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      This book exists only through the creative imagination of Gina Kincade, who brought the Speed Dating with the Underworld series to life with over 35 books by various authors in an incredibly vibrant, exciting world.

      

      Thank you for creating such a rich playground. Who would’ve thought the Underworld could be so romantic?

      xoxo
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        The God of Lightning is no match for this fiery dragon shifter.

      

      

      

      After years of touring the world as the rockstar he is, Zeus is longing for more. The days when people worshiped the gods of Olympus are long gone, and it takes more than an adoring concert crowd to give him that hit of devotion. He needs something more, something new to bring back that spark. And the answers he seeks can only be found in the Underworld.

      

      Princess Jade wants nothing to do with her kingdom’s old ways. None of the other dragon families still honor the mating rituals that used to be required to secure the bloodlines. But her mother, the queen, is not a modern ruler. And if the queen has her way, Jade will be nothing more than a broodmare for the realm.

      

      Can Zee find love that lasts with a runaway princess? Can Jade trust the king of the players with her tender heart?

      

      Zeus is book twenty-seven in the Speed Dating with the Denizens of the Underworld shared world, filled with powerful dragon shifters, fun-size satyrs, Greek gods, and so much more.
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      Playing for a packed stadium audience like this is always amazing; there is nothing like the energy that comes from swooning fans. I feel it, and my bandmates feel it, and even though we all love the music completely, the truth is that the rush we get from the fans is why we’re here. Their devotion is what we’re after. As gods and demigods, we’re always chasing that high.

      But lately something seems lacking for me. It should be enough—but it’s not.

      It’s not the crowd’s devotion that’s falling short—one look at my swooning demigod bandmates and the various articles of clothing that are continuously tossed on stage tells me it’s as potent a drug as ever—but for me it seems there is something muted, something missing.

      The stage lights strobe blue and red and gold, flashing on us and the crowd in sync with every beat of the drums. I nod at Deuce and then at Tyrris, my bandmates who have been with me since the beginning. Thirty-five years now, and the three of us are still going strong.

      Tyrris twirls her drumstick in the air before she powers through yet another quick riff, then she rolls the beat and guides us into the next and final song. The famous, classic bass line from Deuce’s strings draws whistles and screams as it winds our adoring and devoted crowd back up again.

      The microphone glows pink in the spotlight as I step closer. From this vantage point I can see the people in the front few rows, men, and women, young and old, all of them awestruck as I smile down on them.

      “For you, Sao Paolo! Esto es para ti!” My voice echoes through the stadium until it reaches the people all the way in the back rows.

      The fans respond with an excited roaring cheer that ripples toward the stage and just keeps on coming, undulating like a tempest on the sea. The fans know what’s coming. Everyone knows. And they are all ready for the magic.

      This is what it’s all about. The adoration from the crowd. Their attention. Their devotion. Their love.

      “Lightning!” I whisper the word into the microphone and strum the strings on my electric guitar as the sky opens and white-hot bolts explode out of the clear night air. Electricity streaks all around, sizzling-hot and crackling as it moves over the crowd under my godly guidance.

      All eyes are on the sky and my lightning. The people love it. They don’t know where it comes from, though some have speculated through the years that it’s just a clever light show coupled with sound machines, or that we have a plasma ball hidden among our stage equipment.

      None of that is true, of course. As the god of lightning, the electric spectacle is mine to summon and command, though we all pretend it’s an unexplainable phenomenon—a miracle of the music—as we rev up the song to close out the show.

      “Thunder!” I bellow into the mic as the rippling waves of rumbling sound overpower the cheers and shake the earth beneath the crowd’s feet.

      “Adore me and I shall set you free!” The opening lyrics never cease to raise a thrill in my body that harkens back to the ancient days when the humans revered the gods, and we drank their devotion up like the magical sustaining elixir it is. It was…

      The way it was when I was Zeus of Olympus, and the world was mine. Don’t get me wrong… I am still the same old Zeus, despite my current appearance, but the world is not the same as it was. Gone are the days when the people’s prayers touched my skin like a caress and filled me with vigor and power. Oh, so much power.

      If only it still felt that way.
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      The crowd lingers long after the show ends, and I can still hear the singing and cheering in the distance. I drop onto the soft leather sofa in my tour bus as a heavy sigh leaves my body. With the bus door closed, and the lights down low, the memory of their love feels almost like a dream. What if all of this is a dream? What if that's why I can't feel their devotion the way I used to? Maybe that is why no amount of their attention satisfies me? Are those days truly over?

      Is this how it ends?

      I replay the last moments of the concert in my mind and try to pinpoint the moment when I realized something felt off. But it wasn’t one moment. And it wasn’t just tonight. If I'm honest with myself, things haven't felt right for this whole tour. Maybe even the last several tours. How many years has it been since I felt that love in my soul?

      Time doesn't move the same way for an immortal as it does for a human. I admit that I've lost track of time. I don't measure the minutes and the days and the years the way they inch along. And being on tour, I don’t manage anything from city to city.

      Walking off stage tonight, Tyrris and Deuce practically buzzed with energy. Their invitation to join them for the after party feels like emptiness as it blows past my ears. The realization hits me like a dagger in the eye.

      I can’t do this anymore.

      I watch them greet the bevy of groupies waiting backstage. Men and women, some whose faces I recognize from other shows, seem to float into the room. Their skin glistens with body glitter and exertion, their faces serene in the afterglow of the performance.

      A champagne cork pops and bounces off the ceiling, causing an explosion of laughter from Tyrris, who has her arm draped over a petite brunette as they lean together against the wall on the opposite side of the room.

      A young woman leans down to hear something her friend is saying to her, and as she bends over, she catches my eye. Her attention on me is like a physical thing. An electric caress. I can feel it and also not. I want it and also not.

      “Hey there, Zee. Amazing show.” Her voice is high-pitched and dainty, like her hand, which I lift to my lips for a kiss.

      “Thank you, love. I am glad you enjoyed the music.” I let her hand float back to her side as I turn and leave the party.

      As lovely as she is, I don’t want her.

      As fun as the party will be, I don’t want this.

      I hardly recognize myself. Who am I? Am I not the mighty Zeus? King of the gods and ruler of the Olympians? Is it not part of my immortal fiber to seduce and take anyone I please, and relish every last moment of pleasure?

      When did I stop seeking that sort of release? When did I let myself fall into this darkness? I trace back in my mind's eye and try to find the moment, the very first moment when I stopped feeling the aliveness that came from the adoration of so many humans.

      No matter how hard I try, the moment does not present itself in my memory. But what does become apparent is the fact that it has been quite some time. Years? How many years? Could it be decades? How long ago did I stop seeking the comfort of a woman? When did I begin just going through the motions? When did this become who I am? When did I become immune to the thrall?

      I get to my feet and march into the back of my tour bus bedroom and throw open the door to the small lavatory so I can stare at myself in the mirror. The face that looks back at me is still my own, albeit adjusted in a few ways. Gone are the long golden locks, and beard of legend. My body’s physique, while still muscular and fit, is not the magnificent body I was born into. That body, I learned, was too much for modern humans in the day-to-day. In order to carry on living among the people, I took on this form, which has served me very well. To the people of today I am not Zeus, I am Zee. I am not a god in the literal sense, but a modern god—a rockstar.

      The man that peers back at me from the glass is still me, but with dark close-cropped hair, dark eyes, and a physique that, while muscular and strong, is nothing compared to my natural form.

      Have I been too long in this guise? Has my insistence on blending in with the mortals meant the demise of my very self?

      The brown eyes staring back at me don't have the answers.

      One thing I do know for certain is that lady luck is shining on me this night, because the tour is over, and my time is once again my own. Perhaps this is exactly what I need to find myself again.

      I rinse my face with cold water and stare deep into my eyes.

      “You're not going to find any answers staring at yourself all alone in the tour bus bathroom, friend.”

      And at that moment it hits me. I know what to do. I know where to go, and whose counsel to seek. I don’t want to waste another moment like this.

      I take a quick shower, pack a small bag, and ready myself for the journey. Then I throw on my leathers and grab my helmet on the way out the door.

      “Going for a ride, sir?” Davis, my gravelly voiced security chief, and friend of many years, asks. He pushes off from where he was leaning on the bumper of the bus and approaches me.

      “More than a ride, I think. Maybe a little trip.” I unhook my motorcycle key from the rest of the ring and toss the bunch to him. I won’t be needing these for a while. “See that she gets back home with the others?” I ask, tipping my chin at the bus.

      “Of course,” he says. “See you when I see you?” He extends a hand to me, and I take it, pulling him into a quick hug.

      I met Davis when he was a young teen on some dark street of some old city years ago. The concert had ended, and I had taken my bike out for a spin to clear my head. It occurs to me now that even then I had been wandering, seeking solitude after the shows.

      Had I been seeking that missing something way back then? I don’t think I’ll ever know the answer to that question.

      I had turned the corner to discover a long stretch of city blocks that were completely open in the small hours of that morning. The endless rows of streetlights twinkled in the darkness. I smiled at the prospect of speeding through the city and feeling the chill morning air rush over my skin. I flicked a finger at the streetlights and watched them all turn green, lighting my path for miles to come. Just as I was about to peel out, I heard a voice shouting from the alley nearby.

      I don’t know what made me investigate—I would normally ignore something like that—but this night felt different for some reason.

      I dropped my kickstand and headed toward the noise and found a group of four people, three men and one woman, beating a dog. They cursed it as their boots landed, and vile, angry words spewed from their equally vile, angry mouths.

      “Please,” the dog said. And I realized with a start that this was no dog, but a young boy. A child.

      The boy lifted his hands against the blows, but they did nothing to stop the barrage.

      “What are you doing to this child?” I bellowed.

      “Turn around and walk away. Mind your own business, friend,” the first man said.

      “He’s a no-good sorry excuse for a son.” The woman spat on him as she spoke the words.

      “Please,” the boy whimpered again.

      As I stepped closer, I could make out his face and his size and saw that he was seven, maybe eight years old, and as thin as a rail. Yellowing bruises on his arms and his face told me that this was not the first time he’d suffered a beating.

      “All you had to do was sell the stuff! I don’t know why it’s so hard for you to do as you’re told! I told you what would happen,” the second man growled.

      “That’s right. He knows what’s coming. He had his chance,” the woman said.

      They were drunk and high—I could smell it on them from where I stood. But mostly they were desperate, and judging from what I could gather, this kid was supposed to bring them some money after selling something for them.

      The greasy metal of the gun glinted dully in the light coming from deeper within the alley, and the rest of it happened in a blink. I didn’t think about what I was doing, but felt instinct take over instead.

      I reached out my hand and stopped the bullet in midair. It took no effort, just my will. I touched each of the adults in turn, whispering to each of them in the old tongue, “No more of this.”

      My words made drink and drug distasteful to them and made it so they would never beat another person. And as I turned them around and pushed them away, I made them forget this boy.

      I didn’t have a plan. But that was the night I found young Davis, healed all his old and new wounds, and brought him back to my crew. They cleaned him up, mothered him, fathered him, saw that he was given a bunk, a job, a purpose, and a choice to leave whenever and wherever he wanted.

      Davis has been with us ever since. He’s never mentioned the magical things I know he saw. He’s never questioned the fact that after he reached his early thirties that he hasn’t aged like other people do, and he’s never probed me about my powers that I’ve let slip from time to time. He always smiles whenever he sees the lightning show during our finale. I’ve never asked him what he thinks of all of it, and he’s never asked me anything at all. And that’s been our perfect way after all these years.

      Standing outside my tour bus, I release Davis from our embrace with
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