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APOLLO


A
Speed Dating With The Denizens Of The Underworld
Novel

She’s willing to kill for her mission.

He’s willing to seduce for his.

Dying was never part of her plan...

Irowen Steed, one of the world’s best headhunters, never wanted to take the mission that has her shooting at one of the most stunning men she’s ever seen. But seconds after the stranger and his rock star beauty fill her gaze, she’s on the floor in a pool of her own blood with his golden arrow lodged in her chest.

Not the twist she expected for the Bingo card tonight.

Nor is his touch, as otherworldly as his face, warming her blood and healing her wounds in the same astounding motion. Who the hell is he? And why isn’t she more afraid of that answer?

Saving her was never part of his picture...

If circumstances were different, Apollo of Olympus would opt for snapping Irowen Steed’s neck and then move on from the gutsy little warrior on her hellbent killing spree. But the little monster knows more than he does about tracking one of his most prized and powerful treasures: an antiquity which could wreak havoc on the mortal realm if possessed by the wrong hands.

Diving to hell was never supposed to bring them heaven...

For now, Apollo has to keep Irowen near whatever the cost, even if that means seducing her into submission. But why does that idea become a larger obsession by the minute? And why is it suddenly unbearable to wait on the answer?


CHAPTER ONE


On the bingo card of imagining her own death, Irowen Steed had never reserved a square for this.

Granted, as one of the globe’s most successful headhunters, she’d allowed some room for creative license. Just not enough room for impaled on a pop starlet’s foyer chandelier.

Maybe she should have rewritten things. Especially from the second she’d answered the phone call from Nao Ito.

There was a popular saying on the global hunters’ chat group. Team Ito: where the home field is Hell. She’d quickly sensed enough of the sentiment beneath the sarcasm to ignore the yakuza boss’s first attempts to contact her.

But three and a half weeks ago, Genny had been late getting home. Later—by hours—than her sister’s usual version of late. And Wen’s intuition had started firing on very unpleasant cylinders...

Which had been horribly right.

So she’d picked up the call and been given no choice about joining a search in which she’d desired no part. The only other time that happened, she’d done the job well enough to make sure she was never extorted into a job ever again.

Ironically, she was pickier about her gigs than Natasha Korra, the mega pop star owner of the hillside mansion into which she’d snuck a few minutes ago. But Ito made sure his pet project was her wrenching exception. Locating Korra’s lover, the elusive rock star Reks Byrd, had become the most terrifying priority of her days.

And, quite clearly, the last dumb decision of her life.

A fact she was hopelessly doomed to fixate on, bringing a hundred more points of pain than the wounds that had half her body weight bleeding out across this Italian marble floor. She couldn’t exactly ignore the issue by looking away either. The most disgusting damage of it all came courtesy of the long gold arrow embedded in her sternum.

Or maybe it seemed that way because the arrow’s shaft was glowing.

“No,” she mumbled, close to vomiting the metallic sludge in her throat and mouth. Impossible. Two or three or eight internal organs must have been violated by the arrow or part of the palace-sized chandelier with which she’d just pulled a major D’Artagnan tribute, but nothing north of her shoulders had been hit. She was thinking too clearly and feeling too sharply for a brain bleed.

“W-W-Wait. Whoa.”

Maybe parts of her gray matter had truly fallen loose. It was the only explanation for what she saw now, rolling her head to one side despite the chandelier crystals crunching beneath her skull. But blinking harder didn’t help. Neither did an attempt to haul in a breath in the name of clearing the teary haze from her vision.

Oh, God. Everything hurt. Except when she dared to look up again, which filled her horizon with a view like this.

Idiot, idiot, idiot.

Especially because she should be glaring at the stunning male across the marble floor, not sopping down the air with her half-conscious mooning. Whoever he was, even with his waterfall of silver-blond hair, his diamond cutter of a jawline, and his glittering kohl-lined eyes, nothing changed his most important status.

He was her worst enemy come to life.

Gorgeous in all the most distracting ways. Cocky enough to know it. Obnoxious enough to act on it.

Exactly as he had a couple of hours ago, when she’d arrived at the DeLux Club to question Natasha Korra in a more civilized way—if that’s what she realistically labeled as civilized, with eight of her best field soldiers on her heels—only to be shut down by this golden-haired hunk and his own unexpected arrival on the scene. Ah, and there she went again with the creative lexicon. When a paranormally beautiful man used a funnel of fire as his calling card, was it an arrival or an offensive? And did it matter if he didn’t give half a shit about it?

Not even half.

No, the Greek-carving-given-life had been breathtakingly focused, to the point that she almost took notes on his style as soon as he’d snatched up Korra, her Hercules look-a-like date, and their whole speed dating event table with them. In their wake, Wen had nothing to show for her effort, and therefore nothing to hand over to Ito, but a dust-jammed firearm, eight unconscious men, and one very sentient stranger charging her way. A woman who was as blindingly blond and gorgeous as the disappearing statue boy.

A female he and his buddy had called Aphrodite.

Aphrodite.

Wen fought to shake her head, nearly welcoming the fresh glass in her hair. Hopefully it’d jar her mind from its Olympus-themed fever dream. Why did it even matter now? Whether this was Hollywood Hills or the middle of the Acropolis, she was going to bleed out on this marble floor: an elegant death row with her own etched angel to lead her to the next realm. What would Sister Margaretta say now? The sweet nun had always been thrilled about Wen’s fascination with angel stories, until discovering she used them as foundation tales for her fan fic page, Dirty Seraphs.

Damn it. She was in too much pain to be distracted by a single scene from those tales now. Not even as her personal angel of death fixed her again with those eyes, startling as the green glass with which the tips of his hair seemed adorned, in the middle of an expression that looked more like a confession.

But she knew better. He was sorry about something, but not for or to her. That glowing arrow was going to stay right where it was.

“Herc.”

The single syllable from his angular lips confirmed as much, though Wen was less puzzled by his rue than the word he’d used it for. Herc? As in, a nickname for Hercules? The guy standing next to him really looked the part too. But no way was that possible...

“Herc, I don’t think she’s one of us.”

“Hold up. So... what... she’s... mortal?”

And no way had she overheard them exchanging all that, as if she’d crashed through some weird boundary between realms and was actually bleeding out on a marble floor on Mount Olympus.

No. No.

That was definitely, absolutely the blood loss talking. It had to be...

“And a fighter. So maybe we won’t have to answer to Hades for an unscheduled soul, after all.”

“And maybe we’re burning minutes dicking around while this virago fully restores. Hey. Brother. Are you listening? Just because it looks human and bleeds human doesn’t mean it is one of the pitiful creatures. Are you going to just wait out the verdict? Then what? What’re you going to do if you’re suddenly on the bad side of a gorgon? A manticore? A hydra?”

And maybe this assignment had made her officially crazy.

But with that ineffably beautiful man on approach toward her again, was sanity worth the trouble? With an angel like this to escort her into forever, who wanted to be sane?

Take me away, Angel. I’m ready for the ride.

“Mortal or monster, this female needs to survive.”

No. No. Riding usually means forward direction, Gorgeous...

“Not exactly where I was going, man.”

What he said, Angel. Listen to the god giant.

“Apollo. She’s a she-snake in the garden. Do you really want to keep her around just to see what she does the next time you step on her?”

On second thought, the god giant is an idiot.

Not the conclusion she was set to act out on, especially since that meant forgetting the chandelier sconces that had turned her into a human hors d’oeuvres on their tines. In short, as she forced herself to try an actual lunge toward the big guy, inviting an avalanche of torment through her whole body. The pain was so intense, she swore it was from the blood audibly rushing then spurting from her wounds.

Until it wasn’t.

The agony was once more replaced by his voice, thick with stress but lined with strength, commanding his brother and the female by his side to leave as fast as they could. There was a bunch more bickering about that from the big guy—damn, his name wasn’t actually Hercules, right?—before the angel flicked a few fingers as if simply striking a match.

But the resulting blaze?

Matches only hoped to grow up into this blaze.

This fresh funnel of fire and wind that swept up, just like the flaming tornado that had appeared earlier at DeLux, climbed to fifteen then twenty feet. When it got that high, she barely reined back a grimace while bracing for what came next. But why? If fate delivered on the exact same scenario, all three members of her opposition would be swept up and away into the blazing cyclone. It’d be scarier than shit to watch but only for a few seconds. After the strange trio was gone, she could lie here and finally die in peace.

Sure enough, the giant and his woman flew up and into the whirlwind. But the stunning golden angel, the new bane of her existence, remained where he was. The only thing that moved in or around him were the tips of his hair, appearing like green gamma rays as the surreal tsunami whipped through them. Otherwise he didn’t vacillate by an inch, even when blood oozed across the floor and reached the toes of his pristine dress Pradas.

Her blood.

She battled the urge to vomit, not good when a chandelier bulb still sprouted from her stomach like a disco xenomorph. But the skirmish came with one perk. No longer did the glow around his hair make him seem a gilded seraph. Now he was more like a demon who’d snuck through a corner of the clouds to spy on heaven and spotted her as a special souvenir to take home.

Why?

You don’t want me, buddy. I don’t make instant firestorms. My eyes don’t glow like it either. I’m really broken goods, especially now. You know that, right? You see that, yes?

Only he didn’t.

Dear God, he just kept striding over, smirking mildly but striding precisely, as if he’d heard every word of her little protest and was now ready to play with her to prove the point. Shit, shit, shit; he came close enough to crouch beside her, those damn Pradas squelching in her blood pond as he leaned deeply over her...

In the moments before his expression changed.

His scoff became a terse compression of lips. The sexy fae shade of his eyes cured to spearmint hard tack.

And yet, deep in that gaze, she caught a glimpse of something else.

Something that sparkled at her. Spoke to her.

Solaced her?

“Hm. Tough as tacks but pretty as a chandelier. So, what’s your name really, Little Monster?”

So much for the solace.

You want a monster? That’s exactly what you’ll get, Gorgeous.

Except somewhere between that threat of her soul and the surface of her face, the torture of her wounds won out. Worse, it was joined by the agony across her spirit, a reminder that death wasn’t a luxury she could afford right now. Not with Genny still in Ito’s clutches, utterly unfindable. Not that Wen hadn’t tried. Oh God, how she’d tried. But the bastard had locked away her sister like the devil stashing coal in hell...

Her senses swam. Tears brimmed and flowed, tracking hot stings into every wound they ran into. Black dots swarmed her vision, a perfect match to the desperation that forced words to her lips.

“Help... me.”

Impossible words.

A plea she’d have spit out like hemlock just a month ago, even for an entrancing angel like him. But her dignity, destiny, and life were expendable, as long as Genny was safe. She’d planned that certainty down to every conceivable detail...

Or so she’d thought.

Even the inconceivable could happen.

“Please... help me.”

An inconceivability like this.

Her. Begging. From a man.

Didn’t matter that it was for her life and not just bus money. The acid was just as awful in her throat; the resentment was rancid in her psyche. But she’d set it to the tune of Monster Mash and sang it on repeat for the chance to survive.

And live to find Genny.

So why did her masochistic angel suddenly look like the newly impaled one here?


CHAPTER TWO


This wasn’t good.

Apollo grimaced to keep the syllables from rogueing out and repeating on him.

But was it rogue if it was the truth?

If her pleas continued tearing the air, but he felt like all this blood was his? As if the long gold arrow reared out of his chest, perhaps even joined by a machete in his gut?

Wrong.

No better time to prove it than now.

He clenched his jaw, gritted his teeth, and hauled his arrow out from the space between her ribs. But before he finished, he commanded the steel in his nerves to stay right where it was. If her astounding self-control dissolved any time, this moment would prove that out. Her scream would surely peel the paint from the damn walls.

As things were right now, with the fresh wound in her chest, the woman had paled by three shades and chilled by twenty degrees, though hardly made a sound besides her plaintive pleas. Rasps that obviously hadn’t come easy for her, which doubled their damn impact on every nerve he had yet to lock down.

Not the ideal moment for any of this, fucker.

He had to focus. Zoom his available powers in on two mandates alone. To cover and heal his little monster.

Well, shit.

“No,” he gritted out. She wasn’t his anything, except the information source he was here to mend for one specific point. Someone had stolen a string from his lyre—yes, that lyre; the gift from Hermes so many millennia ago—which had, due to rarely leaving his side, soaked up a potent amount of his powers. But in the wrong hands, like the clutches of the dirty demigod at the top of his suspects list, that magic could explode into danger between one breath and the next. Mounted into the wrong instrument or played by an inexperienced novice, the single strand of cow’s gut would fight back hard enough to put a nuclear core meltdown to shame. Even worse, if it got unleashed upon the minds of unsuspecting mortals.

He had to find that bastard Rizon. Right the hell now. And she was his only key to unlocking that secret. As soon as she spat out what he needed to know, she could choke to death on her own blood for all he cared.

“No.” He emphasized the repetition, intending it as a clear answer to her question. He had no choice about it, and neither did she. “Helping isn’t an option, sweetheart. I’m sorry.”

The meaningful rasp came from the same stupid place his psyche had used for all the new endearments. She’s not your sweetheart. Or your adorable little monster. She’s the wack-a-doodle Lara Croft pretender who just tried to fill you, your brother, and his new human gal-pal with a hundred rounds of lead—just an hour before shooting up Hercules with a vial of something worse.

Falmouth.

Holy gods, he’d nearly forgotten about that.

Which put a worse spin on all of this.

A much more frightening twist of thought...

Who the hell was she? And how and why had she been packing a holster full of the substance that zapped Hercules from hero to zero in minutes? Who had supplied her with that kind of exclusive intel, then bought her off mightily enough to try and use it in a public space like DeLux?

Questions she would be answering for him, but only after he made it physically feasible to do so.

Closing the wound from his extracted arrow took first priority. Since he’d fashioned the whole thing himself, from nock to head, it wielded godly lethality close to Zeus’s level. If he didn’t repair the damage right away, she’d be dead in five minutes. Dead mortals told no tales.

He still needed a lot of her tales.

With his left hand, he pressed harder at her wound. While the heat from his fingers turned her flesh into biological solder, instantly jacking the intensity of her screams, he also stretched out his right hand, aiming it at the space beneath her body—only to watch his weakened levitation powers hit a two on a scale of twenty.

“Shit.”

This is what he got for whisking his brother out of harm’s way tonight, twice. But if he didn’t extract this woman from the chandelier that had become her bed of spikes, the arrow gash would be the least of his worries—and the beginning of her death sentence.

Coincidence, with its depraved sense of humor, underlined the point as soon as his little monster parted her lips again.

No scream this time. Fresh blood gurgled from her mouth instead.

“Damn it.” The mutter emerged nearly beneath his breath as he fought to funnel more power to his fingertips. Again, no use.

Time to employ the backup plan. Except that he had none.

Bullshit. Of course you do.

This time, the inner voice wasn’t his. He never sounded that harsh and ugly even when drunk as a bacchanal pixie, though why he pictured pixies and Kaw within seconds of each other was a mystery that’d have to stay unsolved. Because, as usual, his crow team leader was right—thank every fuck there was—and there wasn’t a second to waste before putting the knowledge to use.

He reached over, flicking the shiny gold band around the bird’s left leg. “If you had to pick a moment for great timing, this is it, avian.”

The hell? My timing’s always great.

Kaw’s regal ring was bested only by his cocky brass balls, but this time he’d earned the right to swing them. His stunningly accurate read on the situation—half-dead female at the feet of his agitated boss, in a Hollywood Hills foyer starting to resemble a Cronenberg movie set—granted him leniency for the brash line. But only that one.

“Shut up and tell me you brought the rest of the squad,” Apollo snapped.

You mean these guys?

Before the last syllable of the telepathic comeback, there was a synchronized thunder of wings then a precision descent of black, times six. As their leader intimated, the cavalry was really here. As Apollo’s instincts screamed again, not a moment too late.

“Efcharistó.” He used the Greek expression of thanks with them all, because this particular mission would require them all. This was no normal task like speeding some intel to Zeus or making sure Aristaeus didn’t wander afield on his way home from school. In the case of his bee-loving little shit, that was more often the case than not.

Well, well, well. The new psychic-level remark belonged to Quil, with a bullets-for-breakfast rumble that always tempted Apollo to jam a cigar between his maxillaries. Guess we aren’t picking up Ari from the playground, after all.

Apollo cocked a brow. “But you ate your beans and carnage anyhow, yes?”

Damn right, bringer of light.

Quil again, though Kaw was ready with his own comment.

Geh. You mean together?

No answer expected, evidenced by the crow’s new focus on the female on the floor. Correction: the female skewered by the chandelier on the floor. If Kaw had eyebrows, they would’ve tightened atop his round black eyes. He substituted well by flaring his crest feathers high enough to convey he already understood the assignment—and its urgency.

Okay, mother-squawkers. Let’s move out. He flicked his head, directing the team into formation, before glancing up again. I’m guessing you need her up and off that thing? And alive?

Quil scritched and postured his wings. Where’s the fun in that?

Apollo whipped the tip of his loose arrow at the old corvid. “Not a peck until I finish questioning her.”

He ignored Quil’s version of a glare, instead ordering himself to move back as Kaw directed the team into place. He was their patron not their keeper, because none of them needed one. At the moment, they might even be his glue, giving him no choice about keeping his shit together—

Especially as his little monster lost hers.

Holy fucking ninth circle, her screams.

Yes, right this second.

Why had he assumed the freedom from her modern-day bed of spikes would bring her tears of relief instead of torture? Worse, why had he expected her to just hang free, quiet, and complacent once Kaw and his boys began their unconventional airlift? Worst of all the worsts, why had he envisioned them just gently flying her over and lowering her at his feet like morning doves delivering a sweetly submissive princess?

No way did this female even know the word submissive, let alone its meaning.

To the team’s credit, after several all-for-one-and-one-for-all heaves, they cleared her from the wreckage, though not by far. Not with the female twisting in their beaks and swearing into the air, ensuring the room didn’t resemble a cheap movie set anymore. How the tiny thing still had that much blood left to spill was beyond his reckoning. The place had become a killer clown’s wet dream. Or a homicide team’s biggest nightmare.

And he had to go there with the metaphors.

Kaw, Quil, and the team had no sooner delivered the sputtering female than a cacophony of sirens sounded in the night. While Apollo registered the noise—three police cruisers and a pair of LAFD rescue rigs, if he recognized everything right—he shirked his concern beyond that. Though this was the land of celebrity castles on kingdom-sized lots, the cops could be responding to anyone in these hills, for any number of reasons.

Errr, Anax Apollo?

Except Kaw wouldn’t have inserted the ancient Greek honorific if he thought the same thing. And the badass bird hadn’t become his corvid commander because of instincts that missed the mark. Damn it.

Should I send out some cautionary recon?

“Yeah. Probably. Fine,” he groused back, feeling like a parent snapping at a kid for a drink of water after bedtime. But why? For once, Kaw was acting more the grownup here.

Fuck. This wasn’t how the night was supposed go.

Not close.

He knew Kaw understood that. The bird had better eyesight than anyone in the room, his god commander included. He knew a woman was bleeding out at their feet: the female Apollo had to save now. Holy shit, maybe more like ten minutes ago. Though she could still breathe, her air came on shallow bursts. She kept her eyes soundly shut. From her lips only thin gurgles emerged, borne on pale rivulets.

He spat out more profanity, this time reverting to his filthy Greek favorites. Was he already too late? Even if he healed her body, had her brain waved its last white flag on coherent thought? Had he already hit a dead-end and just didn’t know it yet?

Not an option.

He had to believe that part. To haul it closer with the same frantic intensity with which he fell to his knees then hauled her into his lap. To embed it into his psyche as hard as he wrapped his hands around to her two largest wounds, one at each side of her lower spine.

To let it burn his synapses just as he scorched his fingertips with healing energy, fusing her flesh together as fast as her biology would allow—and her new shrieks would permit.

Fuck. Her pain.

But why the hell did he keep caring about it? Especially when he was trying to do something about it? Even as he fought to communicate as much, leaning to still her struggles with his elbows around her ribcage and his lips grinding at her ear.

“You want me to help or not, Little Mothra?”

It was a last-second strategy to borrow the she-beast’s name, not knowing if she’d recognize the KaijuVerse vibe. But her reaction, like a jolt of laughter and jerk of shock at once, was all he needed for now. He had her attention; he could work from there to distract her from the pain until he could fully close her wounds. And then—

Damn it.

What was that expression some maddening mortal had coined, about the best-laid plans of mice and men?

And now, of gods. At least the one gawking back at him from this woman’s wide eyes, his reflection as creepy as a swamp kappa.

At the same time a similar bog of bewilderment took over his senses...

As he struggled to process what she pushed back at him.

At first, it was only pressure in his fingertips. The fires of his powers, except supplied with new kindling. Not just twigs and leaves. This was like a forest, with the trees bathed in honeyed sunlight. It was cedar brushed with rose oil. Pine boughs dotted with fresh cherries.

It was her, offered in full to the inferno of him...

Why?

With their gazes still locked, he was able to slam the question into her—only to see, with slamming certainty, that she didn’t know either. She was as weirded-out about this strangeness as him. And was clearly not used to the condition.

Which at once, led her to something worse.

The woman was... scared.

He didn’t doubt his discernment about that either. Her gaze continued to show him just that. Her fear wasn’t the normal oh-my-God-I’m-going-to-die kind. It sprang from someplace deeper. Darker. Her electricity, zipping in her veins, still broadcasted it all to every drop of his own blood—and he was helpless to resist.

She’d caught him up and pinned him down. Drained his powers but then given them back, twice as bright and bold. The thug in her death throes, instead revitalizing her savior...

Because...?

Though his jaw worked up and down, biting at the air like a zombie chomping on non-existent brains, his own gray matter had nothing for that. From the looks of things, neither did hers. But the woman had a decent excuse, since they sat here in at least half a gallon of her blood. He was just a pointless idiot, squandering away the ticking seconds...

Apollo. Anax! Are you listening? Quil himself confirmed it. Those cops are headed here. You have less than a minute.

Kaw underlined his telepathy by frantically hopping between the chandelier’s shattered chunks, all still slathered with this woman’s blood. This mystery woman—for now. With a crime scene like this, it’d take the police a couple of hours tops to cross-confirm all her evidence and link it to the grim spectacle she’d left behind in the atrium at the DeLux.

But maybe that was for the best?

He shook his head with disgusted force.

For the best? In what fucked-up universe, exactly?

Maybe one in which a douchebag demigod hadn’t stolen one of his most valuable treasures and wasn’t scheming to unleash its power on a lot of unsuspecting mortals? Also one in which his most promising lead about the matter wasn’t locked in the head of the audacious female in his lap?

The guerilla who’d tried taking him out twice tonight.

Yet now, after he’d healed her most prominent wounds, was likely considering a lucky number three?

Like it or not—and he really did not—he still had to get the little monster out of here. To interrogate her properly, he had to heal her the rest of the way. To do all that, a dozen prying policemen definitely wouldn’t be helpful.

Damn it.

As if he’d yelled that part, Kaw punched the air with a new squawk. The bird’s most distinct cry had Apollo jerking his head up until his squad leader’s beady black gaze dominated the few feet between them.

You waiting for her to pull out a signed permission slip?

The crow cocked his head, as arrogant as a know-it-all teacher’s assistant. Yeah, that left Apollo to fill in as the grumpy principal. Not the comparison he needed at the moment.

“All right, all right.”

He punctuated with a dozen strained grunts while rearranging his hold on his little mystery assassin. But intentions were simpler than accomplishments in the moment, since her remaining wounds ruled out a lot—make that most—effective carrying points. She wasn’t helping either, thwarting his every move by flailing in ways that blatantly defied the physics of her situation.

“Zeus’s balls,” he muttered. “Want to work with me here a little, Mikró Thirio?”

Her responding snarl was weirdly comforting, counteracting the stupidly affectionate endearment that must’ve literally come from the idiot zip code in his brain.

“Go. To. Hell.”

Well, that worked too.

Sort of.

Not close to the extent she likely intended, based on both their reactions—her sharp yelp, his jerking cock—as he swung her downward, until their bodies were flush against each other. But damn it, he had no choice about the new position. Opening realm portals was a little like jacking off. Fun and games the first few times, draining and tedious after that. Even if he ignored the new awareness of her sweet little curves, the jump would be needle-eye close. They had to mash as close as possible, whether his crotch got on board with behaving or not.

But how much blame could he place on the stupid thing—and the mind of its own, freely feeding arousal to every drop of his blood, as he forced himself to lean closer to the trembling little mortal and rasp into her ear...

“Hell, hm? Well, Little Monster, if you insist.”


CHAPTER THREE


Asshole. Angel.

Tormentor. Healer.

Hell bringer?

Not the continued revisions to the bingo card she needed yet was unable to protest beyond the shaky whimpers from her blood and fear-clogged throat.

Well, Little Monster, if you insist.

He was being ironic, right? At the very least, symbolic. That had to be the case. The devastating dickhead was playing with her fractured body and weakened mind...

Then why did her intuitions scream otherwise?

Why did her thoughts rewind like a malfunctioning movie, freezing only at the memories that corroborated the impossible—the glowing golden arrow, the unearthly beauty of the man who’d shot it into her, even the odd serum vials that Ito had ordered her to shoot at him and his brother—now compelling her to believe it?

As if he gave her any choice about the matter.

Not a fraction’s worth.

His grip, uncompromising, already said that much—before he snapped his fingers with the force of a giant cracking a king-sized flint against a twenty-foot pine tree. The effect was the same. Giant flames whooshed up around them, raging into a blistering tornado, cutting off every view she had of Natasha Korra’s foyer. Not that she’d be paying attention anymore. She watched, morbidly enraptured, as the firestorm sucked out blood drops from her still-open wounds before sending them to the floor as dehydrated bits.

Until there was no more floor.

Until she scissored her dangling feet, scrambling for marble tiles that were no longer there. Her hair blew wildly into her face, obscuring her balance even more. The last of her thoughts were like demon fireflies, buzzing away from her mind’s desperate grabs.

The only thing that felt real... was him.

The steely strength of his hold. The steady pulses of his breath against her nape. The thump of the heartbeat in his chest smashed so tight to hers, as sure and safe as the stars for which he was named.

Oh, shitballs.

No, no, no. Just no.

Not safe. And what loopy moon child named their kid Apollo? So there was that delusion too, on top of the other bizarre chunks of this insane fever dream. Tetris blocks that refused to line up, falling way too fast through the fire, stacking in her brain until they blocked every reasonable thought except one.

She had to survive this.

Somehow, in some way, she had to figure out how to survive this—whatever this had even become—and find a way to contact Ito before the media picked up on the connection between her double failures of the evening. Worse, that the yakuza boss would connect the dots to the logical conclusion about it all: that she was no closer to finding Natasha Korra or Reks Byrd, despite the carte blanche he’d given her to all his resources and information.

Not that it’d been that free.

Genny.

He’d lock her up even tighter now. At the very least.

What would he do if Wen didn’t report back at all? Her sister was nothing close to what a yakuza oyabun would call an asset. Social cues were no better than dust mites to Genny, unless someone was in the mood to learn every detail in the world about movie musicals or practical prop design. She highly doubted Ito and his men were dying to watch a double feature of Xanadu and Chicago, let alone be lectured about how every inch of their props were created. But no way would the mafia leader simply send her home to LA.

But he’d figure out some way to make a profit from her...

No, no, no. Hell freaking no.

The word was too common a refrain now, when she needed to boot her brain toward the light at the other side of the tunnel. Yes, you will survive this. Yes, it’s okay to play temporary groupie and ride Eddie Van Blondie out of here, even after he made his fingers like magical liquid stitch on your worst wounds. Yes, you will get to Genny in time. You always have; you always will.

“Yes. Yes.”

It was hardly a choke of breath let alone a real sound, but she turned it into her nonstop mantra against the muscled ball of his shoulder as they soared up the fiery flume.

Up?

The tag was also as relative as the more linear parts of her logic by this point. If the tornado alignment
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