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      Thousands of years ago when mankind was young, they loved and feared the wrath of their creators. The Gods of Olympus reigned over their creations from behind a curtain of aloof power atop Mount Olympus. They were petty, cruel, and quick to anger, both with the humans they governed and with each other.

      The ruler of Olympus was known for his wild ways, and it was no secret that Zeus took female and male lovers whenever he felt his godly urges rising. Zeus, Poseidon and Hades were three divine brothers who were used to getting their way, but it was Hera, Queen of the Heavens, wife of Zeus who finally had enough of her husband’s philandering ways. When the appetites of their husbands were too much to bear, and the demigods grew too numerous to control, Hera, Amphitrite, and Persephone came together to protect mankind, and their divine bloodlines, by cursing the divine seed of their wandering mates.

      Under the power of this curse, the gods could no longer impregnate humans, and their divine touch spelled death for their unwitting partners. When Zeus discovered what his wife had done, he was outraged. His anger split the heavens with terrible lightning, but Hera’s curse could not be undone.

      With the help of his brothers, Zeus banished the goddesses from Olympus.

      Zeus’ immortal anger simmered for centuries. His half-divine children aged and died, and he was left alone on Olympus with only his brothers for company.
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      A camera flashed in my face, and then another.

      I hated the spotlight. Interviews made me nervous, and I never said the right thing; or I said too much, or not enough. No one could seem to make up their minds about what they wanted. The only thing I wanted to do was surf. Out on the water, I was free, and nothing (and no one) could hold me back.

      A microphone was shoved under my nose.

      “You’re a relative unknown in the surf scene, but you dominated this competition today and took out some seasoned pros… How do you feel?” A blond reporter with one of the local news channels beamed at me. I blinked at her and the microphone she held.

      “Uh. Wet?”

      She laughed brightly and eyed my dripping chest. I could feel embarrassment creeping up the back of my neck. I just wanted a towel, or to sink into the sand.

      “Brooke Hart is the most exciting face in American surfing!” a voice behind me announced. I groaned inwardly as a heavy hand slapped down on my shoulder. “I mean, look at him.” Strong fingers gripped my chin. “You can quote me on that because he’ll never say it.”

      My roommate Tanner West had appointed himself my unofficial manager, and while I appreciated that he’d taken some of the attention away from me, it was still overwhelming. And he was exhausting to listen to.

      Tanner pushed a sponsor logo branded towel into my chest and turned his megawatt smile towards the camera and the perky interviewer. She was exactly his type—but I was also sure that Tanner’s ‘type’ was anyone, male or female, who could get him what he wanted. In this case, it was fame and possibly a little fortune.

      “This trophy is only the beginning of a busy wave season,” he continued. “Brooke is going to make a name for himself this year, and I’m willing to bet that in six months you’ll all be waiting in line to interview him!” The reporter laughed brightly and batted her eyelashes at Tanner who had turned on the charm. I had to admire how effective he was when he wanted to be.

      “With this new partnership with Manta Boards—”

      “Wait,” I interrupted him, “a new sponsor?” I looked down at the towel he’d given me. A bright red image of a stylized manta ray took up most of the space on the towel.

      Not again.

      “I was going to tell you, Brookie, but it was too exciting to keep quiet about it.” Tanner didn’t look contrite; in fact, he looked downright smug about it. He turned back towards the camera and smiled widely again. “Manta saw Brooke ride today and they want their name on his board. This is really exciting news.” He turned back towards me briefly and winked. “You have a photoshoot tomorrow,” he said.

      “I do?”

      Oh, God. This was way worse that I thought.

      “Well, you heard it here first,” the reporter chirped. “Brooke Hart, the dark horse in today’s competition, is the new face of Manta Boards. He took first place in today’s giant event, qualifying him for the kick-off of the 2018 season at Quicksilver Pro. He’ll be the one to watch as the competition season kicks off here in California and sweeps around the globe!”

      The woman asked a few more questions which Tanner answered for me, and then she thanked us and moved away with her cameraman.

      “Look, man, you were amazing today. People are watching and that’s going to make you money.” Tanner grinned and clapped me on the back. “This is the dream, man.”

      “Not my dream,” I snapped, shoving the garish sponsor towel into his chest. I walked towards the competition tent to claim my gear and my prize money.

      “You say that now, but when you’re on the judges panel at the X-Games, you’ll be singing a different tune.”

      “How many times do I have to tell you? All I want is to be on the water.” Tanner grinned wider and hopped through the sand towards me.

      “That’s fine, you keep surfing, and I’ll keep booking you for competitions—”

      “Are you deaf? Quicksilver is in Australia. How am I going to get there?”

      “That’s easy. Manta is going to pay for all of it. All you have to do is film a few commercials and pose for a few photos with their gear.”

      “Commercials?”

      “Small stuff, man,” he said, dismissing my panic with a wave of his hand. “You stand in the sunset on the beach and say something about the Manta board that carried you to glory!” I stared at him as he aped how I should stand in the commercial.

      “Tanner—I hate their boards. They’re too heavy, they don’t feel right under my feet… I can’t feel the water.”

      “That’s how marketing works, Brookie. A company puts money in your hand, and just say you like to use their boards—”

      “But I don’t.”

      “Don’t be so stubborn. It’s just a little white lie in exchange for a bunch of money. Do you want to go back to bartending in Venice Beach?”

      I made a face. “No.”

      “Then you’ll saaay?”

      “That I use a Manta board… But, Tanner, I’m not changing my board. I’ve had Lulu forever…”

      “I know, and Manta understands that. Don’t worry about Lulu, she’s just going to get a bit of a facelift.”

      I stopped in my tracks. “A facelift? What are you going to do to my board?” Tanner threw up his hands.

      “Nothing major, don’t get your shorts in a twist. Just a little paint job.”

      I let out a furious breath and stomped away from him towards the tent again. This was all ridiculous. I didn’t need a fancy board to surf better, I just needed to be left alone. Competing wasn’t even my idea either—that was all Tanner. He followed me, still talking about Manta, but I wasn’t listening.

      Tanner had big plans for me, but I had a sneaking suspicion that these plans would benefit him more than they would me. I wondered how much of a cut he’d negotiated for himself out of that Manta contract. In the competition tent, I signed for my trophy and check and ignored the volunteer’s flirtatious attempts to make conversation. Tanner reached over my shoulder and snatched the check out of the shocked young man’s hand.

      “Leave that to me Brookie, I’ll make sure this gets where it’s supposed to go.” He waved the envelope in the air and left the tent without saying another word and I fumed as I watched him go.

      I should have been used to Tanner’s interruptions and bossy behaviour, but I’d had enough. I grabbed my duffel bag, board, and trophy from another volunteer and strode after Tanner.

      “Hey! You can’t keep doing this!” Tanner turned without slowing his pace.

      “Stop overreacting. I’ll make sure the rent is paid and that there’s food in the fridge. That’s my job, right? All you have to do is get in the water and do your thing. I thought that’s what you wanted?”

      “I don’t remember agreeing to any of this. I don’t need a sponsor, I don’t need a manager…”

      “Ohhh yes you do. I mean, if you’d rather look after all of this stuff yourself and go back to working in Venice Beach, be my guest…” Tanner stopped walking and put his hands on his hips. He cocked his head and looked at me carefully. Mocking laughter danced in his eyes and I tightened my fingers around the base of my new trophy. “Remind me again what you’re qualified to do?”

      I pressed my lips together, brushed a sandy hand over my forehead, and glared at him. Tanner and I had been friends for a long time, and he knew exactly what my answer was going to be.

      “I’m qualified to sling drinks or repair surfboards,” I said through gritted teeth.

      “Exactly,” Tanner said with a broad smile. “And that shit doesn’t pay the rent, buy groceries, or keep the lights on.”

      “No.”

      “So, we’re cool?” Damn the man, he knew the answer to this question, too.

      “For now.”

      Tanner shook his head and started walking again. “You need me, Brookie. You always have. One day you’ll actually admit it, and I’ll die of shock. Come on, sushi for the champion?”

      “No. You go ahead. I’m going to get back in the water.”

      “You’re going to grow a tail…” Tanner mocked me, flapping his hands beside his face like gills. I threw my trophy at him.

      “Maybe I will. Then I wouldn’t have to live with you,” I shot back as he stumbled in the sand and laughed.

      “Whatever, man. I’ll see you later—I’ll put some seaweed salad in the fridge for you, fish-boy.”

      “Very funny,” I muttered as I stalked towards the water.

      The competition volunteers swarmed over the sand, clearing away the remnants of the flagging and rope that had separated out the crowd, competitors, and press. There were a few surfers in the water, but not enough to make it crowded. I would have preferred to be alone, but that was a rarity on these beaches. It was enough for me to just be by the water.

      The waves were gentle, and the water lapping around my ankles was stained red, gold, and purple by the approaching sunset.

      I closed my eyes and tried to focus on the feeling of the water, the softness of the sand under my feet ,and the gentle breeze that played over my skin and ruffled my hair. As I concentrated on these things, these tangible things that brought me happiness, my annoyance with Tanner started to fade. He was right, in a way.

      I did need him, otherwise I would be back where he’d found me; serving drinks to middle-aged society wives with no gaydar. My months at Foxtrot were full of awkward memories, and when I really thought about it, I was grateful to Tanner for rescuing me from that life.

      Surfing paid the bills. I taught lessons when I felt like it and competed when I could. Anything was better than making minimum wage and scrounging at the end of every month. I’d have to apologize to Tanner later. He was the closest thing I had to a best friend and a brother, and I’d really been too hard on him. Maybe it was the way he’d sprung the news of the Manta sponsorship on me… I wasn’t expecting it and maybe, deep down, I didn’t think I deserved it.

      “Catch any good ones today?”

      I opened my eyes, startled out of my thoughts—there hadn’t been anyone near me a minute ago, but now I was staring into a pair of impossibly blue eyes. I was embarrassed that I’d been so lost in thought (and unobservant) that I stammered just a little. “Sorry, what?”

      “Waves. Did you catch any good waves? It was a killer day on the water.”

      Had he missed the competition? Or was he just fucking with me?

      Crowds of spectators, media, and competitors had dominated the beach all day. It would have been impossible to miss, but he seemed genuine and it felt unnecessary to point out the obvious. There was a shredded flyer stuck to the sand beside me covered in bright advertising. He had to be fucking with me.

      “Yeah… yeah, it was a killer day.” I decided to play along just to see where he was going with it. Was he a fellow competitor? Someone angry at me for winning… or maybe just disappointed in their performance? “I caught a few big ones I wasn’t expecting.”

      The stranger grinned at me and pushed his dark, wet hair away from his forehead. He was gorgeous, there was no denying that, but I had terrible luck—he was probably straight as an arrow.

      That’s why you’re still single… I scolded myself.

      Still? Always.

      He was standing hip-deep in the water, the last of the California sunlight caressing his tanned and sculpted chest and arms. Beautiful.

      Suddenly I realized that I didn’t recognize him. I knew almost every surfer on the circuit. If I hadn’t competed against them, I’d fixed their boards, taught their girlfriends how to balance on a paddleboard, or given them pointers out on the water. But I didn’t know this guy, and he had a face I definitely would have remembered. Tanner would have latched onto him like a barnacle.

      “I’m sorry, I don’t think I know you,” he said, wading closer. He pushed his floating surfboard firmly towards the sand and smiled as it dug into the shore next to me. I eyed him warily; I was notoriously terrible at meeting new people, I had a habit of contributing the minimum amount required in a conversation and then retreated or bolted depending on the situation. But he was coming towards me, and I didn’t have Tanner to hide behind, and running away was definitely not an option.

      I looked frantically behind me, almost desperately hoping that my loudmouth roommate had changed his mind about sushi and come after me, but the beach was deserted. I swallowed thickly and looked back at the stranger striding through the water toward me.

      His legs were long and strong, and in a few steps, this gorgeous man with eyes the color of the Mediterranean was standing in front of me. He was dripping wet, and his outstretched hand was large and calloused.

      “I’m Patrick,” he said with another smile that threatened to take my breath away. I took his hand gingerly and shook it, trying to ignore the wave of cool heat that flooded my veins. That was new.

      “Brooke,” I said hesitantly. “I feel like I know everyone on this stretch of beach. Are you new in the city?” Patrick’s eyes held mine for a moment longer than they should have, just like the way his fingers gripped mine. I could have looked away, or pulled back my hand, but I didn’t want to. Tanner would have said something awkward and ruined the moment and I was thankful that my fleeting thought of being rescued by him had been just that... fleeting.

      “Not really,” he said, finally releasing me from his grip and his gaze. “I come down here on… business every so often. I like to get in the water as much as possible.”

      Oh, one of those. He may as well have been a tourist.

      “Right. Business…”  Was I supposed to ask what he did? Is that what came next? Was it rude not to ask?

      “What do you do, Brooke?”

      “Me? Um. I surf,” I said sheepishly.

      Patrick chuckled and the sound sent another wave of cool heat through me. “Really? How very California of you.”

      “Yeah, yeah. That’s me, the stereotypical empty-headed surfer.”

      “Oh, I doubt that’s true.” He looked over his shoulder at the water and then at my board. “There’s still some good water out there, do you want to catch one more before you head out?”

      I looked out at the water sceptically. The other surfers had come in, but he was right; the waves were curling really nicely as the sun set behind them.

      “I dunno… there was a shark sighting reported just up the beach from here a few days ago.” I wasn’t normally nervous about sharks, but this was prime feeding time, and I had no intention of being anyone’s dinner.

      “I have a feeling we’ll be okay,” Patrick looked confident, and I looked out at the water again. “One wave, and then I’ll buy you dinner.”

      I hesitated.

      Dinner? That was a little unexpected.

      My stomach growled and I looked at Patrick, trying to gauge whether or not he was a psychopathic stalker just by sight alone, without looking like I was staring. If Tanner were here, he’d be trampling me
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