he asked, pulling back.

      “Darling, there’s nothing you can do,” her voice trailed off.

      She coughed, her color changing from awful to a terrible pallid in the space of a moment. Her chest wracked, her lungs doing their best to clear, her eyes begging for air.

      The man behind the curtain in the next bed cursed at them both for their noise.

      Mads frantically punched the call button.

      A minute later two nurses rushed in, and as they tried to get his mother stabilized, they pushed him out.

      “She’s going to be fine; she’s just overextended,” said the nurse who had let him in initially. “You should go. She’s always so rough after company.”

      Mads bared his teeth at the nurse, then bolted down the hall so quick that I could barely keep up with him. No amount of calling out to him stopped him. When I flung open the door, I expected to encounter the hospital’s atrium. Instead, I stepped into a grungy convenience store—the kind that local people in the neighborhood tend to use as a grocery store. A commotion roused at the front. I crept along the aisle and flinched when I rounded the row of candy. There was Mads, as skinny and young as he had been at the hospital, standing in front of the counter, a gun in his hands.

      “Give me your damn money,” he snarled, sounding like a kid who should have been playing video games rather than robbing a store.

      “Alright,” warbled the woman behind the counter, shaking like a leaf. “Just don’t do anything crazy.”

      She turned to the cash register, still watching Mads out of the corner of her eye. He shook as much as she did, and the gun in his hand jittered more than I was comfortable with. Slowly she removed a wad of notes. When he stepped forward to snatch the money, she twisted, smashing his hand and causing the gun to fly from his grasp. Mads scrambled to pick it up, but when he stood up again, he stared down the barrel of a shotgun.

      “No!” I screamed.

      “Get on the goddamn ground!” she shouted.

      My throat locked up because Mads didn’t have much of a choice at that point. I didn’t blame the woman at all; she was protecting her livelihood and he was just a messed-up kid desperate to save his sick mother. Gun trained on him, she pressed a button beneath the counter, leading to the cops showing up ten minutes later. Bitter tears streamed down his grimy face as the cops hauled him out of the store.

      My heart broke for him.

      The scene changed again, and now I stood in front of Mads, who had his hands cuffed and was hunched over in misery in another plastic chair in the police station hallway.

      Fury boiled inside of me. Couldn’t they see he was only a kid?

      I kneeled before him unsure of what else to do. He jumped a little when I laid a hand on his back. I blinked.

      “Wait, can you feel me?” I asked.

      I didn’t get an answer. A large man with a detective’s badge arrived to talk to Mads. His words came out jumbled as if he spoke with a mouthful of marbles. Everything in this scene passed through Mads’ memory. He didn’t remember the words, just had the sense of them, but I knew it was terrible.

      According to the detective, they were throwing Mads into a stint at juvie before his case could be heard because of his stunt in the convenience store.

      Mads hung his head. Did he know how much he had fucked up?

      I wanted to push the man back from him, but he’d finished and walked away before I could act.

      Mads buried his face in his hands.

      I wrapped my arms around him. He felt even smaller than he looked, and to my surprise, he leaned against me.

      “You showed up,” he muttered.

      “You could tell I was here the entire time?” I asked.

      “Yup,” he responded after some time.

      “You know I hate being ignored.”

      He smiled a little at my retort. “Even if I’m bound and determined to act like an ass, it’s still good always nice to see my mother.”

      My heart cracked some more at the dullness in his voice telling me he lost her shortly after that memory.

      “Mads…” I started.

      But he raised a hand and shook his head. “I like the next part a lot better.”

      The ground lurched and the world twisted again into a crowded scene. I nearly threw up from the intensity of the spinning disturbance. Where the hell had he taken me?

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 15

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      Locke

      

      I smelled smoke, alcohol, and way too much cologne. Music pounded in the dark, the vibrations trembling up through my feet. The whole club, packed to the brim with people wearing far too little clothing, pushed me forward and I nearly fell on my face.

      “Oh come on!” I shouted upon catching sight of the skirt I was wearing. It was barely more than a belt really, and my sparkly silver top had a neckline only just holding my breasts in. This kind of thing would have made me blush back in college, when you know, I’d been making a ton of very questionable clothing choices. More than anything, the four inches heels pissed me off most because I really didn’t need the discomfort right now. I thought about kicking them off, but when I got a look at the filthy club floor, I decided that that was probably a bad idea.

      Mads, I have every sympathy for everything that happened to you, but I really would like to know why we’re in some kind of Eurotrash club right now where someone is actually doing coke at the bar. Oh god.

      My feet ached as I tottered around the place, discovering it was bigger than at first glance. A sea of bodies writhed to the rhythm as I searched for Mads. One guy draped an arm over my shoulder and I shoved him off, wondering whether I’d be arrested for committing bodily harm against someone who did not exist.

      Seriously, I thought he had better taste than to spend time at this kind of party.

      At the back of the club, I found private areas and half-curtained dens where apparently you could do whatever you liked, provided you liked having semi-public sex. Confronted with more bouncing breasts and hairy legs than I thought possible, I issued an impatient sigh and continued to search the other booths.

      Goddamn, Mads. The things I do for love.

      By the time I got to the final room, my back and feet hurt from the heels, my head ached from the music, and I was about ready to smack the next dude who touched me. That was, of course, until I found Mads inside with not one, but two people. Pressed between a gorgeous slender dark-haired woman on one side, and a bigger, bulkier man on the other. Neither of them could keep their hands off of him, and he turned from one to the other lazily, kissing each set of lips offered.

      “Make yourself useful and bring us some more Dom Pèrignon,” the woman cooed in Mads’ ear. Amazingly I heard it as if it were whispered in my own.

      “Anything else, princess?” Mads asked, holding the man’s head as he kissed his neck.

      “Take me to Club Fantasia tomorrow,” she said, brushing hair over her shoulder. “Modeling scouts will there, and I need to be seen.”

      “What’s in it for me?”

      “The pleasure of walking in with the hottest girl in the club.”

      Storm clouds swept across his face and he pulled away from her, brushing off the man too. “What if I’m busy?”

      “C’mon, baby.” She ran manicured hands over his chest. “Please?”

      “What about your agency, haven’t they got tickets?”

      “You’re the only one who can get me in. And to thank you, I’ll give you a blow job in the men’s.”

      Mads grit his teeth. “Is that the only reason you hang out with me?”

      She smiled seductively. “That and you’re good in bed.”

      Ouch. No wonder this was another of his hellish memories. Woman fawning over him for what they could get from him. Despite that, I had to admit the orgy aspect looked like fun, but I didn’t have time to waste in this place.

      Losing my patience, I shouted above the music, “Alright, everyone out!”

      They protested a bit, but when they saw how serious I was, they both headed for the hills. They probably thought I was some jealous girlfriend, and in a way I was, but whatever let me get Mads out of here faster worked for me.

      He gazed at me with a faint smile on his face. “You know, you could have joined in whenever you wanted.”

      I glared at him. “Yeah, that sounds like a lot of fun. How many people have fucked on that mattress in the last twenty-four hours?”

      “Eh, they change the sheets.” He laced his fingers and tucked his hands behind his neck, leaning back into the sheets. “What do you want, Locke? This is the first time I’ve seen you here. Is this some kind of new weird thing that Hell provides?”

      “Wait,” I glanced around. “Do you think I’m not real?”

      “No more than any of the rest of this is,” he said, shrugging.

      “So you know that this is all a fake? And you’re just going along with it?”

      “I have for the last hundred or so iterations.”

      I wiped my sweaty hands down what little clothes I had. The poor bastard had gone through that scene with his mom, the convenience store and the cops, and this place more than a hundred times.

      “Come here,” he said with a sigh, stretching an arm towards me. “Let’s make the most of your time here.”

      I detected an odd degree of neediness behind his words as if he thought me the next level of torment in this hellhole.

      I’ll be damned if I wasn’t proof against his loneliness. I crawled onto the mattress with him, settling into the curve of his arm. A sense of urgency prodded at the back of my mind, telling me I needed to get Mads and Rane away from all this, but I just wanted to be with him, to bring him a moment of peace from this place.

      “So what’s all this?” I asked finally.

      He laughed. “Um, a break from reliving the worst times of my life?”

      “I don’t think this place gives breaks, Mads. What’s going on?”

      “Nothing’s going on,” he snapped, the harshness in his tone telling me he was hiding something from me.

      I tried another tactic. “When did Hermes choose you?”

      Mads glanced at me with some amusement. “You’re remembering everything that I fibbed about, aren’t you?”

      “Maybe, yeah.” I poked him, searching for ticklish spots and answers because he’d always been more than a little cagey about his past. His body tensed at one spot on his side.

      From the scenes I’d witnessed, I got the idea that his stealing and lying, among other things, impressed Hermes. But frankly, he hadn’t been that impressive as a kid thug, and must have spent a few more years honing his skills before the god came knocking.

      Mads nuzzled the top of my head. “Hermes came to me when I was fourteen and on the verge of another really dumbass thing. Right after they put my dad in prison.” He tipped his head back and sucked in a sharp breath.

      I placed a hand on his, hoping it could help sooth the confusion and chaos in his mind. “So, you were never that good at it before?”

      Mads laughed almost pitifully and squeezed my arm. “Go ahead and rub it in, why don’t you?”

      I sat up and gazed at him in the dim light. “You weren’t going to save her with money from your bank robberies, you know.”

      Mads’ face darkened with a dangerous and desperate rage. The kind that made good men do terrible things.

      “Back off. I don’t ask you why you love to chase after violent assholes who’ve killed people or professors who bribed people, do I?”

      Whoa. Talk about a spike to the heart designed to wound me. His barbed words might have worked if he were actually on top of his game. But at his heart, he was still the incredibly clumsy kid who thought his mom would actually believe his stories.

      “Oh, I know why I like Rane and Byron,” I said with a slight smile. “And I know why I like you too you know.”

      He pushed away from me, sitting with his back facing me. “Because I’m good in bed?” His taunting words were directed at himself more than anything.

      I tilted my head at him. “Don’t be stupid, dummy. You know I care for you too.”

      “Everyone likes me for what I can give them.”

      My heart clenched at the depth of misery in his eyes when I crawled to face him again.

      “I’ve never cared about any of those things,” I stated softly because some of the dreams that I had had in the land of the dead were beginning to make sense.

      “Look,” Mads said, struggling to keep a fake smile on his face. “I know what I am and what I’ve got to offer, and that’s just a good time, plain and simple. People like me because I’m fun. Because I dress in flashy clothes, drive fast cars, stay in the best part of town, and eat at the best restaurants. And because I can get anything they want: money, drugs, booze, exclusive invitations to what-the-fuck-ever. The cops never see me and the bouncers always let me by.”

      He ran a rough hand through his hair, the flicker of pain in his eyes cutting me deep.

      “I’m not mad about it or any kind of crap like that. Just… let it go.”

      On another level, something fascinated me about this situation; the unbearable intimacy and honesty he exposed were things I didn’t know if anyone had ever heard Mads admit before. Even if it did hurt him I also hoped that this would in some small way help him heal as well. Wasn’t this why we were here? To face his greatest regrets and fears?

      “Are you really going to make me say it?” I asked quietly, sitting up to wrap my thighs around his sides and slip my hands around his chest.

      He glanced at me in a way that told me he wanted me to go away.

      “You’re going to ask if I love you,” I said gently.

      Disarmed by my statement, he jumped as if I had fired a gun next to his ear. The truth was scribbled all over his face and the only thing that kept him from running was the fact that I was twined around him, which both of us knew felt very, very good.

      “And because I’m good to fuck.” God, why did he insist on torturing himself like this?

      “Show me,” I whispered into his ear, squeezing him tighter, his warmth merging from his body with mine.

      I could have said that it was all for him. That this was all to get him out of the hell that this terrible place had put him in, but that would have made it a special kind of lie. I wanted to prove a point. The truth of it was Mads was amazing to fuck.

      He shuffled to face me, grabbing me as if he had been waiting for the okay all along. In an instant he pushed me on my back and crushed me against his chest. I stopped caring whether anyone peeked at us from beyond the curtain or who’d been fucking here before us. Mads, sliding one thigh between mine, leaned down to kiss me, losing his usual gentle and sweet act. This time he was rough and clumsy, pinching my lower lip between his teeth, making me draw back a little.

      “Easy,” I muttered, and he moved his hot mouth to my neck, making me squirm at how his lips and teeth made me arch against him.

      “It’s so hard being easy with you,” he whispered thickly against my skin, setting it alight.

      I put my arms around him and held him close. We were more alike than I thought. Two fucked-up people who had always needed so much more love than available around us.

      “Then don’t be,” I said in response. “I promise, I’m not going anywhere.”

      He didn’t respond, probably because he didn’t believe me yet, and I understood it would take time to win that trust. Right now, all I wanted was for him to open himself up to the possibility that I’d never desert him. To know I was his.

      Gentle but no less intense, his hands skimmed over me, peeling me out of the skimpy clothes that this stupid world had dressed me in.

      “I like you better naked,” he groaned, and I laughed.

      “Me too!”

      Once unclothed, something in him relaxed a little and that allowed him to take his time tracing aimless patterns over my thighs and hips. He pressed his muscled thigh between my legs, parting them before sliding it against my wet flesh.

      “You warm up for me real fast,” he complimented.

      “Of course I do,” I retorted. “Why are you so surprised?”

      He gasped when I squeezed his leg between my thigh, letting him truly feel how wet I was, and how much I wanted him. Graceful fingers glided along my slit and I whimpered a little, digging my fingernails into his chest, arching against his touch. He knew just how to please me as I rocked against him, the sweetness of my growing arousal flowing over me like water. It would be the easiest thing in the world to let him get me off, but that wasn’t what I wanted with Mads. Not then.

      The memory of the night we shared in the hotel came back to me when we’d decided to have fun and blow off steam. How he’d licked, sucked, and bit me, making me come so hard I’d seen stars. God, had he really been in love with me all the way back then? Was that why he refused to penetrate me? He’d blamed the stories Rane had told him about my powers. But from everything I’d gleamed of this hellhole, I gathered otherwise. He kept me at a distance, probably frightened he’d lose me like he lost his mother and father. I wasn’t going to let him push me away again.

      “Let me ride you,” I said breathlessly.

      He grinned, rolling onto his back. “All right, beautiful. Whatever you want.”

      I straddled his thighs, running my hands against his jeans, stopping at the zipper to slowly pull it down. He groaned as I removed out his cock, closing my hand along the shaft, stroking him twice. Power welled within me, and I almost pulled a condom out of thin air. But then I realized there were no real bodies to worry about in here, meaning I could enjoy it flesh to flesh.

      Mads watched me with a hungry look. I leaned down to close my mouth over his cock, lapping at the head while I drew my hand along his shaft. Body drawing tight, he let out a soft hiss, his hands threading through my hair. Unlike others, he didn’t thrust up into my mouth or push my head down.

      Such a polite boy, I thought with a certain amount of glee.

      At times, I enjoyed giving head when the recipient remained respectful, and teasing Mads was a pleasure all on its own. He might have had plans about taking control, but I controlled things while I crouched over his body, sucking him off with my fist around the base of his cock. Once or twice tension in him rose that seemed like he reached the breaking point, so I pulled back, making him curse.

      “You keep that up and I won’t be able to warn you when I come,” he said, making me laugh.

      “Oh, what a tragedy. I guess I better change it up, huh?”

      I put a finger to his lips, rising to straddle him again. Excited by the fact that his cock glistened with wetness from my mouth, I ground against him, his hardness pressed against my lower belly.

      “Fuck,” Mads groaned, his hands clasping my hips. “Please, Locke!”

      Better. Closer to what we needed. After a moment I stopped denying us. With gentle maneuvering I positioned his cock at my opening, accepting the first few inches into me.

      “Locke…” he groaned, eyes clamped tight.

      “Be patient…”

      Suiting words to deed, I slid down on him slowly, pulling back every time he groaned. I liked, making him wait the way he made me. He shook beneath me, desperate for more. I took him in, relishing how good he felt, how amazing he looked sprawled beneath me.

      “You know that I’m falling for you, right?” I asked, touching his cheek.

      Mads’ eyes flew open and he looked at me with confusion. “What?”

      Oh god. Was this the part when he told me he didn’t care for me?
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      Locke

      

      I swallowed hard, terrified of what came next, but his eyes begged for me to keep going.

      “I can see it with the powers Cupid gave me,” I explained, rocking my hips against his, his cock sliding inside of me. “But it’s more than that. I can feel it.”

      “Bet you can,” he growled, trying to thrust up into me, but I raised myself until only his head remained inside me. When he forced me down, I pushed his hands aside, pinning his wrists down. Mads was stronger than me by far, but right now he was looking up at me in shock.

      “No, dummy,” I said. “In my heart. I love you, and it has nothing to do with fast cars, fun restaurants or tickets to Hamilton or whatever.”

      “Yes, tell me why,” he demanded in both a threat and plea.

      God, this might make me cry if I wasn’t so turned on.

      “So many reasons,” I started. “Because you’re smart, funny, and hell, why don’t we start with the fact that you saved me the first night we met and look out for me.”

      We moved together steadily, and I don’t know why lovers never talked while they fucked. Getting this off my chest and the feeling of him inside me was heaven. The words wove us together instead of driving us apart. Maybe it was just a Cupid thing.

      “You’re brave too, you know that?” I continued, squeezing my pussy as he moaned long and low. “You make a big deal about running off whenever things get hard, but you always come back, don’t you? You’re there for me, and you care for me.”

      I stilled for a moment and Mads snarled at me for what I presumed was driving him utterly insane. The gold cord binding us wiggled with our movements, sparkling from the emotions pulsing between us. He didn’t need to say it. I read it in his thread.

      “More, please,” he begged, and with a grin I kept talking him out of this hellhole.

      “And it’s not about what you can do for me,” I sped up my pace, bending my head back, enjoying the drive of his cock in my pussy. “It’s about what we can do together, Mads. We are going to have so much fun, do you hear me? I love you, and that is the truth. I wouldn’t lie to you about this.”

      His neck strained. “Please, God, don’t lie to me about this.”

      “Never,” I panted, leaning back, taking him from a different angle. “My cord belongs to you, and you’re mine. You’re utterly perfect and I will tell you that every day if that’s what you want. Do you understand?”

      “Locke…” he groaned while thrusting up into me; but I held myself still, not letting him reach the fulfillment that my body had so traitorously promised him.

      “Come on, sweetheart.” I cupped his face. “I promise you can trust me. I’m not going to run off the first time you become inconvenient or the second you can’t give me a good time. I’m here for all of it. And the deal comes with Rane and Byron too. Say it. Tell me you understand.”

      Something in him fought me. A war raging within him. Hesitation. Fear. Confusion. Distrust. It all flashed behind his eyes. In that moment, I would have killed everyone who ever hurt him or used him and threw him away.

      “You love me,” he said with wonder, and something shifted inside him.

      “I’ll tell you that every day if you want.”

      “Yes, oh, yes.”

      At that moment I didn’t need for him to say it back. All he needed was to understand that to escape the hell this place trapped him in.

      Unable to resist him any longer, I drove myself down on him, gasping as I took the full length of his cock inside me. Usually I needed more pressure on my clit to come, but almost instantly I convulsed with euphoric pleasure. I leaned down close to him, pressing my forehead against his shoulder as the powerful waves rolled over us both. His arms wrapped around me, so desperate, so painfully sweet. Right then, I couldn’t imagine a world without him.

      A few minutes later my body still trembled from the power of my orgasm.

      Mads shifted to his side, allowing me to lie down next to him. He soothed me with soft kisses, each sweet, gentle and kind.

      Many things still needed attending to, but for the moment all that mattered was staying next to him, touching him, listening to his heartbeat and his measured breaths.

      “I didn’t say it back,” he said lowly.

      I stirred at his words, propping myself up on one elbow to look at him. “Okay.”

      “Aren’t you worried about that?”

      I figured he’d say it when he was ready—when those walls crashed down, when he learned to trust me and knew that I wasn’t leaving him behind if things got rough.

      “Are you planning to run off with a circus or something?”

      He blinked. “No.”

      “Are you going to empty out my bank account and head for Barcelona?”

      “Do you have enough in your bank account to get to Barcelona?”

      “Rude!”

      “Your apartment didn’t exactly scream jetsetter, that’s all.”

      I laughed, snuggling closer, running my nails along his forearm. “I’ve never seen your place, you know.”

      “But you love me.”

      Dammit. What was with all the questions? It was like he needed convincing of my feelings.

      “Yes. With all of my heart.”

      Just a few months ago, I wouldn’t have been able to say any of that without wanting to run for the hills. I supposed that was the thing about the big truths. Until you knew them, they were just trite and corny. Now I knew them to be the truest things I’d ever experienced.

      “A third of your heart,” Mads corrected.

      “Stop it.” I kissed him again. “I don’t expect you to tell me right away, but in the next fifty years might be nice.”

      Mischief flared in his eyes and he grinned. “That might be asking a bit much of me.”

      This time when I kissed him, he gave himself over to me. In my heart I wished that everything could be simpler, that we could merely kiss and hold each other and fuck, but we were adults, and we needed to use our words.

      “God, you’re mine, Locke.” He kissed me, and I wanted to laugh and cry at how perfect those words were falling from his mouth. This was as good as I was going to get. As close to an I love you as possible and I accepted that with all my heart.

      No relationship was perfect, and I expected some rough times ahead when our problems became too great and we might run. At least now we both knew there’d be someone to chase after us. That was all I needed.

      Suddenly it felt as if Mads was truly waking up. He sat up, glancing around somewhat ruefully. “I might have wished that you’d never seen these parts of me.”

      “Are you sorry?” I asked, rubbing his lower back.

      He considered this, rubbing his eyes. “Sometimes I think Hermes chose me because he’s running some kind of long con, some kind of practical joke that will only become clear when I finally get sent to jail.”

      “Mads…”

      He flashed me a very familiar grin, and I knew that this time, I wasn’t mistaken. “Give me time. I’m sure that I’ll fuck up sometimes. But I promise you the very best of me if you will only keep having that same faith in me.”

      “I promise.” On the proviso we got out of this place, of course.

      I got up on my knees, grabbed his hand and pulled him to his feet.

      “Come on,” I said. “Let’s get out of here. I have to find Rane.”

      Mads stopped me, frowning. “So, you’re telling me that Ares… Rane might be reliving his worst times, just as I did?”

      “Yes, and we have to get him out too.”

      “Rane, the soldier who is the avatar of one of the more bloodthirsty gods?”

      “Are you going to keep on harping about it? He’s more than that and you know it.”

      Mads’ jaw tightened. “We’re going to haul Rane out of a cesspool of hell, amid battlefields and people dying, and see if he needs some psychotherapy?”

      I flinched. “Something like that.”

      “Well, I wonder what kind of shit fight we’ll walk into.”

      God, I hoped we didn’t enter a warzone. “We need to pull him out of whatever grasp this dumb thing has him in. We can’t just let him keep suffering. It’s better if we’re all together. It always is.”

      For a moment, I thought Mads might fight me and refuse to go, but then he said with a sigh, “Bring on the bullets.”

      “That’s the spirit!” I dragged him forward, ready to leave the sex cubicle when the rest of the club disappeared.

      “Good riddance,” Mads muttered, and I couldn’t agree more.

      We kept walking amid the amorphous mess of green and white swirls until it shifted into another scene—a road that led into a small subdivision, the picture of suburbia, lined with identical two-story houses, matching letterboxes, neatly mowed lawns and manicured gardens. I turned three hundred and sixty degrees to take it in, shocked to think Rane had anything to do with a place like this.

      Growing up, I’d lived in a beat-up old rental with doors falling off the hinges, rotten timber on the decking of our back porch, and stained carpets. Reg wasn’t exactly the handyman type. He preferred to sit on his ass all day and watch football. Mom cross-stitched and sipped on her bourbon and cokes.

      “Stepford Wives anyone?” Mads asked caustically, and I couldn’t agree more.

      We were both from more dysfunctional than average backgrounds. Maybe some people were comforted by the idea of all of this normality, but it wasn’t us.

      “Let’s keep looking,” I suggested. “I figure this place is hardly hiding Rane any more than it hid you from me.”

      We kept walking down the empty street that creeped me out. Cars parked in driveways and the sound of vacuum cleaners and TVs buzzing inside the houses told me people lived in them. But the sterility of it all, the same colors and the lack of life in the street, served to make me nervous.

      It occurred to me that while Mads’ part of this prison felt painfully sharp, Rane’s was hazier and rougher. It gave me the impression that if I stayed in this place too long, I might forget about why I was here in the first place.

      I shook my head firmly. This wasn’t the right place for either of us. Surely it couldn’t be the right place for Rane?

      My answer arrived when we approached a house in the middle of a Cul-de-sac. Something about it seemed off. From the eerie silence inside to the unmowed lawn and dying plants in the garden bed, even the air surrounding it felt charged with fury.

      “Rane’s in there,” I whispered.

      Someone roared inside. Something smashed and a woman screamed. Seconds later a short, dark-haired woman dashed out, her face red with tears. Flour smeared her yellow sundress.

      Instinctively, I started forward to ask her what was wrong, but as I watched, she disappeared, fading away like a bit of morning mist.

      “What the hell?” Mads muttered, and we glanced at each other. He tugged me toward the door where we both paused, listening.

      Then came the second crash. It was thunderous in the calm air and another series soon followed. I jumped like a frightened child. Mads raised an eyebrow at me, his question clear.

      Do you still want to go in there?

      Yes. At least we hadn’t enter a bloody battlefield, I reminded myself.

      Entering might have been stupid and reckless, but all that mattered to me getting Rane out of this goddamned place and ending his suffering.

      I tried the door handle and it opened easily for me. We entered to a scene of a rampage. Wrecked furniture was strewn everywhere. Broken picture frames lay shattered. A fist-sized hole in the papered walls. Shame. The house could have been nice, a place I would have loved to live in when I’d been a teenager, complete with real curtains instead of sticky, broken blinds and plush carpet. None of that compared to Rane himself, who stood at the center of all, scanning the damage. His eyes were wide with horror as if he could barely believe what had happened or what he’d done.

      Something about Rane Elladon that took my breath away. His dark hair and bright blue eyes, which always surprised me with how vivid they were. Instead of being lean like Mads or Byron, he was powerfully built like an engine meant for war, for protection. Now he was looking at me with such deep set grief in his eyes that I wanted to cry.

      Oh, Rane, what did you do to make her run? What fears are you facing?
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      Rane

      

      Fuck. What had I done? The sofa and coffee table were upturned. Smashed pictures frames littered the hallway carpet. Crumbled drywall poked out of a hole pierced in the wall. I fingered the torn, pale blue wallpaper before falling to my knees.

      The last thing I remembered was getting frustrated at Mattie. I raised my voice at my wife for burning the muffins she’d cooked. Then she’d snapped at me and threw the burning tin at me. I could recall the pain of scalding my hands when I raised them to protect my face. Then the feeling of fire stretched through me and I’d blacked out then gone mental.

      This had been happening a lot since I’d returned from my last tour. The memory loss and missing time was a part of it, but the extreme irritability and loss my temper at stupid little things was getting to be out of hand. I had flashbacks and constant nightmares. I couldn’t get more than a few hours rest as all the faces of the dead continued to haunt me: army buddies, hostile combatants, and all the innocent woman, children and fuck even dogs.

      I clutched my head in my hands sobbing as I knew I’d scared her away for good this time. That my anger frightened her. That she’d had enough. That she wasn’t coming back.

      Dammit. After my second tour, I’d barely had time to grieve the loss of my older brother, serving in another unit, before they threw me back into duty. I wasn’t ready. Every day I spent on tour, I found myself anxious and agitated. Then my best friend got blown up right before my eyes.

      I’d carried his bloodied torso back to base while screaming out at the medics to save him. But it was too late. There was nothing the doctors could do. He’d died upon the impact of the bomb. I’d let him down too. Everything spiraled at that point. I returned home to my wife a mess, a shell of the man she married.

      Grief ate away at every feeling slowly driving me to the brink of madness. Many times, I’d contemplated leaving this Earth. So, I didn’t hurt Mattie anymore. So, I didn’t have to feel the pain anymore. But every time I tried to end it something stopped me, a supernatural force asserting its will over mine.

      “Rane?” a familiar voice called out pulling me from my misery.

      My head snapped up and I scanned the foyer.

      “Mattie?” I responded while moving to the front door. I hoped she’d come back to me, even though she never did. The door rattled in the wind as she left it open.

      Besides the one time we met in the lawyer’s office to sign the divorce papers—which I tore up—we never saw each other again. Each year, she sent me a letter pleading me for a divorce. She and her new partner were too scared to meet me in person. I never granted her request. I couldn’t move on. Couldn’t let her go. Couldn’t admit I was a failure.

      Rane Elladon didn’t fail at anything. Captain of my High School football team. Prom King. Army squad leader in three years. Voted in his high school yearbook, ‘most likely to succeed’. What would everyone think of me now? A retired army veteran, haunted, washed out, haunted by ghosts of his own making…

      “Rane?” the woman asked.

      My watery eyes refocused. I hadn’t seen her or the man standing beside her, both were watching me. I knew her. Long, brown hair fell past her shoulders. Grey eyes like the sky on the brink of rain. Curves like an hourglass that made me ache inside. Those full lips had caressed mine and breathed life into me.

      What the hell were they doing in this godforsaken place? Was this the next phase of my torture? To rub it in that I’d never be happy with another woman. Never hold Locke again. Never get out of here.

      “What are you doing here?” I growled at them. “Where’s Mattie?”

      Locke flinched when another woman’s name spilled from my mouth. I caught the sting of hurt and a flash of possessiveness flit behind her eyes. If she loved three men in very different ways, I reckoned she could make room in her worldview for her lovers having ex-girlfriends.

      “Was Mattie the crying woman who left?” she asked. “We saw her rushing out.”

      I glared at Mads who stood by tense and on edge with his hands curled into fists. He knew what I was capable of and that’s why he didn’t stick around me long enough. He didn’t want to see when things turned ugly. And I didn’t blame him. I wouldn’t want to associate with a monster either.

      “That’s her,” I growled.

      “What happened, Rane?” Locke asked me as she stayed rooted to a spot three paces away from me, as if she too feared me. I doubted Mads would have let her anywhere near me if I moved closer to her as I wanted.

      The words scratched inside my skull. “She left. Ran away. Because she was scared.”

      “Why was she scared, Ares?” Mads asked which earned a glare from Locke that told him to back off.

      “Because of me,” I said. “What I did. My temper.”

      Locke edged closer to me. But I couldn’t look at her. The mess I’d made held all my attention.

      “Rane?” She laid a hand on my arm and pain exploded from inside me.

      I wheeled around and lashed out to push her away. “Get away!” I screamed. It echoed in the foyer and out into the cul-de-sac.

      Startled, she fell backwards. Mads caught her mid fall.

      Guilt crackled through me. I’d told myself that I would never hurt Locke. Never show her my dark side. But here I was letting it all flow free. Goddamn this shitty place.

      “What the hell, War Hammer?” Mads snarled never taking his eyes off me even as he wound his arms around Locke protectively. “I always said you were a mindless animal, but now you’re proving it!”

      “Mads!” Locke snapped while fighting to get free of his arms.

      The avatar of Hermes and I had never been on the best of terms, but ever since Locke entered out lives things had gotten better between us. Call it a growing mutual respect sprinkled with an appreciation of his humor and talents. Part of me wondered if this was the cupid affect. Locke’s influence indeed, especially with the way she’d meddled with Byron and me. Whatever it was, Mads didn’t piss me off as much as he used to.

      I held my palm in the air. “Keep her away please, brother,” I said shocking myself by the pleading tone in my voice. “I’m just going to hurt her like I hurt Mattie. I’m no good to the both of them.”

      Mads tense expression relaxed at the word ‘brother’. Realization stuck within me that this was the first time I’d called him that. Before, I’d only reserved the term for Byron. The contempt that we held for each other broke apart in that very moment. Mads’ recklessness and inability to be serious didn’t matter to me anymore. That was just him. Finally, I accepted it. Fuck. This place was really doing a number on me if I was admitting to actually liking Mads.

      “Rane,” Locke said having finally jerked her arms free from Mads. “I swear if you send me away, I’m not going to do that thing you like.”

      What was she on about? “What thing?” I asked.

      The cute way she giggled softened my resolve. “So easily distracted. Well, you won’t find out, if you don’t get out of the way now will you?”

      Why did she want me to get out of the way? Slowly, I stepped aside and let her venture deeper into my old house. Mads stiffened again as he followed her down the hall. They, pasted the pictures of Mattie and I from our wedding day. Locke entered the main bedroom, and I hurried down to see what she wanted to do.

      I collapsed on the king-sized bed at the center of the room and held my head in my hands.

      Locke kneeled in front of me putting a hand on my thigh. I trembled at her touch because of how much I had missed it. “Rane, why are you going to hurt me?”

      Fuck. Why was she asking me this? I didn’t want her to see me like this. But I couldn’t stop myself from answering. She seemed to draw the response from me with her magic. “Because I’m monster.” My voice came out resolute and steely.

      “That’s not true,” she said brushing my leg and causing bolts of sensation to shoot up from the mere touch. “You once told me that Ares was dedicated to winning battles but also that he concerned himself with getting his men off the battlefield at the end of it. That shows he cares for his men. Wants them to live. Does that sound like a monster?”

      Gently, she pressed a finger on my chin to forced my face up so I might meet her gaze.

      “You’re wild,” she whispered. “But not a monster. You just can’t see it. Can you?”

      Tears glistened in my eyes. Each soothing word hacked away the chains that kept me captive to my regret and grief.

      I gazed at Locke like I’d never done so before. The intelligence in her grey eyes. The high crest in her lips. Her smooth, clear skin. How she was built to make a grown man cry. Her curves, her inviting smile, and the long locks that framed her face. The way she was a vision and wasn’t frightened of me. She welcomed the monster in me allowing me to bite her, fuck her, and love her. I didn’t care what she said to me, she was the perfect embodiment of Eros. Full of compassion, understanding the importance of intimacy, and endearment. Yet with that playful streak he was known for as well. This woman took my breath away. Made me want to live again.

      If only she were real.

      “Tell me about her,” Lock pushed me. I sighed.

      “If anyone should know, it’s you,” I said.

      “Who was she?”

      Why did Locke want to know about Mattie? Why did she care? She wasn’t even real. It was all this place using my memories against me. I bet it intended to use Locke as another form of torture. Another way to rub Mattie in my face. Another way this place could remind me that I’d never changed and never would. I’d always be this monster in Mattie’s eyes and now Locke’s as well. Fuck this place.

      Yet, something inside of me prodded me to answer her. “Meredith that’s who she was. We met when I was on leave during my first tour. I was trying to find a place where I could get a meal in Baltimore, and like magic she was there putting her arm through mine as if we had been friends forever.” I smiled as I remembered that night and how good it had been, how we got along so well. “She took me to this amazing Italian place that a friend of hers owned.”

      Locke smiled encouraging me to continue. I expected more jealousy to flicker in her eyes but it didn’t. It was almost as if me talking about Meredith soothed her.

      “We held our reception there when we got married eight months after that,” I explained. “It was good. I got to be at home for a little while and spend time with her. Everything was all going so well. I’d never had anyone like that in my life before, someone who loved me, who saw me…” I stopped as the words got caught in my throat.

      “Then what happened?” Locke asked.

      Regret washed over me like a rainstorm. “She saw too much,” I hissed drowning in my misery. “She got to know me. She said I scared her.”

      Locke involuntarily gripped my thigh. “She said that?”

      Her question left me hollow. Unable to move, I stared at the lemon walls and let the stabbing sensation behind my rib cage pierce my heart. “I loved her, but I had a temper and she was afraid that I would hurt her when I got angry.”

      Fuck. I can’t believe I was admitting this. Ashamed, I bit the inside of my cheek and ran a shaky hand through my hair.

      “So, she ran,” I said. “Left the house we bought together and never came back. Now this is where I live.” I gestured to the personal hell I now inhabited.

      “So, you’ve been carrying this room, this house, and Meredith’s weeping escape around in your heart for years?” Locke asked. “That’s why you haven’t sold your wedding ring. You keep it as a memento of your pain.”

      I glared at her. What did she mean? I kept it as a good luck charm. To protect me and keep me alive.

      “Doesn’t follow,” Mads’ gruff voice interrupted.

      Locke and I looked up at him at the same time. He leaned against the wall. His eyes were wary, while his body remained stiff and alert.

      “Mads,” Locke started.

      “Don’t worry,” Mads said with a tiny smile forming in the corner of his mouth. “I’m not going to rake him over the coals for something he hasn’t done. I’d rather wait until he’s actually fucked up.”

      I frowned at the strange amount of heart in Mads’ words. Don’t tell me that he was here to torture me too.

      “What are you talking about radio waves?” I asked, using his nickname. I rose above the grief and the pain to question him.

      “The way we saw it happen,” Mads continued with a commanding tone, “is that the love of your life left crying out the door, and then you decided that everything in your life would be better if the outside of it matched how you feel inside: a mess. Something like that?”

      I responded with a growl. Locke’s nails dug into me as if she worried against it. In a fight, I could flatten Mads without thinking twice about it, even if he were sorry afterwards that wouldn’t take back any punctured lungs and broken bones.

      “No, listen to me, War Hammer,” Mads spoke through clenched teeth. “If it happened like we saw then you didn’t do any of the shit in the living room until after she was gone.”

      I shrugged. “Does it matter? I still did it.”

      “It does to us,” Locke said. “It wasn’t like you were pitching furniture at her head.”

      I stared at them with uncertainly. What game were they playing? Trying to reason with me then draw me into an even darker trap? “She said she was afraid of me!”

      Locke squinted. “Did she say why?”

      I felt like I sat on a merry-go-round going in circles. “Because I got angry sometimes. Not at her, but at…”

      “At the people in your platoon, right?” asked Mads. “Was she frightened of the things that you did while you were overseas? Was she upset when you talked about it?”

      “Mads that’s brilliant,” Locke said taking my face in her hands. “Rane, my love, maybe she was frightened, but it wasn’t because of what you did to her. It was because of who you are and what you are.”

      I stared at her baffled. “Isn’t that worse?”

      “No, not really.” She tilted her head in such a perfect way that made her hair brush against her shoulder. “It just makes her the wrong person for you.”

      I opened my mouth to object but Mads who was leaning against the doorjamb raised his hand. “Question from the peanut gallery, but how old was Mattie when you met her?”

      What did this have to do with anything? “Eighteen,” I replied.

      Mads’ eyes narrowed. “Uh-huh. And how old was she when you got divorced?”

      “Twenty-one?”

      “I’m just going to throw this out there, but maybe the fact that your marriage failed had more to do with the fact that you married pretty young and neither of you necessarily knew what you were getting into.”

      “I did!” I protested. I’d have done anything for Mattie. Anything to make her stay. Anything to kill the monster inside me.

      Locke raised an eyebrow. “Did you? Because I want you to step aside and really think about it for a second, Rane. When you were with her, when you fell in love with her, could it have anything to do with the fact that you fell into bed together the first night you met and stayed there until you had to return to the base?”

      A memory flashed in my mind, Mattie and I rolling around in the bed of our Baltimore hotel room. God, we’d had the kind of passion you only got with your first love. We were always together, never apart, doing gooey romantic shit all the time. Could it have only been infatuation?

      Locke edged a little closer to me kneeling between my legs. I still couldn’t bring myself to look her directly in the eye, but I was willing to listen to them both.

      “You didn’t talk about a lot of things, did you?” Locke asked softly.

      “No, I guess I didn’t,” I admitted.

      “Did you hit her?” Locke’s question slapped me hard.

      “No, never!” I glared at her for daring to ask that question. This place really was fucking with my mind. Maybe it was best to shut the hell up and not give it anymore power.

      But I couldn’t when Locke asked, “Did you ever force her into bed with you?”

      “What? No!” Shut up Rane, shut up!

      But Locke kept pushing me. All the questions felt like she’d jammed her fingers on my buttons setting me off. “Did you call her names, intentionally make her feel like shit because things weren’t going your way?”

      “Of course, I didn’t. Why the hell are you asking me these things?”

      Fear and hope mingled in her gaze. “Because you’re acting as if you did. You’re punishing yourself for something that you never did. And would never do.”

      God, this woman was tearing my heart out with her words then leaving it bleeding and lifeless on the floor. Only then to heal it with a single gaze.

      “How can you be so sure?” I asked not sure where this was going.

      “Because I know you. Because you know what I am and whose powers I have.”

      My wife and I had been through hell and high-water together. “I thought I knew Meredith too and I thought she knew me.” My voice came out pitiful and weak. I clenched my fists.

      “All right, love of my days,” Mads said. “I’ve got this one.”

      Just what was he up to?
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      Locke

      

      Rane and I both looked up at Mads who moved from the door, holding himself resolutely.

      “Locke, mind getting up?” Mads asked.

      “Um, no. I guess not.” I stood, retreating to the doorway, my body bunching with nerves.

      Rane didn’t look as if he could take any more kindness right then, so even if I wanted to wrap my arms around him and hold him while telling him everything was going to be fine, I couldn’t. Instead, I got to watch as Mads took my place on the ground at Rane’s feet.

      Besides the time Mads had sensually touched Rane and nuzzled him, begging for some man-on-man action, I’d never really thought that I was into men getting together. Apparently, I was wrong. Mads on his knees was oddly the opposite of submissive. His proximity to Rane, how he got in his space and leaned forward to tilt Rane’s chin up was oh so seductive.

      Mads smiled wickedly for a moment and then far faster than I thought him capable of, he drew his hand back and slapped Rane across the face. Hard enough that it whipped Rane’s head to the left and sounded as if a gunshot had gone off.

      I jumped about a foot. “Mads, what the hell?”

      Rane lunged forward, pinning Mads to the ground. “What the fuck, Mads? What did I do to deserve that?” My heart jumped to hear how very much like himself he sounded. We might not be out of the woods yet, but we were getting there.

      “Nothing at all!” I exclaimed, grabbing Rane’s arm. He shuddered when I pulled him off Mads. “And, um, Mads, at some point, maybe say sorry for that.”

      “I’m sure I’ll get around to it,” Mads said, rising to a seated position.

      Finally, I understood the method to his madness.

      “Look, Rane,” I said, stroking his reddened face even though he flinched. “Mads was testing your control. It’s a lot better than you think. Maybe not against people who want to hurt you, but that’s understandable, right?”

      Comprehension dawned in Rane’s eyes. “You don’t think that I’d hurt someone…”

      “Never,” I assured. “Mads obviously doesn’t either, otherwise he wouldn’t have been such an idiot.” I pronounced the last words with a firmness to convey my point.

      For a few moments I genuinely feared whatever was going in Rane’s head—if the extant trauma or bullshit programming was just too strong for him to fight. If we couldn’t convince him to snap out of it, then what would happen?

      “I think I should say thank you for that,” Rane said, helping Mads to his feet.

      “Are you going to?” asked Mads.

      Rane smiled. “Give me a few months.”

      Mads chuckled. “Though in all honesty, you should probably say thank you to Locke. I was just going to leave you in this place.”

      I grinned at Mads, a deep certainty about him flooding through me. He might bitch about it, but at the end of the day there was no way he’d leave anyone behind. It was a big part of why I loved him.

      Mads scowled as if detecting that I saw right through him. “Love of my days, it’s your damned fault I do half the stupid things I have lately, and there’s a long list. You’re the one who came in to find us.”

      At this news, Rane turned to me with a mixed look of horror and fury on his face. “Wait, you came in here? On purpose?”

      “Well, yes. But I didn’t tell Mads that!”

      “I guessed right,” Mads said with a smirk, taking a step back.

      Damn him, he knew that would flip a switch in Rane.

      “Are you insane?” Rane rounded on me, his shoulders heaving. “Does that mean you left the underworld and came to Tennessee? You didn’t stay where it was safe?”

      I rolled my eyes at him. “You’re always safe when you’re dead, Rane!”

      “I thought you had more sense than that!” Rane grabbed the sides of my arms with such passion and intensity that it stole my breath. I knew he cared for me and wanted nothing more than for me to be safe. His protectiveness made me swoon a little and I melted in his arms.

      “Well, apparently not,” I countered, sliding my arms around his waist so I could press my cheek on his chest. “Because I’m actually in the middle of rescuing you from this hellhole, so shut up and deal with it! You can scold me later. Maybe even spank me for it.”

      Rane brought my chin up so our gazes met. He kissed me as if he had been waiting to do so for years, and I melted under the power and ferocity of it.

      At last he moved to whisper in my ear. “Locke, we’re going to have words about the risks you’ve been taking lately.”

      The promise, the threat in that low murmur, trembled through me.

      “As long as those words involve your cock thrusting into my pussy, then I’ll be happy to have that conversation.”

      “Oh, they will.”

      When I turned to glance behind us, Mads grinned like the Cheshire cat.

      “You are a goddamn troublemaker,” I said with a scowl.

      “Yes,” he answered cheekily. “I told you something to that effect when you met me.”

      That was pretty hard to argue with, so I just said, “Come on, gents. Now we have to find a way out of these nightmarish fever dreams.”

      Right as the words left my mouth, Rane’s house quaked as if an earthquake struck. Picture frames toppled off the dressing table. Lamps shuddered on the bedside tables. The bed rumbled, its hinges squeaking.

      “I won’t argue with that, love of my days,” Mads replied, taking my hand as I pulled away from Rane. “Hurry, we better be heading off.”

      Together, my hands clasped with Rane’s and Mads’, we exited the house. Rane gave it a brief glance before we left and a resigned smile, indicating he was done with this memory once and for all.

      Outside, the nightmarish world continued falling apart. The sky, the houses and the neighborhood crumbled around us, breaking down to their main component parts before dissolving altogether. The ground quaked even harder beneath us as the world was ripped apart by some unseen force. I stumbled, but Mads caught me, holding me steady.

      Crap, we aren’t going to make it. Had Byron and the other avatars accidentally destroyed the orb without knowing we were trapped inside it? Or had the scientists succeeded in extracting our godly powers by tearing our souls from our bodies?

      “What are we going to do if it all falls out from underneath us?” I said.

      Mads made a soft sound of surprise. I stared fearfully at the hand he held up that was more translucent than it should have ever been.

      “I don’t think we’ll have to worry about that,” he quipped.

      “Mads!” I lunged for him as if that would somehow keep him together, to keep him with me, but he was misting away.

      “Don’t worry,” he said, his body quickly fading. “It’s going to be fine. And if it’s not, it’s not like I’ll know, right?”

      His grin lingered for just an instant longer before he vanished, leaving me feeling as if a portion of my heart was torn out.

      I fell to the ground unable to figure out what to do next.

      Rane hauled me to my feet, wrapping his arms around me and holding me tightly. To my shock, I noticed his arms becoming transparent too.

      “It’ll be all right,” he told me. “Don’t worry, Locke. It’ll be fine. We’re not going to be apart any longer. I promise.”

      I might have believed his words of comfort a little more if there hadn’t been that desperate note to his voice as if he were trying to convince himself as well. Then there was no time to think about anything else because he disappeared too, and I was left alone in a crumbling world. The thought of my mother’s words, that I’d end up alone, stabbed me in the heart. All of the fears and anxieties I had about abandonment came to the forefront again.

      Then, to my surprise, I began to fade just like them but I didn’t have the energy to react. I was ready to be back with the men I loved. All of them.

      

      ***

      

      “Dammit, why does my mouth taste like menthol?” Those were the first words out of my mouth when I came back to myself on a cold, hard surface. My head shifted on something soft—a pillow perhaps. When I tried to sit up someone firmly pushed me back down.

      “I wouldn’t do that,” Mads’ voice advised me. “I got up too fast and nearly had to puke.”

      “Mads?” I glanced around what appeared to be the room where I’d helped the avatars escape from. “Wait, what’s going on?”

      Mads leaned into my field of vision, grinning at me. By god, it made my heart ache in the best way to see him. Being in the orb had aged him, made him seem more worn out, leaving him with a cut slashed through one eyebrow. Why was he more battered than when he had been sent to that prison? At least he seemed himself again. There was a lack of internal pain that he had been carrying around for so long. Well, no pain my Cupid powers detected anyway.

      “We all thought we’d take a shot at killing each other,” Mads joked. “Or rather, Byron and Rane decided to anyway. I’m far too sensible so I’m sitting over here with you.”

      “Oh god,” I groaned, beckoning for Mads’ help to raise me into a sitting position. The nausea faded sooner than I thought it would, but when it did I pushed off and searched for the source of yelling. “Where is everyone?”

      “This way.” Mads helped me out of the bed. “Come meet the man behind this. You won’t believe who it is even if I tell you.”

      Curiosity coursed in my veins. Why was he being so mysterious? Was there supposed to be some big secret reveal or something?

      I swallowed, thinking of what Rane or Byron might have done to the person. “They haven’t tortured him have they?”

      “No. But they might be arguing over it.” Mads kissed me on the top of my head, doing little to calm my churning stomach.

      Slowly, he led me out of the room and my stomach bunched with dread at meeting the person responsible for creating my personal hell for the last six months. We entered an adjacent room filled with rows of tables and chairs—a former a cafeteria by the look of it. Twenty or so people were seated at the benches, their wrists zip-tied together. My heart sunk at seeing them restrained. While they had captured, kept the avatars prisoner, and tested them like lab rats, I still didn’t advocate harming the defenseless…even if they were responsible. Still, I saw the reasoning behind it, and didn’t want to risk any further trouble.

      That said, we had to figure out how to eliminate the threat for good. I wasn’t looking forward to any more break ins to my apartment. No more kidnappings. No more blowing up mansions. And no more spending life on the run. I had enough of the crap to last me a lifetime. Damn it all, I was going to get myself a new place, write the stories brewing in my mind, finish my Master’s and see where things went with the men in my life.

      The twins stalked up and down the rows as watchful as young lions. Over in the corner, Ophelia leaned against the wall in an exhausted slump while Conor talked on a cellphone.

      He’s probably calling his wife, I thought with a sigh.

      Conor was married to Jillian, a gorgeously ageless woman and the avatar of Aphrodite, the goddess of love. An image of her face flashed in my mind when she’d realized that mercenaries had taken her husband. How all the other avatars had flinched away from her. Love was a terrible thing when it was crossed, and now I knew what that was like.

      No one was going to cross me ever again. I’d make sure of it even if I had to mess with every single cord in this room to make it happen.

      I didn’t get a chance to analyze said threads though because Byron and Rane shouting at each other became the main attraction of the room.

      “You can’t keep them here!” Rane argued. “Let them go.”

      “They held us captive,” Byron sharply countered.

      “Hey, can you two keep it down?” I asked, stepping up beside them. “I’ve just had the worst acid trip.”

      The moment he became aware of my presence, Rane swept me up in his arms, squeezing me so tightly I squeaked. It was only Mads’ pointed ‘ahem’ that made Rane put me down again with a slightly abashed look.

      “You’ve been out for at least an hour,” he said. “And I guess I got worried.”

      I grinned up at him. “You don’t have to worry about me anymore. So what are we shouting about? Or is it recreational yelling?” I glanced at the scientists, nurses, guards and one man dressed in a suit.

      Byron scowled, and somewhere in the back of my mind I noted how he hung back from me for some reason. I shelved the idea to deal with later since we were in the lair of the people who had harassed and kidnapped us.

      “Rane thinks that we should just let these people go,” Byron said, incredulous contempt clear in his voice. “He thinks they’re harmless.”

      Rane levelled a look at him. “The twins and I dealt with the ones who aren’t, didn’t we?”

      “Oh god.” I pressed a hand to my forehead. “You didn’t kill anyone did you?”

      “You didn’t take issue with it in the desert,” Rane pointed out.

      Oh yes, I did. The fireballs, the heat waves of anger, the hail of bullets and the screaming still haunted me to this day. But I didn’t get to tell him that.

      Byron pressed on. “They can lead us to the person in charge of all of this. I just need some time.”

      I opened my mouth to tell them that Mads knew who it was, but the two stubborn bastards were intent on arguing it out.

      “Time to do what?” Rane demanded. “I don’t have the stomach for torture and I don’t think you do either.”

      “Don’t tell me what I’m not strong enough to do–”

      “That’s enough,” I said, pressing my hands against both their chests, claiming their attention once more. “We’ve just gone through an incredibly draining experience and I, for one, am not about to let anyone be tortured here.”

      Rane and Byron glared at each other.

      “What do we know about the people here?” I asked. “Are they innocent of what’s happened or should we, I don’t know, call the cops and run for the hills?”

      Rane blurted something, but I didn’t hear him over the burning distraction in my chest. An intense rage and hatred like I’d never felt before was emanating from someone in this room, directed at me, and it pulled me away from the conversation to investigate.

      I turned to the captives. They all looked miserable, like pencil pushers and accountants who had managed to get on the wrong side of something far bigger than they’d anticipated. One or two had bruises, and though I didn’t want to be sorry for the people who had made my life a living hell for months, I couldn’t help but feel a twinge of compassion. They kept glancing at the man in the middle of the group, a skeletal thing with drooping skin.

      I stopped to inspect the new and faint cords belonging to members of this group. Most of them in front of me were normal. A few had sturdy cords that led off somewhere else to the usual array of suspects: wives, girlfriends, boyfriends, pets and family.

      Except for the man in the middle of the group. At first glance, he looked as tired and frightened as anyone else, but when I dug deeper into his cord, fury and hate flooded it. It was the same angry heat attacking my cords. Now that I looked more closely, I noticed his dyed hair—not a very good dye job by the way—the gauntness in his frame and hands that told me he’d once been healthier. But that wasn’t the most surprising thing. The golden ribbon cord, like mine, was one of the brightest I had ever seen, and it led straight into the ground. Sparks flew off it when I reached out to touch it, causing me to flinch. Glancing at him, I noticed his glare.

      Startled, I examined him. No one else had ever noticed me touching their cord before. Curious, I stroked it again, eliciting the same response. Determined to uncover this mystery, I inspected his cord further by reading his love history and pulling his name from the information stored there. I gasped at discovering his identity. When I found the ability to speak again, I stepped forward, finally knowing who Mads had alluded to earlier.

      “Hello, Colton,” I said. “It’s good to finally meet the real avatar of Cupid.”
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      Locke

      

      Colton Fowler struggled against his bindings. What was the former avatar of Cupid doing among the group of mercenaries hired to kidnap us?

      The reaction of confused and questioning stares that went around the room was instantaneous. Every one of the avatars had missed him but Mads. I didn’t include Byron in the mix because he’d never met the man.

      With a demented howl, Colton sprang to his feet and lunged forward, not caring about the fact that his hands were still bound or that a table separated us. The hatred in his cord told me that he didn’t care about anything beyond hurting me.

      “Bitch!” he shouted. “You were supposed to drive them crazy. You were supposed to fucking destroy them!”

      Whoa. For a small guy, he moved so fast that he rammed the table forward and smashed it into my stomach, knocking the wind out of me and sending me on my rear.

      More shouts erupted behind me as Rane and Mads apprehended Colton. As they dragged him backward, he kept kicking and screaming. Members of Colton’s team flinched at his outburst. The twins tensed, lurking close to the row of captives as a warning in case any of them got similar ideas. Ophelia and Conor kept their distance, observant but wary.

      Byron helped me to my feet. “Locke?”

      I swiped hair away from my face. “I’m okay. I just pissed off Cupid.”

      He frowned at me.

      Rane shoved Colton into a chair, securing his arms behind the back before tying him to the legs so he couldn’t repeat his little outburst.

      “How the hell did we miss this?” he asked roughly.

      “Because we weren’t looking,” Mads replied curtly. “As far as we knew, Colton was dead. Long walk off a short pier and all that. But then guess who greeted me after my kidnapping. Surprise! He’s alive.”

      To my shock, Colton started to cry, his face turning a splotchy red with rage. “Damn you, Locke! Damn you!”

      Now that I’d straightened my clothing and calmed myself, I considered his words. Why was he so mad at me? What had I done? How was I supposed to destroy whoever he was talking about?

      I carried a spare chair over to him.

      “Locke,” Rane cautioned, his tone warning me to stop.

      One look at my face made him think the better of it, and he moved aside.

      I set the chair backwards in front of Colton. Sitting on it, I rested my forearms on top of the chair back.

      Colton, the little shit, wasn’t as fast as my lovers, but he was quick and he could do some serious harm to me if he wanted to. Rage gnawed away inside him like the deepest pit of hell. He was defeated; it was as plain as day.

      “So you’re the one who called me that night,” I started, remembering his voice on the phone sex line some five months ago. The creepy caller who’d asked me what I thought of love before telling me I was perfect. Following that, I’d been struck with a bright light and woke up with the powers of Cupid.

      He glared at me. “It was perfect. You thought love was bullshit. You didn’t have any in your heart.”

      “You gave me the powers of Cupid,” I said, the pieces beginning to snap together. “But not the connection to the god himself. Why?”

      Colton laughed like a typical, crazy movie villain. “I gave you the god himself.”

      Murmurs flew around the room, mainly between the avatars.

      What the hell did he mean? How was that possible? Colton was no god. He shouldn’t have been able to gift anything that powerful based on powers alone. From everything Rane and Mads had told me, the gods chose a person as their avatar, not the other way around. I needed more answers.

      “Where is Eros, old man?” one of the twins snarked.

      Colton’s eyes blazed manically. “He’s my prisoner!” he growled unevenly, his voice shaking and high in spots. “And without him, you’d all go mad slowly but surely. But you ruined everything.” His gaze pinned me like a wild animal’s.

      Aha. That was why the pantheon had dragged me into this. They could feel the absence of the Cupid eating at them. And eventually, if he wasn’t located and restored to Olympus, it would have driven the avatars mad, too.

      Rane uttered a long and threatening growl from behind me. He’d never hurt someone if he didn’t have to, but Colton didn’t exactly fit that description after his involvement in my torture and kidnapping.

      “We could kill him,” Rane proposed casually, suddenly reversing his earlier pleas for mercy. “He’s certainly done enough harm and put us through hell.”

      I didn’t disagree with the last line, but I took objection to the first. Some serious pain welled up inside of Colton, and I needed to dig deeper to find out why. Had he orchestrated all this from the beginning?

      A crafty smile flitted across Colton’s face. “Yes, the orb. I came across that little toy ages ago. Did you like confronting the monster you really are, Ares?”

      “Wasn’t fun,” Rane snarled. “Neither is what I’m going to do to you.”

      “No!” I cut in sharply. “Just… wait a second.”

      My thoughts were racing and going in too many different directions. If Colton didn’t release Eros, the rest of the gods would go mad. I didn’t have the stomach for murder, so I needed another way.

      I glanced over at Mads leaning on the wall, his usual smile non-existent and his eyes bright and alert. He gave me an encouraging nod.

      Byron stood by the twins, keeping a close eye on the group. Ophelia and Conor watched with growing shock at the unfolding events.

      My eyes flickered to Rane and I detected a rising heat in him.

      A thought hit me, so I tried another tactic to avoid the whole eye for an eye scenario. “So, tell me about her, Colton.”

      “Fuck you,” he replied, his words shaking. I detected a sense of longing and love all at once and it took my breath away.

      Fine, if he wasn’t going to talk, I’d find out for myself. I reached for Colton’s gold cord, seizing it.

      “She was tall and pretty, your Layla,” I mentioned, reading their love thread. “Oh, wow, she had an amazing laugh. The kind that you could listen to all day. And she read a lot? Ah, no wonder. She worked as a professor. Her students loved her, you know.”

      Colton wrestled against his chair. Tipping over, he fell sideways with a loud crack.

      My muscled tightened. He didn’t need to do this to himself. His pain was killing him.

      Rane easily righted him again.

      “And she died of lung cancer.” The moment I said the words, the grief fueling Colton departed him and he slumped back in the chair, exhausted from fighting his bitterness and hatred.

      “Can you believe it?” he muttered with absolutely no feeling in his words. “Never smoked a day in her life.”

      I listened, letting him get his pain off his chest because sometimes that’s all it took to make someone feel better. In reality, even I knew he needed more than a simple counseling session. This guy had serious issues.

      Members of his team watched him intently. I glanced over my shoulder to see the avatars doing the same thing.

      “I was with her to the very end,” he continued. “I loved her more than anyone’s ever loved anyone. And because I’m the fucking avatar of Cupid, I felt it with more emotion and heart.”

      “And your power wasn’t enough. You couldn’t save her?”

      “No,” he said, and he bent his head forward. “It will never, ever be enough, and if that winged bastard has to suffer with me for all my days, if the whole pantheon goes crazy and they all kill each other and the avatars end up in a psyche ward, then so be it.”

      At last we got to the heart of things, allowing the last piece of the puzzle to snap into place. Colton had set everything in motion by planting Eros inside of me. How had he even done that? Why had I not exploded into dust from having a being so powerful inside of me?

      I stretched out Colton’s cord, examining his plan as he’d enacted it by meeting with an elusive organization, the ones who funded him with resources to capture the avatars in exchange for extracting their powers to sell them to the highest bidders. Then he’d called me and used a spell from the Book of the Dead—something he’d stolen from the Egyptian avatar Robin Goodfellow—to cage Eros inside of me.

      Not finished with Colton yet, I turned to him, who was a remnant of who he once was—a man who’d loved a woman. He’d done terrible things, but it was hard to think of punishing him when he already lived in one of the worst hells imaginable: living without the other part of his heart. A thousand knives hacked at my own chest as I imagined his pain.

      But I had an idea that might just solve everything. I wasn’t sure if it would work, or whether it’d get my ass hauled back to the underworld, but it was worth a try.

      “All right, Colton,” I said. “I’m going to teach you a prayer.”

      His eyes narrowed. “Prayer?”

      “It will help,” I said. “Trust me.”

      Left with nothing to lose, he nodded. The ancient Greek words he repeated after me were empty, but I had seen what was in his heart and I knew what it would conjure when he recited them. The lord of the dead had once whispered the very words to me. The syllables were sharp and hard, but they slid against each other smoothly, making the hair on the back of my neck stand up.

      Out of the side of my vision I caught Mads pushing off the wall, Rane looking around warily and Byron’s head snapping in my direction. I wished I could tell them that there was nothing to fear.

      “No, Locke!” Byron yelled at me, racing to my side and trying to clamp his hand over my mouth to stop me.

      Mads and Rane wrestled him off.

      “She knows what she’s doing,” Mads insisted. “Let her do this.”

      That was one of the reasons I loved him. He didn’t try to change me, and I didn’t want him to either. Together we were equally perfect.

      I didn’t dare stop murmuring the prayer with Colton, chanting it over and over again until the room darkened and filled with a chill that no clothing could stop.

      From the darkness, in all his antique finery, stepped Hades. It was hard to think of this man as an avatar. How he’d given up anything human ages ago. What was before us now had the cool beauty and the titanic indifference of an actual god.

      “Hello, Locke,” Hades rumbled. “You are ready to return.”

      “Did you miss me?” I asked with a slight smile, and he thawed just a little bit.

      “Perhaps,” he said with a smile. “But if you have called simply to ask me that–”

      “God, no!” I climbed off my chair, approaching him. “But I have someone who doesn’t belong here. He needs a certain place. Only one will do.”

      Hades nodded in understanding.

      Colton stumbled to his feet with the chair stuck to his back. “Can you take me to her? Bring me to her side? I don’t care what I have to do, help me find my wife!”

      Hades frowned briefly, and for a moment I feared my efforts might be all for nothing. “He gives himself as a willing sacrifice?”

      “Will you take him, Hades?” I pushed, my sanity teetering on the edge of darkness at the thought of having to return to the underworld.

      Indifference radiated in his stare. He passed his hand over Colton’s eyes and the man went still. “This one has been looking for me for some time, but I never answered his calls. Today I will.”

      Elation rushed through me. “So that’s it? No more owing you a favor? We’re square?”

      Hades shrugged, that faint smile still on his face. “We could certainly play it like that if you like. You are always welcome in my halls.”

      Rane’s growl was as loud as a rumble of thunder.

      Hades held up one hand. “Peace, Ares, it was only a joke. Locke, our deal is fulfilled.”

      Thank Eros! I released the breath I held.

      “Now, I have business to attend to,” Hades said, his smile creeping further up on his face. “There’s nothing like reuniting two lost souls.”

      Didn’t I know it. While I brought people together in life, Hades brought them together in death. We weren’t so different in that regard. And he was right; there was nothing like it.

      Hades and Colton faded away, moving beyond the reach of mortals.

      For all that Colton had done, I truly hoped he found his peace in the next life when there was none in this one.

      When they vanished, Mads piped up. “Well, that was–”

      I never heard the rest of his words because a blinding light seared through my skull, lighting me up from the inside like a paper lantern. Suddenly I was elsewhere, floating through the air on a kind of light that I knew automatically didn’t come from the sun. There was an impression of something huge in front of me that I could barely make out. I was only able to perceive a white feather here, a blue eye there.

      ‘Hello, Locke!’ the voice said in my head.

      I squinted against all the heavenly light. This time I recognized the mighty bow. “Eros?”

      ‘Yes. You have freed me.’

      “In all fairness, it was kind of incidental, sir,” I replied, not one to take too much credit even when it was due.

      How did you talk to a god? What did you address them as when they weren’t even human? I hoped ‘sir’ was a mighty enough title for the god of love. At some point during this entire adventure, I probably should have asked Rane or Mads, maybe even Byron.

      ‘Asking the avatars of Athena and Ares wouldn’t have helped. Their patrons don’t have much in common with me. The avatar of Hermes, perhaps a little more.’

      “Oh, great, you can read my mind,” I mumbled, glancing around at the clouds floating by. This was so cliché.

      ‘Believe me when I say that there is nothing I have not seen a thousand times before,’ came the voice with some kindness. ‘But mostly… I just want to say thank you.’

      His gratitude warmed me like no other heat I’d ever felt before. Like the rest of the god, the satisfaction was too much to comprehend, too much to take in. I imagine it felt like having your rowboat bumped by a blue whale while you were alone on the ocean.

      “I didn’t get into this mess wanting to, um, be an avatar for you,” I pointed out.

      ‘You are my avatar now—my true avatar, until the day you die.’

      Really? Part of me didn’t want that responsibility and the dangers that came with it. But then again, manifesting condoms out of thin air might come in handy for the three hunks waiting for me back in the military mess hall. Plus, I bet there were a hundred other nifty tricks I hadn’t yet explored.

      “Don’t think this means that I’m going to do whatever you say,” I warned Eros.

      He laughed, a beautiful noise like a chorus of angels singing at once. ‘Wouldn’t dream of it. There’s a reason you would have been the next avatar even without Colton.’

      “Wait, what?” I glanced up towards the area of god’s glowing face.

      Instead of explaining himself further the bastard dropped me and I fell through the thick layer of clouds, through space itself. As I plummeted I heard an enormous peal of laughter, wild and free, emanating from my own being. Eros was just one more thing to worry about.
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      Locke

      

      I awoke with a jolt, staring up at three extremely worried and handsome faces. After coming back to reality, I realized my head pillowed on Mads’ thigh.

      “Gods really like getting the last word,” I murmured.

      Rane laughed shakily from his kneeling position besides my body. “They do. Are you all right? You went over like a poleaxed steer.”

      “Hmm fine, I think,” I said, testing my arm for any broken bones. Lifting it up, I wiggled to check for a broken back. Nope. Thank Eros. “Just a little dizzy. Mouth is dry. What did I miss?”

      Byron spoke next. “We decided to let the other prisoners go.”

      “What?” I sat up, propping myself with my hands. “Are you crazy? They might kidnap us again.”

      He shook his head. “The mercenaries are dead. The scientists and nurses were struck with a glowing red arrow, erasing their memory of the past year.”

      “Eros’ gift to us for releasing him,” Mads explained, brushing my hair aside. The backs of his knuckles grazed my neck and I closed my eyes for a second, enjoying it.

      Thank you Eros, I thought with a pleased smile. For bringing me on this rollercoaster of an adventure. For awakening my heart to love again, pairing me with three men whom I have come to love very much in different ways. Thank you for choosing me as your avatar and for the new life waiting for my men and me.

      “Without Colton,” began Rane as he took my hand and stroked it with his thumb, “the group is nothing. None of them knew a thing. He compartmentalized everything to ensure the group funding him didn’t kill him once they got the avatars. No one but him knew the avatar identities. That’s why he captured innocent people as placebos.”

      What a clever bastard. His cord told me he’d planned his revenge for many years.

      “And the orb?” I asked. As long as that device operated, we were still at risk of being trapped and having our power stolen.

      “Destroyed,” Byron said.

      “Well, that’s a relief.” I laughed a little. “Where’s everyone else?”

      “Waiting,” Mads muttered, jerking his head to gesture to the rest of the avatars standing around. Victor kicked the floor in boredom. Lucy shot arrows into the plaster wall to pass the time. Ophelia and Conor were discussing something in the corner. “The boss is gathering the family for a conference.”

      “Oh god, not another meeting,” I moaned, dreading having to face the pantheon of avatars.

      Right then Rane’s cellphone rang and he quickly answered. “Yeah, okay,” he affirmed, pressing a button and putting the volume on speakerphone. “It’s Blake.”

      “Is everyone assembled?” a man asked authoritatively.

      “Yes,” Rane answered.

      I stepped up beside him, examining the main caller’s image, a bear of a man with a silver spade beard. Blake, the avatar of Zeus. Below him was a lengthy list of other faces attached to the call with locations listed by them. Many of them I didn’t recognize, but they were all avatars like me. One particular woman caught my attention. A beautiful woman with plump lips, emerald eyes, and flowing blonde hair streaked with green. Persephone. I had discerned her image from reading Hades’ love cord. Somehow I had to speak with her and pass on a message from her lost love.

      “Brothers, sisters,” Blake boomed. “Thank you for all being with us today.”

      Zeus’ avatar explained the story, starting with the Colton faking his death and his treachery against the pantheon to orchestrating the madness of the gods and the kidnapping of the avatars.

      “But we are safe now,” Blake acknowledged, “thanks to Rane, Mads, Byron, Lucy, Victor, Ophelia, Conor and… Locke, our newest avatar of Eros.”

      Several people on other line cheered and clapped. A round of ‘thanks’ buzzed along with our names and some ‘welcomes’ for me. Something about it touched my heart. The other avatars I met may not have been perfect, but they were family in a way and we had to stick together and look out for each other.

      “I know you’re all busy,” Blake said, “so thank you for joining us today. Until we meet next time.”

      “Which thankfully isn’t often,” Mads whispered in my ear, making me smile, before he added aloud, “Roger that, boss!” Being a smartass, he saluted, signing off.

      “Persephone wait!” I called as Rane was about to end the call.

      I snatched the phone from him, bringing it up to my face. Blake, along with Tara and a few other nosey avatars had not disconnected their lines as if they wanted to hear me to speak. Three frames below Blake’s, Persephone stared at me with confusion and curiosity burning in her eyes. Oh, like this was any of their business. I ended the call with Blake and the others, one by one hanging up on them, only keeping her on the line. Her real name, according to what displayed on the phone, was Autumn Snow. God, it sounded a bit like a porn star name, but whatever. I guess the autumn thing kind of suited the nature-loving goddess.

      “What is it?” Autumn asked me, her mouth shaping into a tight line.

      Quickly I scanned her cord, immediately targeting the love still burning for Hades. But upon closer reflection, I realized she felt cheated into loving him and questioned the relationship’s legitimacy. I certainly didn’t blame her. All these stupid god myths.

      “He misses you,” I said to her, and her eyes brightened with understanding. “Please, go and see him.”

      The avatar of Persephone’s chest expanded as she took a deep breath. “Maybe someday,” she replied, ending the call.

      That was that then. Sure, I could have played naughty Cupid and tweaked her cord, but I didn’t want to do it if she was unsure. I’d only pushed along relationships that were meant to be. This one, while the love existed, teetered in a delicate balance of love and loathing that I didn’t want to mess with.

      “Thanks,” I said while handing Rane back his phone.

      “Come here,” he gently ordered, sweeping me up. I automatically wrapped my legs around him.

      “Leave some for us too,” Mads said, and I reached blindly behind Rane to grab Mads and pull him in as well.

      Being enclosed in a sandwich of bodies that I knew as well as my own was incredible, but there was someone missing.

      “Come on, Byron,” I yelled, turning my head until I caught him glance at me. Twisting Athena’s spear, he shook his head slightly and left.

      “What the hell?” I questioned, my heart beating faster. “Where’s he going?”

      “Leave him,” Rane dismissed. “This has been a lot to take in. Give him a day or two to clear his head.”

      “But I want to be with him too.” Despite my protests and wriggles to get Rane to let me go, he clutched me to him as the love of my life departed the room.

      Byron’s cord rippled after him. Feeling vulnerable, I broke my cardinal rule of not peering into his heart. Screw it. I was worried and wanted to know what was going on. Turned out his heart was a mess of uncertainty and self-deprecating unworthiness. I didn’t know when I’d see him again, if ever, and my heart was close to breaking.

      Blood rushed through my veins like a freight train as my stubbornness flared up. I was not going to let Byron walk away that easy—not without a fight. I’d slap him senseless if I had to!

      Maybe Mads shouldn’t be afraid of Rane’s temper; maybe he should be afraid of mine. I knew Rane and Mads detected my angry ripples through the bonds we shared. But still, Rane refused to let me go after Byron.

      

      ***

      

      After wrapping everything up, we left the military base in Tennessee and saw the other avatars off. Then Rane, Mads and I stopped at a hotel about an hour later, completely exhausted. Realistically, I hadn’t had a good night’s sleep in several days since my departure from the underworld. My body ached in all sorts of weird places despite having not even using half those muscles. I blamed the damn orb.

      Mads paid for the room somehow, and we all tumbled into the big bed together after our showers, skin to skin and as silent as only the truly fatigued could be. At various points I think we all made love, but it was a daze. What I did remember was holding back. It wasn’t right, not without Byron, which was a sore point I was still pretty cranky about. I managed to fall asleep while stewing over his absence.

      After sleeping almost twelve hours, we prepared to leave again. Rane twisted the gold wedding band he kept as a reminder of his wife and a good luck charm. He crossed the room and put it on the bedside table.

      “Let’s go,” he said, putting a hand on my lower back.

      My heart sighed, knowing he finally let go of the past he clung to. Now he could finally move on. With me.

      In minutes we were back on the road the next morning once we checked out. The boys promised to take me right to Boise to meet up with Byron. God knows how he got home, but they said he was already there.

      It was almost thirty hours of driving from Tennessee to Boise. Surely that was enough time for Byron to clear his head. Rane purposefully drove slowly, delaying us as the miles passed away underneath us. Throughout it, whether I was dozing off in the back, driving or keeping one of the other two company, I thought about Byron.

      I sort of understood his reasons for leaving. He was as wounded like the rest of us. After everything that happened, I just wanted to be together. I didn’t have the patience for being alone, so by the time we pulled up to his duplex I had a pretty good steam going.

      “Come on up,” I said when Mads and Rane hesitated on the stairs. “He’s going to need to speak to us one way or another.”

      When Byron answered the door his eyes were wide, his hair messy. And clearly, he was still wearing the same clothes from the bunker, which only made me angrier.

      I surged past him with Mads on my heels.

      “Hey, brother,” Rane greeted, the only polite one of us in the bunch.

      “Come in, I guess,” Byron said.

      I waited in the foyer, my arms crossed, ready to blow.

      “I’ve dreamed about this place,” Rane said, examining the entrance to the lounge room.

      “Nice place,” Mads complimented, stroking the white walls. “Very homely.”

      It was probably more than he ever had.

      “It was a short sale that I picked up a few years ago,” Byron filled in, his voice stilted.

      It was time to cut the chit chat and get to business. I waved my hands in the air. “Rane and Mads, get comfortable and grab a beer. Byron, bedroom, right now.”

      Byron’s eyes flash silver, but I stalked off before he objected. A few moments later he entered his bedroom, locking the door behind me with a scowl.

      “Locke, what are you doing here?”

      “No! Me first!” I paced along the side of his bed, trying to make sense of everything and to calm down. “What the hell were you doing, just leaving like that?”

      Believe it or not, the idea of being without him offended me. When he looked as if he still didn’t understand, I stepped closer.

      “Without me?” I added a little more calmly. “Without us?”

      He huffed. “After a quick fuck in a bunker?”

      “Are you serious?” I wanted to slap him, but I curled my fists to prevent myself from following through. “That’s all you thought it was? I told you I love you. ‘Love of my life’ I believe were my words. And you hightailed it, you pussy.”

      “Well–”

      “No. Don’t answer. Anything you say is going to piss me off. You’re mine, and you sure as hell didn’t think it was a quick fuck when it happened. So why don’t you tell me what’s really going on?”

      The flash of guilt on his face told me I was right. “Maybe you should rethink what you settle on as yours.”

      I frowned, wanting so desperately to sort this out. “Be more specific, please.”

      “I’m a fucking mess, Locke,” he admitted.

      “You’re a homeowner with a steady job. That puts you heads and shoulders above the other three people in this house.”

      “I’m serious. Do you know how I even got into my PhD program?”

      My memories were dredged up at the mention of past history. By that stage in our relationship we’d said our hard goodbyes and parted ways in what was one of the most painful experiences of my life. I didn’t plan on repeating that today.

      I looked at him blankly. “No.”

      He sighed, staring at the floor, then shoved his hands in his pockets. “Most people aren’t PhDs on the tenure track by age twenty-five.”

      “Okay, so what? You cheated on a test?” I probed, letting my frustration seep into my words. “Seduced a professor? Wait, oh my god, was it Professor Niralev? I knew there was something going on between you two!”

      “No! Dear God; I do have some taste.” That made Byron smile for a split second. “No, Locke. I blackmailed the dean.”

      I stared at him and he shrugged, looking down. “My financial aid was disappearing and I needed to get to the next thing fast. My professor gave me a bad reference which screwed over my application. Luck fell into my lap in the form of a scandal. Turns out said professor happened to be bribing students for sex—even raped one girl—but I managed to get hold of the pictures and copies of text messages to prove it. I took this information to the dean and that’s how I got in.”

      Okay, who didn’t lie on their resume or embellish their credentials and skills to get a better job? Many men on the phone sex line confessed their deepest, darkest secrets to me and guess what was number two on the list of sins below cheating on their wife. Lying to get ahead for promotions, new jobs, even to screw over their jerk boss. Who cared? So Byron had a misdemeanor. Everyone else did.

      I stared at him because I’d known him long enough to know there was more to the story. “And then?”

      He walked over to the window where he propped his forearm above his head against the glass. “And then I sent the nudes to the professor’s wife anyway because she deserved to know.”

      “Okay, that’s my boy.” I had to admit I was kinda proud. “So, the problem is?”

      “The problem is I can’t turn this off!” Byron exclaimed in exasperation, his fist clenching. “I’d like to say this is a matter of the gray-eyed terror in my head, but it isn’t. I’ve always been this way and it doesn’t make me happy, all right? I was ready to kill all of those people in Tennessee to tie off loose ends. It never ends, and even if I feel like crap afterwards it doesn’t undo the blackmail or the ruined marriage, and it doesn’t bring people back from the dead.”

      We stared at each other for a moment and I realized he genuinely believed I would leave him for being himself. Wow. What a mess. Welcome to the club.

      “You know that I always knew you were like this, right?” I double checked.

      “What?” he asked.

      “The first time I met you. You were hinting to the professor that if he didn’t stop staring down the shirts of the girls’ in class you would make sure the dean heard about it. You’ve always seen the angles and went for the kill. It’s kind of your thing.”

      “Oh god.” He pressed his head to the window.

      “And what makes you think I care?”

      He turned to look at me, eyes blinking.

      “Because I don’t,” I said. “I love you. I have for years. Don’t ask me why because, seriously, by now it’s pretty offensive. I don’t love you because I’m an idiot or because you’ve tricked me. For God’s sake, give me some credit.”

      Silver flashed in his eyes as he tried to figure out what was true and what was real. Then to my immense relief, he crushed me in his arms and whispered, “I love you too.”

      This was the best news ever. The weight dangling from my heart dropped.

      Now all I needed to work on was hearing those words from Rane and Mads. Rane had promised that we wouldn’t ever part which I interpreted as an intermediary I love you, but I knew the both of them would take time to actually say those three words. Especially when their hearts still needed time to heal. If I hedged my bets, I’d say Rane would be the first to crack followed by Mads. But Byron was a brilliant start and I was happy with that.

      I started to laugh at this point, it was either that or cry with joy. Damn these Cupid powers making me so sappy. “Oh, thank God. I was afraid I was going to have to slap you senseless.”

      “What?” Byron asked.

      “Never mind just kiss me, okay?”

      It was like another first kiss. Soft and sweet with a hint of heat. We’d had so many and I had the idea that we would have many more in the future. When we broke apart, we couldn’t stop grinning. He started to say something but we heard a laugh from the door. It flung open as both Rane and Mads stepped through the doorway.

      “Well, thank God,” Mads drawled. “I was genuinely afraid that we’d have to let Rane out-sad you with another story about his ex.”

      Rane nodded. “Yeah, it’s pretty sad. Totally blows your story about cheating and blackmail out of the water.”

      Byron scowled. “I locked that door.”

      “Not from me.” Mads strolled in as if he owned the place.

      “You really do pick some strange men, Locke,” Rane said while following Mads as if his barging in was an invitation for all to enter. “I mean, it’s the whole fix the sad, broken boy thing or something like it? I get it, I just think we should draw the line at say assault and arson?”

      I couldn’t stop a giggle from welling up inside me. This was what I had been missing in the underworld and in Tennessee. If Byron had been with us in the hotel, I probably would have initiated an orgy on the floor. But now that we were here with an enormous bed to sleep on, I could kind of forgive him for running off.

      “No, it’s definitely not a broken thing,” I said. “Just my luck—and I wouldn’t have it any other way.”

      Mads made himself comfortable on the bed practically pawing at the sheets curiously like a cat. He offered Byron a lazy smile when he shot him a harsh look meant to say get off.

      “Good luck with us, then,” Mads said then reached over to grab my hand and tug me toward the bed. “Come here, love of my days. Aren’t you tired?”

      “That’s your idea of a pickup line?” I snarked while sitting on his lap. I gave him a brief kiss.

      “Hey, I’m not the god of love—you’re supposed to be.” He kissed me back. “But I’ll come up with something good soon.”

      “Rane, will you come here and keep Mads honest, please?” I said while staring into Mads’ eyes. “I’m feeling nervous… that he’s going to take advantage of me.”

      “Well, that sounds serious,” Rane agreed crawling onto the bed behind me and nuzzling at the back of my neck.

      Okay, just one more. Come on, am I the avatar of Cupid or not?

      I turned to Byron who was watching this development with a slightly confused and outraged look on his face. In our cord connection, he’d told me that he knew that Rane and Mads came with the deal. So why the offence at having his bedroom invaded?

      “Come on, Byron,” I said holding out my hand to him. “I don’t have the energy right now to seduce you into this… so if you could just come along that would be amazing.”

      Apparently, that was the best the avatar of Cupid could do at the moment.

      Mads dragged my shirt up and squeezed my breasts gently as he licked my neck.

      Whether it was me or Mads who had gotten to him, Byron came stumbling into bed. There was a flurry of clothes being removed. I got lost in how good all of that skin felt and how amazing it felt to have three pairs of hands touching me. In seconds my men had me naked and lying at the center of the bed. I had never felt more at peace. I realized that it had nothing to do with gods and everything to do with how much I loved these men. How much I knew them, and they knew me.

      I reached out to touch one or the other, grazing my hands along their own, but mostly I lay back and let them explore my body. Rane began nuzzling at my breasts, Mads was palming me between the legs, and Byron was kissing my calves.

      “Lazy,” Mads whispered in my ear. “Next time, we’ll make you work for it.”

      A full body shudder went through me. The idea of moving from one to the other… but that was for later. Right now, all I cared about was taking in all of this pleasure. Making sure that it was a part of me. Ensuring that I was really here and being loved by three amazing men who all took my breath away.

      I didn’t know who parted my legs and lapped sweetly at my pussy, but it wasn’t Rane as he kissed me and prevented me from looking down. All those hands, all of those mouths. They were making me dizzy and it was still something of a revelation that all I had to do was lie back and enjoy it.

      The pleasure was ramping up even more by the time Rane came to kneel between my legs, taking my hips in his hands.

      “God, your perfect,” he murmured. I would have replied if he hadn’t started thrusting into me with just enough restraint to stop me from running into the headboard. I groaned, and I wrapped my legs around his hips to pull him in deeper.

      He came just as I was on the verge. Mads’ hand slid down between our two bodies and found my clit then stroked it with a firm and nearly mechanical precision. My eyes opened wide as I reached my climax—my first for the day—Rane held me tightly as I shook hard. Then he was gone. Byron was in his place tugging me up so I could straddle his lap.

      “You’re sure you want this?” he asked.

      I smacked him lightly on the shoulder. “Don’t you dare have doubts now.”

      “I wasn’t. I just wanted to make sure that you weren’t.”

      “I’m not, I’m just—aah!”

      He pushed up into me with a single smooth motion. Mads pushed me forward so I rested in Byron’s arms as he fucked me. Somehow, I felt that tension wind up tight in my body again. I sobbed as the pleasure washed over me.

      After that, I sort of lost the thread connecting me to reality for a while. I ended up on my side with Mads behind me. His arm was thrown over my hip. His semi-erect cock pressed against my rear. I must have dozed off for a while because he was whispering in my ear, telling me to wake up.

      I looked up in time to see Rane and Byron kissing. The kiss was gentle, almost nervous. I stifled a soft noise of delight. I wondered if this was something innate to both of them or if it was an outgrowth of what we had been through together. The three of us in the desert with only each other. Then I remembered Rane saying he’d been in a threesome before.

      “Magnificent, isn’t it?” whispered Mads. “Like an iceberg breaking in half or the Grand Canyon.”

      “Shut up and let them have this,” I said, turning to him.

      “Oh? Then what do I get?” he whispered back.

      “Well, I’m sure we can negotiate something…”

      It went on like that for hours. When I looked back at it, everything began that night. We were together. Some nights, I didn’t know whose hands were on me or whose mouth was kissing me.

      Other times it was simple. Byron and I would read late into the night after we should have been asleep. Or I would go out with Mads to some movie premier. Or accompany Rane to spend time out in the Montana forests, far away from any other humans except me.

      It wasn’t perfect, of course. We were people who had tempers and needs. We all had a lot of darkness to tame, still.

      In the end, it was better than perfect because it was real and it was us.
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