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HERCULES


A
Speed Dating With The Denizens Of The Underworld
Novel

She can write about anything but trust.

He can believe in anything but love.

Drowning the past...

Ten years after a mysterious curse drove him to commit the unthinkable sin, Hercules of Thebes is still a haunted man. He’s traveled the realms to atone for his nightmares, never expecting a dream to fall into his path again.

But here she is.

At a silly speed dating event, of all things.

Writing for her future...

Lois Lance, named after the most intrepid femme reporter of all, makes ends meet as a look-a-like for her pop starlet employer. But at the DeLux Café’s charity speed dating party, the music isn’t pretty anymore. After meeting her boss’s nasty new business associates, she’s caught in violent crossfire with no choice but to trust a daunting and stunning stranger.

A new world of dark discoveries...

Swept into a fantastical realm by the intense male with the haunted eyes, Lois must now accept that demons and demigods are real—especially Hercules himself. She fast learns there’s more to the demigod than his flashy strength. His tragic story moves her soul and his passionate energy awakens her body, especially as their adventure in the underworld intensifies.

Together, Herc and Lois must learn how to shatter personal defenses, expose sacred secrets, and trust each other with painful parts of themselves. But will the vulnerability make them strong enough to outsmart enemies in both the immortal and human realms, or will love be their greatest downfall of all?


For everyone who’s faced the darkness of the past,
and those who’ve loved them enough
to overcome the shadows.



CHAPTER ONE


Only in Downtown Los Angeles would a place called Hurts Damn Good make it as a tattoo parlor. To Hercules of Thebes, the clever packaging hit a twisted but true comfort zone.

While crossing the street, he also scrolled the five-star reviews for the place on his phone. But raves and ingenuity aside, he was only here because the place was open before noon and located around the corner from Ravens. The dance club was his brother Apollo’s second home as of late, due to its ballooning popularity with the mortals, so logically he’d asked Herc to meet him there “at whatever time worked”.

Herc didn’t try to estimate what that really meant. For the Underworld’s version of a mega-multitasking CEO, Apollo’s daily calendar went for “winging it” more than most water birds. Centuries later, Herc still couldn’t believe how long his stepbrother could accomplish within that chaos.

Not his circus, not his monkeys.

Right now, he could only focus on his own steps. More clearly, on the journey they’d just taken, and the closure he needed for accomplishing it. That meant seeing to the ink that would commemorate it.

“This is all nice work,” said the grungy but professorly tatooist after leaning Herc back and examining the eleven pieces of ink stacked between his left wrist and shoulder. “But done at different times. And different artists, yeah?”

Herc nodded. “You’ve got a good eye.”

“Eh.” The guy flinched a shoulder like Dave Grohl being complimented about a basic chord. “Just seen a lot in my time.”

He perused the row of symbols again. Though the subject matter of each was different, the general art style was the same. Spartan and clean, with a single laurel leaf as embellishment for each tattoo.

“So what’s the spin on this next one? What’re you thinking?”

A knot formed in Herc’s throat. He still managed to utter, “Gotta be a dog. But it needs three heads.”

“Aha. Cerberus vibes.”

“That’s what they usually call him.”

“And what’s the connection? For the ink?” Professor Grohl rolled up the sleeve of Herc’s black T-shirt before cleaning off the area to be inked, above the spot where six apples were artfully aligned with the top curve of his bicep. “Besides the fact that he chomps on any fool trying to enter the Underworld?”

Except for when he’s been kidnapped by this fool.

But there was no need to betray any of that, especially as the guy readied his instruments for engraving the approved design into Herc’s skin. Not that his skin cared. By now, it was synched well to the rest of his system. The minute cells, fibers, thoughts, and awarenesses that craved the pain.

Needed it.

For the few minutes that the needle bore into his body, the other agony was blissfully dimmed.

Not gone—nothing would ever succeed at that obliteration—but dulled to the point that he could deal with the memories in his mind and survive. Could live with his past without yearning to eradicate his future.

The tattooist—a label on the side of his kit box identified it as Dave and His Dildos, surprise surprise—didn’t press harder than his initial query, though Herc was all too aware of how the guy kept sneaking some curious glances, obvious attempts to fill in some blanks for himself.

Don’t try, my friend. Don’t even begin to try.

To save them both discomfort, he divulged aloud, “It’s a commemorative thing. Achievement badge, I guess. Kind of.”

He managed a new shrug, but more to reward himself for the creative skirt on the subject without having to lie. Dave and his dildos didn’t have to be told that the six apples were really gold rarities retrieved from a secret garden north of Marrakesh, from a trove of Hera and Zeus’s wedding gifts, or that the dancing cows below them were retrieved from a six-legged monster in a foul-smelling cave, and so on for nine more stories after that.

Nope. He definitely didn’t need to know all that. Or what it all stood for. That every drop of ink in the eighty-five centimeters down to Herc’s wrist was another syllable of the story for the last ten years of his life. The quest that had taken him across this realm and more. The journey that would end with only one acceptable destination.

Atonement.

Dave’s head jolted up as if Herc had accidentally rasped the word out loud. He peered over with the same intent, though only for a few seconds, before nodding and chuckling.

“Okay. Sure. Gotta make sure you remember the achievements.” He marked off the placement parameters for the new ink. “Beats dwelling on the mistakes, yeah?”

Herc fought not to shift in the chair. “Uhhh, right.” So he got busy examining the metal plates that defined the toe boxes of his worn shit kickers.

“Seems you’ve had your fair share of both. Not that I haven’t either, know what I mean?”

Herc swung a direct glare back at the mortal’s casual smirk. It defied his better instincts, but he was committed to the ordeal at this point.

Damn it.

This is what he got for refusing to show his face back in the underworld any sooner than he had to. At the Eternal Ink shop, he’d have to put up with Alonna and Moraine’s thin-shielded pity, but at least they’d know how to interpret his glowers and not ask any questions.

“Hey, hell and back, right? Why not celebrate with a hell dog or three?”

Questions like those.

Herc finally turned up the volume on the growl rambling up his throat. “Not. Celebrating.”

Dave had the sense to shift back, though the easygoing expression stayed put. The mortal was either that stupid or that perceptive; Herc couldn’t yet pick up on which.

“Looked at a six-by-six for that long, eh?”

Or maybe he was both.

Herc was so occupied with fishing for the answer, nothing witty came to mind. Well, not fast enough for good ol’ Dave.

“So who’d you kill?”

And there was the conclusion for that dilemma. The guy definitely wasn’t stupid.

But what that left...

Was a mortal he had to flee. Right the hell now.

Like the past he’d scooped up from the darkness in which it belonged. The memories, like fireflies, that ignited along with it and buzzed around Herc in their frenzied freedom. So many. Too many. So bright. Too blinding.

As he dipped his neck and slung on his shoulder satchel, he pushed out from gritted teeth, “You don’t want to know.”

But that was what his lips uttered, banishing the air from the real words that churned in his gut, blazed across his heart, and ripped apart his soul. The confession that haunted him in every moment of his consciousness and every shadow of his dreams.

My wife. And my children.

I killed them all, Dave.

And I’ll never forgive myself for it.

Which, as he turned and started to flee from the shop—the ink would have to wait until his skin didn’t feel like parade grounds for a billion taunting fire ants—almost had him chuckling along the way.

“Sorry for your trouble, man,” he muttered instead, tossing a Benjamin at Professor Grohl. “I’ll be back later.”

Or maybe never.

Because what the hell was he doing?

Tattoos. Achievements. Celebrations.

Ten years. Twelve tasks. Or, as Apollo liked labeling them for ostentatiousness’ sake, Labors.

Fucking Apollo.

His brother had declared they’d rid his soul from the curse that Hera had leveled upon it. That he’d be free from his sorrow and ready to join the gods themselves in the Olympian firmament.

But he wasn’t. Not a thing was different about his heart than two days ago, before he’d wrestled Cerberus into submission and delivered the runaway pooch back to his master in hell. Everything felt as if he were still standing in that wasteland, likening the black landscape to the surface of his soul.

Hell and back, my friend?

What if I never left the place?

And at this point, likely never would.

Which was just fine by him.


CHAPTER TWO


“Good morning.”

After a pause in which Lois Lance wondered if the guard inside the little shack was still sleeping behind his reflective sunglasses, she waved and smiled. “I’m here to see Natasha Korra. Okay? Yes?”

The guy finally rolled a couple of fingers like they were riding a mini pinwheel. “Sure. You know the way, honey?”

She hid her locked teeth behind a forced smirk. Because you haven’t seen me here at least four times a week for the last six months?

“Ah, yes,” she finally replied. “Pretty sure I can handle it.”

“Great. But remember not to block the housekeepers’ cars. And watch out for the chinchillas.”

“Of course.” She nodded but it was as taut as her smile. “I don’t ever block the cleaning team. And as for—” She cranked the volume of her movie instrumentals playlist down to zero with her right hand, while jerking her head all the way to the left. “Wait. The chinchill-whats?”

“And mind the speed limits in our peaceful community, please.”

Mirror Glasses completed a new sweep of his fingers before resuming his lunchtime nap. Or plans for world domination. Whatever. As she gunned her engine to ensure her compact hybrid made it up the steep hill to Natasha’s front gates—at least she was good on not shattering the speed limit—Lo mentally raced through her compendium of chinchilla trivia. Did she even know chinchilla trivia? What the hell did they look like? Sound like? Were they fluffy and cute or hairy and vile? Was she going to need a rabies shot? Or padded gloves?

By the time the rose-gold gates swung in and she drove through to park next to the cleaning crew’s van, she blew out a breath that was at least partly relieved. No known chinchilla guts on her bumpers, thank God. But would the front gate security guy be cautioning about them, if the warning was only a mild one? He’d never mentioned Natasha’s Miniature Schnauzers in the last six months.

Holy crap. Did this mean Miles and Gwen were gone? Her heart thudded harder. If Nat had gotten rid of them before Lois even had the chance to say goodbye...

No.

She couldn’t accept that.

She loved those feisty little poop butts.

Her clutching pulse made a fast friend with the middle of her throat. The lump was so painful she went on autopilot to grab her purse and laptop and then get out of the car. She hardly even noticed the significant something that skittered across her foot, followed by the soft floof of its fur.

Squark.

Until the damn thing squarked at her.

“Oh my God.”

Squark. Squaaark!

“Oh my God!”

“Oh my gawd!”

The copycat to her outcry, while easy to identify source-wise, had her calling back the tension along her jawline. Usually, smiling for Natasha was breezier than the act she put on for the security gate guy. Today, the scales were flipped.

“Uhhh...” she succeeded at mumbling. “Good... morning...”

“Biki,” came the quick reply from the strawberry redhead who bounded from the mansion’s open front door. The bubbly bombshell was dressed in baggy cargo pants and a large hoodie emblazoned with artistic graffiti—an irony not lost on Lois. Natasha, nicknamed Jump-Jump Toothpicky by her legions of “Jumpster” fans, was all but swallowed by the clothing. Her hood alone looked like it could double as her sleeping bag.

A comparison Lois desperately longed to take back—from the moment she glanced behind Nat, into the front foyer, to spot an upright suitcase along with its tinier twin. Both were zipped, locked, and obviously full.

Ensuring the glob in Lois’s throat was now double its original size.

Before she could force words past that stress stone, Natasha approached and scooped up a second ball of fur. It wasn’t Miles or Gwen. It looked too much like the bunny-on-steroids that still insisted on riding Lois’s left foot.

“Her name is Biki,” she said, her huge gray eyes sparkling in the center of her artful kohl makeup and turquoise-tinged lashes.

Uh-oh.

The full blink-blinks of those eyes now came with a giggle that had become trademark for the pop-dance singer and was now used whenever she wanted to turn up the wattage for someone.

“And this cutie-patootie is Kietsu.”

Definitely the wattage. Ohhh, so much of it.

This was not good.

A fact bringing on such a stabby stomach ache, Lois removed her foot from the underside of Biki’s fluffy belly without a shred of guilt. The only rodents she wanted to dream about were the ones in a certain Hollywood studio’s logo, when she and Sam Ashcroft went to pitch their next big blockbuster streaming show. Or movie. She wouldn’t be opposed if the guy wanted to go giant screen with any of the ideas. Her dreams were just as panoramic, her commitment as steady. She was ready to work hard. Her whole life had been defined by that ethic. She had damn good material and damn awesome vision. The only thing she didn’t have was a toe in the door.

The journey she was so close to starting now...

“Their names mean beautiful girl and joy in Japanese,” Natasha supplied. “Aren’t they five thousand kinds of adorbs? Reks sent them because he misses me so much.”

For a long moment, Lois didn’t respond. Not in a movement, not in a word.

Reks.

Of course.

She should’ve known from the second she spewed the poor security shack guy with her reaction. That writing had been on the wall for three weeks now, since Natasha and the rising British rock star had hooked up—crashing like a pair of stars on their way to oblivion, in Nat’s sighing words—during his tour stop and press obligations in LA. Yet as others were fond of saying, the tour must go on, so Lo had picked up Nat as a sobbing mess one Sunday night but come back the next day to find the singer ready to “drown myself in the haven of creation”.

It was the very first time Natasha Korra had asked Lois about her ideas. The scripts over which she was always slaving during breaks. The dreams she had about making it in this crazy town, as a writer and showrunner.

And... the woman hadn’t just asked. She’d listened. Pitch after pitch after pitch.

In the week that followed, she’d taken those ideas and turned them into songs. As Lois listened, she’d gotten dangerously close to tears. The waterworks she’d shut down five years ago, with the promise they’d never flow again. But she was sure Nat got the impression anyway—before presenting Lois with the best present of all.

The gift that was supposed to be manifesting today.

A promise Lo refused to forget. No matter how many signs, in neon-bright blue, were pointing toward a much different concept.

“So... that’s why you got extra sparkly?” she finally screwed up the strength to reply—in a shockingly civil tone, considering the increasing chaos in her gut. “For Reks?”

Nat’s blush was visible even through her half-inch of base and contour. “Hmmm. How could you tell?” she said with a demure hip swivel.

“Well, you look nice. When have you two scheduled your video chat?”

The woman’s new blanch was not helping Lois’s belly.

“Ermmm. What, now?”

And neither was the overt innocence with which she blinked her eyes.

Lo swallowed. Hard. “That’s why you got the whole glam on, right? You’re video calling to thank him for the new additions to the menagerie?” She gave back as good as she got, deliberate and slow with her own blink-blinks. “While you’re on the line with him, I can make sure things are moved out of the way for the housekeepers.” Like any good personal-assistant-who-really-wasn’t-being-paid-for-it would do. “Then you don’t have to worry when we’re on our way to see Sam Ashcroft’s team.”

Out of all the expressions she was praying—damn nearly literally—not to field from Natasha, it was the one that next assaulted the woman’s whole face. The eyes that popped wide. The cheekbones that pushed out, almost skeletal, from the skin as peach-pale as her own. But most prominently, the mouth that formed a near-perfect O... already communicating words before the woman could form them.

The confession that Lois had no patience to wait out.

“You’re not vid calling with Reks... are you? Those bags are packed because you’re going to get on a plane to see him.”

“Lois,” Nat all but rasped. “Lo—”

“Don’t.” She backed away but accidentally stepped on Biki’s tail, so her repetition of the demand was drowned by the chinch’s peeved scream.

“I’m sorry. I’m so sorry. I forgot that today was the day we’d agreed to go to Sam’s office—”

“You mean the day you promised you’d set up an actual meeting for me at Sam’s office?”

“I did call about it! But he wasn’t in, and they told me to call back, and then Biki and Kietsu got here. When I called Reks to thank him, he went on and on about how miserable he is in Japan. He says it’s raining everywhere. Even snowing!”

“Which he did know when they booked him for dates there in January?”

“You know he had little say about all that.”

Lois fumed. She had no whip to crack back at that. But as she expected, Nat was ready with a battle strategy of her own—starting with a charm-filled pout that the woman seriously needed to trademark for its effectiveness.

“I was just thinking, that if you covered for me, I could hop on a flight tonight and be there by the time he finishes the Budokan set. He has a day off after that, before the gig in Yokohama. Oh em gee, Lo, he’ll be so surprised and happy! Best of all, I’ll be going incognito, so the press won’t know anything. We can have some real time together without all that pressure. And... and...”

Lois directed her to silence by curling a hand upward. A shockingly steady, even graceful, hand.

“You know, it’s going to be hard to blend into the walls with makeup like that,” she finally groused. “Even in a Budokan crowd.”

Nat choked short and sniffled. “So... you’ll really do it?”

“On the sole condition that you’re not making me take care of the new... pets.” More grace she wasn’t anticipating, solely because she wasn’t sure what metaphors fit for the chinches. They were kind of cute, if one enjoyed mice that didn’t dance on theme park floats or scramble through the pantry with germs on their feet. Ermmm... their paws?

And there was the visceral motivation for moving back toward her car—until Nat’s high, forced laugh stopped her short.

“Oh my gawd. Well, of course not. The cute girl from the breeder’s said she’d be happy to come check on them, as well as Miles and Gwen.”

Lo pivoted. Not all the way back, but knowing her favorite pair of feisty doggos hadn’t been booted for the magic mice was an instant heart softener.

“Okay... that’s good.” She hitched half a smile. “How long will you be gone? And what can I do while you’re gone across the big blue? Catalogue the song journals? Lock down the recording sessions for next month? Start looking for some solid studio guys?” All long-term goals she’d been discussing with Natasha for a few weeks and could finish when Nat wasn’t craving last-minute smoothies from across or needing to day-trip in Santa Barbara for “inspiration”.

“Those all sound great!” the woman replied with a bright smile.

Too bright.

Lois caught herself half an inch short from a full side-eye. She channeled the vibe differently, instead muttering, “Buuut...?”

And, as soon as Nat set Kietsu down in order to tightly twine her fingers, knew the side-eye would’ve been the better choice. Or maybe just a direct glare.

“I... sort of need to ask... for a more short-term favor.”

Okay, not too late for the glare. She dug deep, wondering where the hell it was, while gritting back, “A favor... like what?”

And just like that, she lost it again—unless it was hiding beneath the fresh bricks in her throat and the boulder of despair in her belly. There was no use looking anymore, since Natasha already threw down the throttle on her own expression. That damn whimper of feeble femininity scored the woman everything from free shoes and sample gowns to concert tickets and comped smoothies at that awful place across town.

“Oh, mmmph. You’ll probably say no.”

“You’re right,” Lois bit out. “I probably will.”

“Lo. Ohhh, Lo, Lo, Lo. Please. I wouldn’t ask if it wasn’t truly important!”

“That’s what you said last time.”

“That’s also what I said when we first met.”

And there it was. The line that Lois could’ve—maybe should’ve—mouthed along with the woman, who now slid her hands out to brace at her waist. And why not? The stance perfectly matched the new hauteur in her.

“Yet even though I said it was like looking in a mirror, even after realizing you were making tip money by looking exactly like me, I didn’t once mention dragging you into court for at least a dozen broken laws, right then and there—”

Lois huffed. “A dozen?”

“Only would’ve taken the right one to put you behind bars. And Reks has gotten me signed up to his US law team now.” She paused, letting that one sink in deep, before smoothly slinking her arms back together over her chest. “So there’s nothing stopping me from directing them to scour the web and pull up a few photos of a poor little girl working Rodeo Drive, trolling tourists who thought she was me, and getting away with it. I can also tell them that instead of getting litigious back then, I got generous and offered that urchin a job instead of a jail cell. But since then, she’s taken full advantage of my beneficence. Has continued masquerading as me at different Hollywood events, taking advantage of the doors my face opened for her, with the plot to further her own connections and career.”

With the exception of the chinchillas’ happy scrunts and the feral parrots making their early evening flights through the silk oak trees, silence took back over the mansion’s front patio—though Lois was surprised her plummeting jaw didn’t cause an audible crash. She wasn’t sure what to gawk harder about: the fully formed logic behind the woman’s threat, or the fact that Natasha knew how to use litigious and beneficence in the same sentence.

But neither point mattered. Not from this corner into which she’d been painted with her employer’s nasty lava. Never mind that the “job” Nat had “generously” offered was likely less than what the fruit crushers at the smoothie joint were scooping in daily tips, or that every high-stakes event Lo had attended in her Natasha Korra wig, colored contacts, and fake fingernails were unpaid charity soirees for the pop princess.

At first, it had all been in fun. A lot of fun. But lately...

“Nat. Please. You have to listen to me now too. Remember what I told you about the last party? People are starting to get suspicious. I always do my best, but somebody’s going to catch on, and soon. I was only at that thing at Nobu for an hour when Miley and Lana cornered me. They were asking questions about Reks that I couldn’t answer...”

And frankly, never wanted to. There were some things a girl didn’t need to know about the person who paid them every two weeks.

“And you handled it beautifully, honey,” Natasha soothed. “I texted them both the next day, and all was well! See?”

Suddenly that pretty little pout returned to the woman’s features. Pretty—and manipulative. Lois almost looked toward the parrots and begged them to carry her off with them.

Nat rushed on, “Besides, I guarantee that neither Miley nor Lana will be at tonight’s party, okay?”

And there was the incentive to snap all the way around. And damn near lunge a fist at that ridiculous pout. “Tonight?”

Nat spread her hands across the air. “Don’t worry about a thing, sweetie. I’ve laid out the clothes and accessories, as well as your wig, contacts, and such. You just need to slip into it all and be ready for the town car at seven. Pictures start at seven-thirty, then the main festivities at eight sharp. Though what does that mean, right? Since when does anything in downtown start on time?”

“Downtown?” She was even more of a dumbfounded parrot this time, but how could it be prevented after the woman’s second bombshell? “As in, LA?”

Nat expelled another girlish sniff. “In the gentrified part, okay? You know, where Keanu lives. Or so they say.”

“They who?” A harsh head shake later, she persisted, “And what festivities, exactly? If this is going to require any dancing beyond a lame grapevine, you know this whole jig will really be up, right?” That first fated day out on Hollywood Boulevard, Nat had proved her real identity by perfming every step of choreography from her latest video while Lo sheepishly looked on as part of a growing crowd. But she didn’t dare bring up that part of things again. “I create plot and dialogue, not booty pops and heel-toe-whatchamacallits,” she said instead.

“No dancing.” Nat enforced it with windshield wiper hands on the air. “I promise. That’s not until way after the speed dating thing, if at all.”

Lo greedily grabbed the chance for a stunned choke. “Speed dating?”

“Hey, hey. Breathe.” And there was the combo that was more than ready to go, flowing out of the woman with well-rehearsed timing. “It’s not a huge thing. Only open to the very-VIPs of the thing, and just a light little thing forged in good fun.”

“Good?” She ignored the command for reenlisting her lungs to help with words. “Fun?”

“Come on, now. It’s for charity. And it’ll be fine. Nearly everyone in town knows Reks and I are strutting solely for each other now. Nobody’s going to suggest you go home with them. Well, not and keep their dick intact.”

“You mean except for the rich frat boys who don’t subscribe to the gossip grind socials? The ones who’ll jump on the challenge to fork over daddy’s money for the chance to ogle my chest and ask which Sailor Moon character I match with?”

Fewer of Nat’s giggles were as exasperating as the new titter that spilled out. “Theoretically it’s my chest, but—”

Thankfully, Lo drove back the rest of that with a violent swipe of her own hand. “Okay. Let’s talk real terms,” she stated. “If I do this again,”—if I pretend to be you, in all the glamorous and vivacious glory— “then it’s the very last time, Natasha. After this, we’re really done with playing the rock star and the writer.” It always felt too pathetic to say princess and the pauper, though that certainly applied, as well. “After tonight, you hereby agree to never ask this of me again. No more throwing Rodeo Drive in my face. No more asking me to be cornered by your close friends, fielding questions about the size of Reks Byrd’s fingers. Or other body parts.”

The woman had the tact to blush a bit over that. Her mouth settled into a quivering little smirk. She broke the expression to readily reply, “Agreed. As long as you stay at the party until the speed dating part is totally over.” She flittered nonchalant fingers. “They stressed that it was the main portion of their fundraising stuff.”

What did that mean?

Contemplating the answer finally brought Lo to a full eye roll. She inhaled long and deep. The temptation toward no was like a storm-driven wave through her senses. But if she gave in and let the roller take over, she’d never be invited back up this hill again. Nat would have her replaced before even catching a return flight from Tokyo. She’d be farther than ever from even a promise of meeting Sam Ashcroft.

While that half of the argument was riding high, she quickly blurted, “Fine. Okay. I’ll do it. But,”—she stabbed out a finger—“we’ll officialize it in a contract. I’ll write it up and print it before you leave.”

Natasha nodded. “Certainly. Fine. Anything you want.”

This was none of what Lois wanted, but at least she wasn’t going into the situation blind. She’d been to enough of these things to know the usual professionals around town, a gang of older college boys who ran with the younger execs who’d soon be hiring them. They all talked about “grinding” and “getting it” like they actually knew what the words meant, because the size of their bank accounts must magically mean their IQs matched, right?

It was rough to withhold a groan as the obvious answer to that. The only real halting block was the recognition that she had to make the best of it. To actually talk to these youngsters as if they were spewing golden nuggets of knowledge for her ears alone. No pretending to be interested in an hors d’oeuvres station. No changing the subject to a more complex topic, like a new episode of The Magic School Bus.

No way out. No escape.

But afterward, she’d be free. She could burn that wig and those contacts, and never again have to stress about being someone she wasn’t.

For that, she couldn’t get inside and open her laptop fast enough.


CHAPTER THREE


Herc had no idea what Apollo meant by the loose meeting time, so he simply headed toward Ravens after bolting from the tattoo chair. Though he’d paid Dave for the time and promised he’d return for the actual inkwork, something told him that Alonna and Moraine would be taking over final stages of the tattoo, after all. Visiting the darker corners of his memory had him yearning for matching surroundings and his own bed.

After the meeting with Apollo—and damn it, the asshole better keep this shit short—he’d be heading straight for Hell and enjoying the ride.

On the way to the club, he couldn’t seem to shed the glue of his dismal frown. Not even stopping for a curry bun and accepting some flowers from passing Krishna monks lightened his mood. And why should they? Was he seriously expecting things to change on the inside because he’d crossed off the big list on the outside?

Meg and the boys were gone forever. Nothing, not even a giant tub of his brother’s pixie dust, could change that.

Still, at this point, he’d accept a small yet satisfied sigh from his senses. A soft well done in his mind.

Nothing from either but fucking crickets—drowned at once by the continuing honks and screeches of the downtown traffic. They were joined by the plods of his feet on the cracked sidewalks, with his boots feeling as heavy as before.

Was this it, then? Were the last ten years and his twelve grueling Labors for nothing?

As soon as he looked ahead and saw the vertical sign for Ravens in view, he allowed some mysterious inner animal to prowl up his throat with an unintelligible rumble. Fortunately—or maybe not—his mumbled words were clearer.

“Okay, Polo Pony. You’d better have a better light for all this bullshit.”

He made a point to stow the nickname before circling around to the club’s stage door, where a crew of sound techs were rolling in sets of speakers as tall as him. Contemplating the amount of sound they were capable of was a lesser concern than the din from his psyche. He had to figure out this unease before it ate him alive, and his stepbrother had to be the key.

Gods, he hoped Apollo had the key.

“Where are we putting this tower, Mr. Apollo?”

“Mr. Apollo? Where would you like your tea tray?”

The second query, from a spiky-haired female who looked like she wanted to serve something other than tea, had Herc pressing a fist to the brief snicker on his lips. On second thought, maybe Polo Pony was the perfect soubriquet here.

He was saved from reexamining the decision by his half-brother’s steadfast stride into the club’s main room. Apollo, clearly fresh from the salon with his long blond curls blown out and his eyes heavily kohled, crossed the huge dance floor in just a few strides. His hyper-confident energy was enhanced by the trendy but tailored three-piece suit on his commanding form.

“The whole tower goes stage left,” he informed the teamsters. They nodded.

“Happy afternoon, beautiful. Can you put the tea in the office?” After a peck to her forehead, the pretty punker sighed.

“Brother. Good day. Follow me.”

Herc didn’t nod or sigh, but that was because he knew better. When the god of at least ten different things prioritized a guy in his schedule, half-brother or not, it was best to just hasten and follow directions.

Like the directions you followed ten years ago? The “hastening” that hasn’t done the same for the constant stabbings in your soul?

As soon as Apollo ushered him into the office and calmly closed the door on the starry-eyed punk princess, the god already had words prepared to address that exact thought.

“Heracles. It’s been a while.”

“Certainly has, my pretty Polo.”

So much for being on good behavior about the secondary handles. But no way did Polo Pony not know that with the variation on Herc’s name, once assigned as an attempt to glorify Hera. The goddess had been kind about the gesture but her thank-you note never once referenced the madness she’d supposably inflicted over him, leading to the horrific night that had permanently changed his existence. His soul.

But doubting her instigation or not, it stung to hear her name as the honorific of his. Apollo knew that, loud
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