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      Killing gods had never been part of my life plan. Hell, losing my best friend in the army and then spending three years in a temple in the mountains of Tibet had never exactly made the vision board either.

      It all sort of happened, as life often does.

      The day I returned from the temple, I still hadn’t believed in gods. Maybe there had been a time before the ambush, before holding my buddy Brian as he bled out, but not anymore. I’d managed to find peace in Tibet, and convinced myself that life without gods or a god could work. That I could go on and live as a normal member of society again.

      I let myself into my sister’s place, finding the key right where she’d said she would leave it for me—no, not under a doormat, but hidden behind a little fairy door on the backside of a lemon tree. The entire place felt comfortable and familiar. It smelled like my sister’s perfume and cooking. Toys belonging to my nephews were scattered across the floor. They were mundane, everyday details that Lila and Titus probably wouldn’t even notice when they came back home, but they stood out to me. It was little details like this that I’d missed the most while I was gone.

      I headed for the shower, knowing they’d be home soon. I didn’t want this mountain man version of me to be the first thing my nephew saw after such a long time. He barely knew me anymore, other than our letters and the few calls I’d been able to make.

      He knew one thing, though, and that was my promise to take him out for ice cream, to get to know the little guy. Seven years old already, and still I didn’t know him. It hurt, but I knew I hadn’t been in the right frame of mind before. Now, I was. My sister had agreed to take me in because she knew that, when I got home, family would be what got me through. What helped me acclimate to a normal life, in a normal world.

      She’d do anything for me, and I’d do anything for my family. Anything.

      I stripped and stepped into the hot water of the shower, closing my eyes and just standing there, letting it cascade over me. The steam rose up, smoking the glass, and as I washed I had a strong voice repeating one thought in my head—Damn, it feels good to be home.

      I was done, I quickly shaved then took a long look in the mirror to try and remember who this man before me was. Those long, brown locks would need to go as soon as possible. I looked like a fucking hippy. The thought made me laugh as I dressed. My old, pre-temple self would’ve looked at current me with disdain. But, all in all, I was a better man now. One who knew how to reach within, to touch my inner core and find peace. That was all that mattered.

      A door clicked and I heard laughter, then chatter. Deciding to have some fun, I quickly threw on some new clothes Lila had left out for me. I snuck out and down the hall, walking with the silence I’d learned from years of practice.

      Titus caught my eye as I snuck toward the kitchen, but I held up a finger to my lips to keep him quiet. He gave an almost imperceptible nod and stepped back away from his mother. I rushed in behind my sister and gathered her up in a tight hug. Lila let out a surprised yelp, and Titus giggled happily. She whipped around to face me and gave me a playful smack on the head before jumping back into my arms.

      When I released Lila, she turned to the coffee maker and made me a steaming cup. I smiled happily as I breathed in the smell rising out of it. The rich aroma told me the coffee was going to be exactly how I liked it. I never went for sweet and milky. I wanted my coffee bitter and strong, which, fortunately, was exactly how my sister made it. She grinned at me as I took my first sip and let my eyes close while I enjoyed the taste.

      “No good coffee at the monastery?” she asked.

      I snorted. “Yeah. That’s what inspired me to go spend three years there. If the monks are known for anything, it’s their barista wizardry.”

      Lila laughed. There was lightness in the sound, but I could also hear a touch of tension. She knew the real reason I’d gone to the monastery. The letters I’d scrawled to her in my last days in the military had told her everything she needed to know. I’d written those letters as I lay in the field hospital, wondering if there was any point left in me trying not to die. There were many moments when it felt like it would have made much more sense if I did. After what I had seen—after what I had caused—it didn’t seem right that I was the one in the bed and Brian was in the ground.

      “I’m just so glad you’re home,” Lila said.

      “I am, too. It’s about time.”

      “Well, I believe you have a date lined up.” She took a sip of her coffee and gave me a wink.

      I grinned, turning to the boy. “Hmm, I seem to remember saying we’d do something… What was it again?”

      He looked up at me with a hint of bashfulness, but then tossed that aside as he said, “Ice cream. You’re taking me to get ice cream, and I’m not letting you back out of it.”

      “No?” I chuckled, having not realized how grown up a seven-year-old can be. “I can’t wait. After what passed for food at the temple, I could probably use some, too.”

      “Our sisters will be here any minute—” Lila started, but I already knew where this was going.

      “We’ll get ice cream first,” I interrupted. “They can wait.”

      She pursed her lips, arching an eyebrow and giving me the guilt trip that maybe I deserved. The fact that she would be left with them and their gossip while I was having fun with my nephew didn’t bother me one bit.

      We headed out and she helped put his booster seat in my truck and strap him in.

      “Take longer than thirty minutes, and I’m coming after you two,” she threatened with a stern finger.

      “Noted.” I revved the engine, glancing back at Titus and said, “Think we can manage?”

      He simply laughed, and we were off, just the two of us.

      “So, what’s your favorite kind of ice cream?” I asked, pulling around the corner onto the main street.

      “Chocolate peanut butter.”

      “That sounds really good. I like butter pecan.”

      He laughed as if I was making a joke. “I’ve never even heard of that.”

      “Play your cards right, I might give you a spoon of it.”

      Seeing the old streets again was a major trip, and my eyes darted about with old memories. A girl I kissed in the alley behind that Chinese restaurant, an afternoon lounging with my friends outside of that convenience store. Mostly, my excitement over hitting up the old ice cream place started to boil up, widening my smile even more. I wanted to bring Titus to the little old-fashioned shop my sisters and I went to when we were kids. He had probably been there with his mother, aunts, and cousins countless times before, but it was my first opportunity to bring him.

      “How’s school going for you?” I asked, figuring now was as good a time as any to try to break the ice and get to know him.

      He shrugged. “Fine, I guess.”

      “Do you have a favorite subject?”

      “Lunch.”

      I laughed again, even though I probably shouldn’t have. This was an opportunity for me to be influential for him. He just looked so sincere about his answer.

      “That was my favorite part, too,” I admitted. “But I really liked learning about history and social studies. What about you? What do you like to learn?”

      “I don’t know,” Titus said. “I don’t really like learning.”

      “Aww, don’t say that. Learning is fun.”

      Shit. I sounded like an afternoon special from the early nineties.

      “Well, sometimes Mrs. Barnes brings in word searches or puzzles for us to do. I’m the best reader in the class so they’re easier for me, and sometimes I can help the other kids.”

      “See? That’s awesome. It’s great to be able to help people.”

      I fought against letting myself see the image of Brian in my arms as I tried to get him to safety. It had been so easy to ignore such memories back in the mountains, but here there were trigger moments, little things I’d see that would bring back sounds or sights. Like the man on the corner waiting to cross with his dog—he looked like one of my captains out there. Damn, I needed to breathe, to get my mind right.

      “Did you like school?” Titus asked, and I was glad for the distraction.

      “Not always,” I told him. “But I knew it was important.”

      “Why?”

      “So you can do well and go to college and get a good job.”

      I might as well just keep up with the afternoon special. It seemed to be working for me.

      “Did you go to college?”

      Damn. Went right for it.

      “No. I went straight into the army after high school.” After a few moments of silence, I added, “Did you know that there were days and days when I wasn’t allowed to talk at all?”

      In the rearview mirror, I saw my nephew’s eyes widen. His mouth opened for a few seconds before any sound came out.

      “At all?” he asked.

      “Nope. We had to stay completely silent. It was a time for us to think and meditate.”

      “What else did you do up there?”

      “A lot of gardening. I actually really liked that part. I didn’t think I would, and I can tell you, the first few days of it weren’t easy. Trying to maintain a garden on the side of a mountain isn’t exactly the same thing as growing one out in the backyard.”

      “I grew a bean sprout in science class,” Titus piped up.

      “Then you know what I’m talking about,” I said supportively.

      He nodded proudly. I focused on the road, but couldn’t help glancing back at him, thinking what a strong boy he was. So much potential, such a long life ahead of him. I wanted to open up, to tell him all I’d been through, but knew he wasn’t ready for that. Not at his age. My burden wasn’t one for him, or anyone else but me, to deal with. Fortunately, my issues weren’t obvious to someone just looking at me. The burns on my face healed so well you had to really know where to look to see the marks. My biggest scars were the ones on my back and down my hip. Those stayed hidden, and the constant physical activity and meditation at the monastery had helped me to get rid of the limp I’d had for a year after discharge. Now, from the outside, I could pretend none of it ever happened.

      “Did you have fun in the mountains?” he finally asked.

      I furrowed my brow, trying to think of how to answer that. “Not always.”

      It was a simple answer, and I knew he wanted more. My eyes went back to meet his again, and then I was lost for a moment in the few seconds right before all hell had broken loose overseas. Those few seconds when I’d looked back to see Brian smiling, not a care in the world. He’d always known he was going to join the army, always known he’d go off to war and live the soldier life.

      What came next, though, fuck if anyone would’ve signed up for that.

      A clang sounded and I started, glancing around, my heart pounding. It was like I was back for a moment, but then I noticed a motorcycle coming up close. A car swerved when it didn’t need to, clipping the one next to it, which spun and hit me.

      I tried to get out of the way, but my palms were suddenly slippery, my breathing out of control. That was when I noticed the semi headed our way, horn blaring. Titus was screaming. I reached to my side, as if there’d be a gun there, as if that could do a damn thing in this situation.

      But really, the most present thought was a resounding, echoing… FUCK!

      The impact took us, throwing us. The sickening crunch of metal and exploding glass. My eyes saw black and red and my mind spun. We slid across pavement, upside down. Others were screaming too, other cars crashing.

      What the hell had just happened? My vision took it in with bursts. The world slowed as I pulled myself free, trying to remember where I was. My ears were ringing. Chaos everywhere. The truck’s horn must have gotten tripped in the crash and was blaring non-stop. The high-pitched tone almost drowned out the sound of the screams. I did a quick evaluation of myself. My head hurt and there was a narrow rivulet of blood snaking its way down my arm from a scratch, but other than that, I seemed fine. I turned around to check on Titus, and my heart dropped. The back seat was empty. The door was wrenched open and hung in a twisted mass from the hinges. He must have been thrown.

      My mind spun as my eyes searched for Titus. When I spotted him, my legs nearly gave out. His crumpled form lay on the ground a few yards away—the sight threatening to tear my heart form my chest. It had been my decision to take Titus, to trust in myself to be able to do something as simple as drive to the fucking ice cream place.

      Just like it had been my decision what direction to go that night. The night Brian and I had gotten separated from the group and needed to find our way to the next stopping point, we should have just kept going the way we were. That was what Brian wanted to do. But I’d said no. I’d chosen a different way. It would be shorter, I’d said. It would be easier.

      I’d fucked up then, just as I’d fucked up now.

      Screaming for help, I ran toward Titus and dropped down on my knees beside him. His eyes were closed, and there were flecks of blood on the eyelashes curled on his already pale cheeks. Blood seeped from his head, and one leg was bent beneath him in an impossible position. I wanted to gather him up into my arms and hold him. I needed to show him I was there for him. That no matter what, I wouldn’t give up.

      In that instant, I could feel the weight of Brian’s body again. It all came back—the quiet of the path, the knowledge that we’d made a mistake, that we should have turned back. Fucking pride. I’d had my head so far up my ass I’d had no idea how to admit I was wrong. Then they hit. An ambush, starting with an IED that left my boys screaming, left me crawling across the dirt to find Brian… but by then the bullets were coming, his blood already feeding the dry earth.

      I leaned down close to Titus, listening for signs of life. Anything would be enough for me. Even the tiniest breath or a faint heartbeat would mean he was still there, still clinging on. I felt the rustle of a shaky breath against my cheek and wrapped my arms around him. My eyes closed and my head pressed to his chest, counting his heartbeats and wondering what was taking the ambulance so long.

      I tried to stay focused, to remember my training, but the screams of the bystanders around me morphed into the shouts of the men who ambushed us. The attackers had seemed to come out of nowhere and in a fraction of an instant. I collapsed onto Brian to shield him from any further attacks, but it was too late. With a burst of energy, giving it my all, I had him up, charging out of there to at least save the body… to do what I could now I’d failed the man. The blood soaking into my uniform just told me to go faster, reminding me of the life we’d lost that day.

      Titus’s blood spread across his shirt, changing it from a pure blue to a grisly shade of purple. My mind spun, my breaths became harsh, almost faltering as I panicked.

      But, no. I wasn’t going to let it happen. If he had any chance of living, he needed me. He needed me to stay calm, to be there for him. Filling my lungs with as much air as I could, I let the breath out slowly and turned my mind to the training I got when I was on the mountain. I looked inside myself. I gathered all of my control and focused it inward. Reaching back toward those mountains, my mind churned with everything I had learned. I forced myself to go back to the very beginning and remember every stage and step, everything I had gone through to achieve each new level.

      Finally, I felt my awareness sharpen. Around me, there was nothing. Everything was within me and I was in full control. Something brushed against my cheek and I opened my eyes, expecting to see someone standing beside me. Instead, I saw a flow of light moving around me. It was like magic, gliding over my body and slipping across my skin like silk sheets. Suddenly, the realization hit me: I was seeing the wind.

      Looking closer, I noticed there was something else within the slightly shimmering glow. A figure. Mostly a silhouette, but more like a form wearing a shadow. Judging by her curves, this was clearly a woman… of some sort. A demon? The devil herself? Glimpses of flesh, a scent of lilacs, and something even more sensual about her pulled me in.

      The figure moved closer, and another light formed around Titus. The shadowy form was dragging it out of him, sucking it toward herself as she slid backward. Unlike the wind, this light was glowing green. The figure moved back again and the wind swirled around, forming what looked like a portal. Titus’s life-force was draining from him, and the figure was stepping into the portal, taking his life-force with her.

      I had to stop it.

      I lunged toward the glowing portal and the shadowy figure of the woman disappearing through it. My body cut through my surroundings, still locked in the control of my meditative state. The people around me were barely moving, as if time had slowed almost to a standstill. I brought all focus inward and called forward the discipline I had been taught in the mountains to control my mind.

      A flash of what looked like skin appeared among the transient shadow of the silhouette, and I reached for it.

      My hand grasped through air, grabbing hold of the being. Using all of my strength, I dragged it toward me and back through the portal. However, a burst of power from the shadowy figure pulled me instead, and I felt myself leave that moment of reality and move through the glowing wind to the other side.
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      On the other side of the portal, all was a haze of light an mist, my focus on the shadow of a woman in front of me. A sharp blow struck across my cheek and I stumbled back a few feet, but was up lunging at her instantly.

      Whatever the woman had taken out of Titus, I wanted it back. If that meant fighting her, so be it. My body was thrown to the ground, but I bounced back up. The bright green glow that had streamed out of Titus was still swirling around in front of the woman, and I reached. My hand moved through warm air, but a sensation ice like rushed through me.

      Somehow, I managed to grab the woman, gripping tightly around her shoulders and forcing her to remain still. She broke free and took several steps back.

      Her eyes locked with mine, a swirling storm within them. “I don’t understand how you got here.” Even as she spoke, she remained shadowy. Occasionally, a glimpse of skin or a flicker of something metallic gave more detail to the vague silhouette I saw. “How did you get through the portal?”

      “You dragged me through,” I said. “And now I want my nephew back, you—”

      “But you survived,” she interrupted, voice full of confusion.

      I stepped closer to her. “I saw what you did to my nephew.”

      “None of this should be possible.” She looked me over, as if seeing right through me. “There's something about you... an internal power that could help you to do great things.”

      “What are you talking about?” I snapped. “I don’t care about any of that. I saw what you did to my nephew, and you are going to give him back. Now.”

      “I can’t,” she answered matter-of-factly.

      My mind couldn’t process her answer. My nostrils flared and my breaths came hot and heavy as rage boiled up within me. I took a step toward her, fists forming and eyes narrowed as I tried to not completely lose my shit. “What do you mean you can’t? You took him. I watched you. You can give him back.”

      “No. I can’t. But you can.”

      “What?”

      “If you made it through the portal…” She shimmered, a movement like she was uncertain, but then continued, “You can get the life-force back and restore the boy.”

      “What the fuck are you talking about?” I shouted, but even as the words left my mouth, I forced back the rage. Taking a deep breath, I calmed myself further. If there was something I could do for my nephew, I would damn well try. “Tell me how.”

      “Challenge the gods. Destroy the one who has claimed his life-force, and you will have your nephew back.”

      “This is… this is fucking crazy.”

      “To save the boy, challenging the gods is the only way.”

      My rage burst forth again as I spat out, “I don’t believe in any gods.”

      I only believed in myself. It was all I could believe in. After all I had seen and gone through, there was nothing in me that allowed me to rely on anything else. Watching Brian die, and feeling his blood soak into my uniform, was enough to take away any belief that there was anything more out there watching over me or controlling what was happening. My time in the mountains, honing my control over my mind and my reliance on myself, just cemented my belief that I was all I had.

      Around me, everything started to fade. The shadowy figure became even less tangible, and the light surrounding her dimmed. The shade of her head snapped around as she seemed to watch our surroundings disappear.

      “No,” she murmured. She looked back at me. “I can’t linger here. If I do, I will get caught and killed. But I want to be free. I want to be free.”

      “What do you mean?” I asked.

      “When you’re ready, call my name, and I will be here.”

      I was disoriented and confused. I’d been thrown into turmoil, unable to tell what was real and what wasn’t.

      “Your name?” I asked.

      “Cleopatra. Servant to the gods.”

      A powerful force in the middle of my stomach made me feel like I was being sucked backward, and everything around me went black. Blinding light flashed and then everything was white and glowing. Sharp, steady sounds were all I could hear. It took me a few seconds to realize I was in a hospital bed.

      Shaking my head, I wondered if anything I’d just seen and experienced had actually happened or if it was all a dream.

      A hushed gasp caught my attention and I turned. My other sisters were gathered around Lila. She sat in a blue-cushioned chair, her face in her hands as her shoulders shook with sobs.

      “Lila?” I asked.

      Chloe looked up at me. Her eyes were rimmed with red, and the remnants of tears clung to her cheeks.

      “Steve,” she said in a weak voice.

      “What’s wrong? What happened?”

      My chest felt tight as Chloe looked back at Lila. I knew she wasn’t crying for me. I wasn’t attached to anything more than a blood pressure monitor, and those weren’t the tears of a woman crying for her brother. Something was much more seriously wrong.

      “Titus is in a coma,” Chloe said.

      “What?” I gasped.

      Lila lifted her head to look at me. “They said you were coming to, so I ran in here, but…” Her mouth hung open, as she tried to say the words. “My son… They don’t know why he won’t wake up.”

      No fucking way. Not on my watch. I unhooked myself so I could go down the hall to Titus’s room.

      My heart broke when I stepped inside and saw him lying there on the bed. He looked even smaller surrounded by all the machinery and wearing the hospital gown that swamped his little body. His face was pale, and it only made the bruises and scrapes from the road stand out even more. Looking at him made the moment of the crash come back to my mind. I could hear the smash of the metal and the shattering of the glass.

      Pulling a chair up beside his bed, I sat down and reached over to rest my hand on his. My sister had said he was in a coma, and one thing I remembered from my time spent in the military hospital was that nobody knew what people actually went through in those types of situations. People who were in comas for years came out of them and said they heard people talking to them, or knew they were in the room with them. I didn’t know if Titus could tell I was there, but just in case he could, I wanted to let him know I was thinking about him.

      “You’re going to be okay, buddy,” I said. “I’m sorry you’re having to go through this. But just think of the story you’re going to tell your friends back at school.”

      I forced a laugh. This was one of those situations you couldn’t possibly prepare yourself for. There’s no way to know how you’re going to react, or even how you think you should react. I was alone in the room with my nephew, my sisters out in the hallway beyond the room, speaking with the doctor again.

      I couldn’t stop myself from talking. Part of me felt like I was talking to him, but there was another part that just wanted to drown out the beeping of the machines and fill the silence that surrounded them. I looked at the monitors; all of Titus’s vital signs looked strong. It was reassuring, but at the same time confusing. If his signs were so strong and he seemed like he was doing so well, why couldn’t he wake up? What was keeping him in the coma?

      Outside the door, Lila’s voice got louder. She was talking to the doctors and demanding more information about her son and what he was going through, but they weren’t able to tell her anything. I couldn’t even imagine what she was feeling. It was infuriating enough for me to feel so helpless as I looked down at my nephew. I couldn’t even begin to wrap my mind around what his mother must be going through.

      A few minutes later, the door opened and Lila stepped inside. I stood and walked up to her with my arms open, and she almost fell into them. Her arms wrapped tightly around me, and she rested her head on my shoulder. Even though she was older, I had been taller than her for many years. Just as Titus looked tiny surrounded by machines and his oversized gown, Lila felt smaller under the pressure of her grief.

      “Did you find out anything?” I asked.

      She stepped back and wiped tears away from her eyes as she shook her head. “Nothing new. Every test they’ve run has come back fine, even the brain scans. He should be awake. He’s banged up and should be sore, but that’s it. He shouldn’t be lying there like that.”

      “He’s going to be all right,” I reassured her. “He’s a strong little guy.”

      She smiled through her tears and walked up to the side of his bed. Running her fingertips along the side of his face, she nodded. “He is. He’s so brave. He’s amazing, Steve. I wish you were able to be here more to see him. There’s never been a challenge or an experience Titus wasn’t up to. He’s always the one who wants to try out the new bike, or ride the bigger rollercoaster, or stand up to the bully who’s picking on the little ones at the playground.”

      I processed this, hating the situation we were in. Blaming myself.

      “He talked about you all the time,” she said. “Not a single day would go by when he didn’t mention his Uncle Steve and talk about how much he missed you and couldn’t wait to see you. He’s been telling everybody who would listen for the last three months that you were coming home. He wants to be just like you.”

      My heart constricted in my chest as the words hit home hard. In that second, everything was completely clear. What I had seen and experienced had to have been real. I couldn’t explain it, but that didn’t matter. All that mattered was saving my nephew.

      Taking Lila by the shoulders, I looked directly into her eyes and said, “I’m going to bring Titus back.”

      Her eyes narrowed as she looked at me questioningly. “What are you talking about, Steve? What do you think you’re going to be able to do?”

      “It’s going to be all right.”

      She was looking at me like I had lost my mind. “Steve, I think you need to get some rest. Maybe you should go back to your room and let the doctors check you out again.”

      Her reaction made sense. I probably sounded like I was going crazy, but I didn’t care. Did I really have a chance of saving my nephew? I didn’t know how, but I sure as hell was going to try whatever I could.

      “I don’t need to talk to the doctor,” I said. “I need to go, but I’ll talk to you later, okay? Talk to him. Just… be with him until I’m back.”

      I gave her another hug and rushed out of the room, making my way through the hospital until I found a room that was empty. Slipping into it, I stepped behind the privacy curtain and drew in a breath. How was I supposed to do this? The shadowy figure had said to call her name and she would be there.

      “Cleopatra,” I whispered, putting all of my hope into those words.

      The name felt strange coming out of my mouth. Before that day, I couldn’t even remember the last time I’d said it. Probably a middle school history class.

      A couple of seconds passed, then the air in front of me shimmered. Before my eyes, it took the form of her shadowy silhouette. The curvy figure was the same as earlier, though the shadows seemed to move around her, twisting like fog around a mountaintop.

      “I can’t be here,” she said. “It’s too dangerous.”

      I didn’t know what she meant by that, and she didn’t elaborate. It made me feel like there was something she wasn’t telling me that was looming over both of us. I was being drawn into something I didn’t understand, but it was the only way I knew to save my nephew.

      “I’m ready.” The words were no sooner past my lips than I felt a hand close around my wrist, and Cleopatra pulled me close.

      A bit too close.

      Her body still looked ethereal, but I could feel it against my own. It was lush and warm, and an awkward rush moved through me.

      “Are you certain?” she asked.

      I nodded, but didn’t try to move away from her. “Yes. I need to do this.”

      “It could be dangerous.”

      “I’ve faced plenty of danger before. I’m not afraid.”

      “It could get very… intense.”

      I tried to ignore the slight lowering of her voice as she said it. “I can handle it. This is something I have to do. I have to save Titus.”

      “Whatever it takes?”

      I stood my ground. “My family needs him back. He has so much more life to live, and if I’m the only one who can save him, that’s what I’m going to have to do.”

      “It’s not going to be like anything you have ever done or experienced before. You can’t imagine what you will face if you go along with me.”

      Her eyes were like a storm, but I held her gaze as I said, “There’s nothing that can stop me.”

      Cleopatra laughed. “We’ll see about that.”
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      Cleopatra took my hand in her cold, shadowy hand, and led me out of the room. As soon as we stepped through the door, I knew something was different. We were still in the hospital, but it was changing. With every step we took down the hallway, the building around us faded.

      There was no urgency in her pace. It was almost like she had to let the hospital around us fade away into the mist for us to go wherever we were headed. The sounds of the hospital, muffled voices and beeping machines, faded away with the rest of the surroundings until there was nothing but silence.

      By the time we got to the next floor, there was nothing but blank walls and a cold, stony floor beneath our feet. I looked out of the corner of my eye at the woman beside me. She seemed slightly more real, but only just so. The details of her body and face were still concealed, but there was a dark seductiveness to her that I found both confusing and alluring.

      Would she always look like a shadow, or was there more to her? The thought that she might be this way permanently was unsettling.

      The chill around us became more pronounced the farther we went. I didn’t even know if I could still think of our surroundings as the hospital. We hadn’t walked out of the building, and the basic shape of the hallways was the same, but that was where the similarities ended. Everything else had faded down to its core, stripped-down version. There was only the structure of the hallway and Cleopatra.

      There was no doubt in my mind that everything I had experienced was completely real. I was giving myself over to something unknown for the possibility of saving my nephew. Questions were burning inside me, and finally, I couldn’t hold them back anymore.

      “What did you do to Titus?”

      Cleopatra glanced over at me as if she was surprised at the question. “I stole his life-force. It’s his essence. His very being.”

      My glare said it all, but I added, “He’s just a little boy.”

      “I don’t get to choose.”

      “You don’t get to…?”

      “It’s not up to me.”

      I stared, shaking my head. “You’re not making sense.”

      “It’s part of my sentence.”

      Her voice had lowered and was tinged with emotion. Heaviness dragged down each word and made them more significant.

      “What sentence?” I asked.

      Cleopatra let out a sigh and focused directly ahead of us. “I have been doing this for far too long. I am controlled by forces most don’t know exist. They are far bigger and more powerful than they could understand. It was those forces that brought me here.”

      “What happened?” I asked.

      “I messed with something I shouldn’t have.”

      We were still making our way down the long, cold hallway. One that smelled of rancid meat, a scent I tried to ignore as I asked, “So, you were sentenced to do what you did to Titus?”

      “Not just to him.” She kept on, walking. “I am a servant to the gods, just as the others who are like me. Some prefer to refer to us as slaves. Others call us demons, though that’s not accurate. We are sent to do the bidding of the gods. We each got our sentences in different ways, but they are all the same. We come to collect the life-forces of those the gods have chosen.”

      “But why? What could the gods need with the life-force of a seven-year-old boy? Aren’t the gods immortal?”

      “That’s just it,” Cleopatra said. “They are immortal, but only because of the life-forces that are stolen for them. Every person born on this Earth is allotted a certain number of days. They are given that number the day they come into existence, long before they even take their first breath. Those are the days owed to them and the time that belongs to them. That is their life-force. The gods discovered long ago that a life-force could be taken from one being and used by them to steal those days. That’s what we do. We are sent here to take the life-forces of those who haven’t yet reached the end of their allotted days. They are taken before it’s their time, which means those days are still left within the life-force.”

      “The gods steal their lives,” I said as understanding came over me.

      “Yes. It’s what keeps the gods immortal. Fresh. But they have to do it continuously in order to keep living.”

      “How can that be happening?” I turned, trying to take in our surroundings, but my mind couldn’t focus, unable to move away from the sight of that moment when Titus had been in my arms, on the verge of death. This couldn’t happen, not to him. “Why can’t anyone stop them?”

      “Someone is trying,” Cleopatra said.

      “Who?”

      “Death.”

      I blinked, trying to comprehend that answer. “Death… is an entity?”

      “That’s correct,” she said. “The gods are at war with Death. He resents them for what they do. People’s lives are meant to be his when their time is up, and that’s taken from him when the gods have us bring them the life-forces.”

      We should have reached the end of the hallway by now, but it continued to stretch ahead of us as far as I could see.

      “This doesn’t feel right,” I said, trying to keep calm.

      “We are in a place in between,” Cleopatra said.

      “In between what?”

      “Your world and mine. This is where it will be much harder for Death to track us down.”

      “Death is after you, too?” I asked.

      “Yes. He knows what we do. He would destroy any of the servants he could find if he thought it would stop us from taking the life-forces. We are as much a part of the war as the gods, even if we don’t want to be.”

      “You don’t?”

      “Of course not. Like I told you, I do this because I have to. I was sentenced to be a servant of the gods and to collect the life-forces for them, but I want nothing more than to be free. There are many others like me, too—many other servants who want their freedom. We abhor what the gods do and would do anything in our power to stop them if we could. There has been hope that the war would end this all, but, in so many ways, it has only made it worse. The more the gods fight, the more they need us to bring them the life-forces. The rest of the servants and I can’t do anything about it. We were sentenced and we have to comply, no matter how much we hate the gods who control us. They are the true demons… most of them.”

      “But you’re saying that not all the gods are like that.”

      “Correct,” Cleopatra said. “There are others. They are fighting in the war as well, but their number isn’t nearly as strong as those who want to keep us as their slaves and continue to steal lives so they can carry on with their own.”

      “If I were to free you, you’d be able to help return the life-force to my nephew.” The thought took a moment to process, even as the words left my mouth. This woman who called herself Cleopatra was talking about a war between the gods and Death. It was a force I had long questioned even existed, and one I knew all too well, yet I didn’t understand any of it. I’d suggested I could free her, but I wouldn’t even know where to begin.

      The question had obviously surprised her, as she hesitated before responding. “Yes, but…”

      I felt a surge within me, and all uncertainty was gone. In that moment, things became clear. This was not just a woman. It was not just a name. She truly was Cleopatra. I paused.

      “Cleopatra, once great Queen,” I tried to sound official, like that would make her fully commit, like that would make all of this just fine, “can you help me get my nephew back?”

      She stopped and looked at me, hesitating for a few seconds like she was processing it all, trying to determine how committed I was. “Call me Cleo.”

      “Cleo.”

      “You might not like what you have to do.”

      “As long as there is something left I can do, I’ll do it. Anything.”

      Cleopatra was hesitating. Even though I had given her my commitment and told her without hesitation that I wanted to be a part of this, whatever it was, she looked as though she didn’t want to continue. Whatever she was going to tell me, it was something she didn’t want to think about.

      I knew that look. I knew that hesitation. It was the same as our platoon leader standing in front of us in the desert, preparing to tell us the next moves we were going to make. He always wanted to look confident and sure, but it was obvious he worried about what he was leading us in to.

      “What do I need to do, Cleo?” I asked. “Tell me.”

      “Are you sure?”

      “We’re wasting time. This needs to get done.”

      She let out a breath. “I told you the gods need the life-forces to maintain their immortality. They take them before the pre-destined time of the person so they can steal it for themselves.”

      “Yes,” I said. “I understand that.”

      “There’s more to it than that, though. There is another way for the gods to take control over a being’s life-force.”

      “How?”

      “Through a sacrifice,” she said. “But that is a completely different thing. When the servants go and steal the life-forces, it is simply a matter of taking it from the human vessel and bringing it to the gods. They can then use it for themselves as they see fit. A sacrifice, though… that complicates things.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “A sacrifice offers a life-force to the gods in its truest and purest sense. It isn’t just the life-force itself. Instead, it comes to them with the soul attached. That is a different entity from the life-force, and something unimaginably powerful. When there is a sacrifice and the life-force comes to the gods with the soul, it gives them tremendous power. But that isn’t always the case. At least, it doesn’t have to be.”

      “I don’t understand,” I said.

      “If you were to sacrifice yourself, your life-force with your soul attached would go to the gods. But if instead of just letting go and giving up to them, you fight… you might be able to turn the tables on them.”

      “Might?”

      “There’s no guarantee,” she said. “These are gods, after all. Defeating them in a fight would be incredibly difficult.”

      “And if I lose?” I asked. “What happens then? I’m just dead?”

      “Not just dead,” Cleo said. “Dead and without a soul. You’d be lost to eternity.”

      “Well, fuck.” Of all the things she could have said to me, that was far worse than anything I had imagined. “So is there even any point in me trying? Like you said, these are gods. I’m just one man. What would be the point in me trying to face them at all?”

      “You are a mere mortal, Steve, but the fact that you somehow made it through the portal… tells me you have a way to obtain the power needed to fight the gods.”

      It was a lot to process, but I’d already made up my mind. There was nothing I wouldn’t do for my nephew. “Tell me how.”

      “There is a special ritual,” she replied. “It was practiced in the old days, but it has fallen out of use. This type of ritual is designed to give you even more power, and is even more effective when consummated with a person like me.”

      Nothing she said made sense, but then I remembered the way she had grabbed onto me and pulled me up against her. The sound of her voice changing when she said this could be more intense than I was prepared for. Suddenly, I realized exactly what she was talking about.

      This wasn’t just a ritual. This was sex. Sex… with her.

      It was hard to really wrap my head around what she was telling me. Put aside the fact I barely even knew her, if the two occasions I’d encountered her even counted as knowing her. I could barely even see her.

      Though, in a way, I had gotten used to her shadowy form, it was different now that the prospect of having sex with her was hanging over me. The feeling of her body against mine was still strong in my mind, and from the details I could see about her, it was obvious Cleopatra was attractive as hell.

      But she was also a demon. She had said that word wasn’t accurate, but how could I trust that? This woman could very well have been a demon who was trying to trick me so she could kill me and take both my life-force and my soul and bring them to the gods she served.

      “It will give me more power?” I asked.

      “Yes,” she said. “Far more than you have now. And if you are going to face the gods and try to defeat them, you are going to need every bit of power you can get.”

      “How do I know I can trust you? My first experience with you was watching you suck the life out of my nephew while he lay on the ground after a car accident.”

      “I told you that wasn’t by my choice. I didn’t do that because I wanted to.”

      “You told me that, but how do I know you were telling the truth? How do I know I can trust anything you’re telling me, and that you’re not just trying to manipulate me so you can kill me, too?”

      Cleopatra stared at me, and even though I couldn’t fully see her eyes, I felt like they were burning into me. She stayed silent for several seconds longer than was comfortable. “Because you have no other options.”

      I knew she was right. For Titus, I would push my hesitation and questions aside. I said before that I would do whatever it took, and I meant it.

      “Sex, then sacrifice, then battle?” I asked.

      It sounded like the crazy ramblings I’d heard when I was deployed. I’d heard so many stories about the groups up in the mountains, made up of religious fanatics who would do whatever they thought they needed to to appease their god. These groups seemed like both a silly caricature and a constant threat. It was one of those things that sounded completely ridiculous and almost funny when you heard about it, but you knew if it was real, it was terrifying.

      “Once the ritual between us is complete, you can offer the sacrifice. Being sacrificed will bring you fully into my world where you can face a god. Challenging that god is irreversible. Once you have faced off against one of them, you cannot relent until you have either been victorious over them or have died in battle.”

      “And what happens if I win against the god?”

      “You will do battle against his followers to gather more power before you face the next god.”

      “The next god?”

      “Yes,” Cleopatra said. “I told you this would be harder than anything you had ever done. Once you have toppled one of the gods, you move on to another. As you fight and gather more power, you will ascend to new tiers within the afterlife. At each of these, you will continue to face challenges and battles, and if you win, you move ahead. Eventually, you’ll get to the god who has your nephew’s life-force. That will be the pinnacle battle. If you defeat that god, you will save your nephew and free me once and for all.”

      “Why are you willing to do this?” I asked. “You’re going against the gods you serve. They’ve already sentenced you to this horrible servitude. What would they do to you if they knew you were helping me this way?”

      “I don’t even want to imagine what they would do to me. But the reward would be worth the risk.”

      “I can’t guarantee you your freedom.”

      “But you will give me some of it,” she said. “I want to help you, Steve. I can see how much you love your nephew, and I want you to be able to save him. But it’s more than that. Going through with this ritual would give me a type of temporary freedom. It would tie me to you so only you can call me. This ritual would bind us and offer me a taste of freedom because it would mean none of the gods would be able to force me to do anything. They wouldn’t be able to call me to them or command me to do anything until you had been destroyed. This is why so many so-called demons have tried to seduce men throughout history. They just wanted their freedom, even if it was only for a short time.”

      “You would be tied to me?” I asked.

      “Yes. Do this, and I am yours until you have defeated the gods and saved your nephew, or you have been destroyed and return me to my servitude.”

      Cleopatra took a step ahead of me and turned my way.

      Her shape became more defined as she lifted her hands to slip out of the barely there bits of fabric that clothed her. As she undressed, the passion threatening to burst out of me grew, crackling in the air between us like we could see the heat burning between our bodies. I couldn’t have taken my eyes from her if I’d wanted to.

      The slow, deliberate movements of her hands revealed her full breasts. As I lifted my eyes to her face, I saw her soft, plush lips and sultry Egyptian gaze. Egyptian, I wondered at the thought, as I vaguely remembered something about her being Macedonian, but none of that mattered. And her eyes, surrounded by dark eyeliner of an Egyptian goddess… though I knew that wasn’t what she was.

      The skimpy outfit she had been wearing pooled at her feet, and she took a step closer to me without a hint of hesitation or uncertainty.

      “You said you were committed,” she said. “Now show me.”
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      I was hesitant and unsure about what was happening, but had committed myself and I wasn’t going to stop. Cleopatra stepped up to me, and her hands found the button on the front of my pants. She released it and eased the zipper down. I hooked my thumbs into the waistband of my trunks and pants and pushed them both down my hips so I could kick them away.

      Eyes taking me in with hunger, she took hold of my shirt and pulled it over my head. I had no idea where I was and could be exposed to countless unknown people, but the touch of her fingertips on my chest clouded my mind and stopped my thoughts.

      Completely bare, I stepped closer to her and wrapped my arms around her waist. This time it was my turn to draw her up against me. She came into my arms willingly, leaning forward. Her lips parted beneath mine, and our tongues tangled.

      The kiss wakened the hunger inside me, and I pressed her harder up against me so I could feel her breasts press into my chest. Her nipples were taut against my skin, and her breath became deeper as our mouths explored each other.

      Bucking my hips slightly, I ran my cock down her belly. Cleo moaned softly, and I felt her thighs part. Her arms encircled my neck, moving away from the sides of her body like she was presenting herself to me. I ran my hands along the sides of her rib cage and into the deep dip of her waist.

      Guiding her back, I broke our kiss so I could lower myself and catch one of her nipples in my mouth. The swell of her breast filled my mouth, and I swirled my tongue around her nipple to tighten it even further. I was getting harder with every second, and the more our bodies touched, the clearer Cleo became.

      Her hand wrapped around my cock and massaged it in several long strokes. Using one arm tight around her waist, I guided her down onto the floor. She lay on her back and readily parted her legs so I could settle between them. Bending her knees on either side of me, she opened up to me, inviting me into her.

      I sat back and looked at her glistening folds as I ran my hand down the center of her body toward them. None of this made sense, and the fact that I was about to fuck an otherworldly being, whether demon or not, was pressing at the back of my skull.

      But it was what I needed to do. It was what I craved. What every being of my body longed for.

      She was ready, waiting for me to be inside her. I dipped my fingers into her briefly and used the silky fluids to help my fingertips glide easily over her clit.

      Cleo arched toward my touch, moaning as she said, “Now.”

      It was as much a plea as it was a command, and I complied. Grabbing her hips, I lifted them and rested the tip of my cock at her entrance. Cleo’s knees fell open to the sides, and I plunged deep into her. The instant I was embedded within her, I could see her fully. Her beauty nearly took my breath away. Every inch of her was pristine, and my cock sprung even more to life.

      “I’m impressed,” I muttered.

      She grinned. “Prove it.”

      This started because it was necessary, but now I was hungry for her and couldn’t get enough of the feeling of her slick, tight pussy surrounding my cock. I withdrew nearly to the tip, savoring the feeling of each silky inch, then thrust hard into her again. Cleo let out a little cry, and I smiled. Gripping her hips tightly, I slammed into her hard and fast.

      Our bodies met passionately, and I soon felt myself spiraling out of control. As the sensations in my body intensified, the world around me shifted again. The strange cold and mist of the hallway we had walked into were disappearing, but I couldn’t see what was replacing them.

      “What’s happening?” I asked.

      Cleo reached up and cupped my face with both hands. She held it still and kissed me then looked into my eyes.

      “We are entering the Land of the Gods,” she said. My body was tightening, the powerful feeling of being buried inside her getting me closer and closer to the edge of oblivion. Cleo kissed me again and raised her hips to meet my thrusts. “Stay with me,” she purred. “Stay with me.”

      My orgasm tore through me suddenly, rocking my entire body with an intensity I had never experienced before. The powerful rush brought us nearly through to the other side. I could feel it. We were almost there, but there was something else, something I was forgetting in the fog of pure bliss that had filled my mind. Cleo pressed her hands to my chest to roll me over onto my back, and the memories flooded back to me.

      The next step was the sacrifice. I had almost forgotten, but now I was there, and there was nothing I could do to stop it. She reached beside her to where she had discarded her clothes, and her hand wrapped around the hilt of an elaborate dagger. Straddling me, she took the knife in both hands and lifted the golden blade high over me.

      “This is for Titus,” she said, smiling. “And for all those who are slaves to the cruel gods.”

      Her hands came down and she plunged the blade deep into my chest. Cold metal. Tearing flesh… burning pain.

      My eyes closed as a floating sensation took me. Warmth flooded my hips and torso, then expanded down my arms and legs before suddenly changing to icy, biting cold.

      My back hit the ground, the thud of the impact nearly knocking the wind out of me, but when I opened my eyes, I was right back on the ground with Cleo straddling me like I had been before.

      I was confused, my body aching, but somehow knew the sacrifice had been successful.

      “Where are we?”

      Cleo climbed off me, her round ass beautiful and reminding me of the pleasure that had come before the pain.

      I sat up, looking around to take it all in. It was hard to say exactly what I expected when thinking about entering such a realm, but the lush, green jungle surrounding me came as a shock. Light came through the foliage overhead, a gentle breeze ruffing the leaves.

      My ears filled with strange, beautiful sounds, but even as I strained to hear them, I couldn’t recognize any.

      “We’ve gone through to the other side,” she said. “But before you will be able to face a god, you will need much more power. That’s why I brought you here first.”

      I reached for my clothes and put them back on as she wrapped her body in the scraps of cloth that created a sexy and yet somehow elegant outfit. A servant of the gods indeed.

      “Why here?” I asked.

      “You will only have one chance with each god. If you go up against one and fail, that’s it. You are dead and lost to eternity without a soul. You have to be as prepared as you possibly can be to face these gods. I brought you here to train. I will bring you to a place where you will find many demons. These creatures are far more like what you think of as a demon than any of the servants. Killing them will drain them of their power and bestow it on you. Once you have killed several of the smaller, less powerful demons, you will be able to move on to some of the stronger ones. You fight them and drain them of their power, and then you will be ready to face the gods.”

      “You want me to go slaughter a bunch of demons just to get ready for a fight?” I asked.

      Cleo shrugged at my stunned expression. “It’s what has to be done. This is how you will gain power and skill. And when you’re strong enough, you can fight for your nephew.” She looked at me as if making sure I was completely dressed again. “Are you ready?”

      “I guess I have to be.”

      “Yes,” she said. “You do.”

      She took me by my hand and pulled me with her through the jungle. The touch of her hand curled up in mine made me think of what she said about us being tied together. I could feel the new power and strength already coursing through my body, but I wondered if the bond went beyond that. She made her way through the thick growth and trees with absolute confidence, which told me she had done this many times before.

      Finally, we emerged from the trees and into a clearing. Ahead of us rose a massive temple. It was suspiciously familiar, like something I’d seen in a documentary. All around it, the temple was alive with creatures. Some seemed to be working on the structure, while others paced like they were guarding the area.

      “What are they doing?” I asked in a low voice, not wanting to draw attention to us.

      “Building,” she said. “That is their role. They will work on the temple and build more into eternity.”

      From our vantage point at the edge of the clearing, I could see the main temple and then smaller buildings around it. Statues scattered between the buildings were in various states of destruction. Some looked as though they had just been carved, while others were crumbling. It was hard to tell if they had been purposely destroyed or were just collapsing with age and the environment.

      “Those are demons?” I asked.

      “Yes. But they are weaker, lower-level ones.”

      No matter how weak she said they were, all I could focus on was how many of them seemed to be crawling around the clearing. They massively outnumbered us, but what unnerved me the most was not being able to look at them directly. I tried to see them individually or even watch a small group of them, but they seemed to shift and morph as I looked at them. It was almost like the shadows that had concealed Cleo, but more transient.

      “How many of them are there?” I asked.

      “It doesn’t matter,” Cleo said. “You fight them until they stop coming. The more you kill, the more power you’ll get from them. Go on. I’ll wait for you here.”

      With that, she pushed me forward and let go of my hand. I walked ahead a few steps and almost immediately was surrounded by a small group of the demons. There seemed to be about ten of them, but I still couldn’t look at them directly. Each held a spear with a fearsome-looking carved arrowhead at the point. I could focus on the weapons clearly, but the demons still shifted and morphed, at once looking like individual creatures and a solid mass.

      All the unfamiliar sounds of the jungle turned to jeers and screams from the demons. They were obviously angry at my invasion. I didn’t belong, and they wanted me to know they didn’t want me there. Even as the tips of the spears grew closer to me and their sounds became louder, I turned my thoughts and my focus inward. I didn’t want to let myself lose control.

      Standing my ground, I refused to give in to the emotion pressing in around me. I made my mind go back to the mountains and my training with the monks. The louder and more intense the demons got, the more I reminded myself of all I had undergone at the monastery.

      This was exactly what I had been training for, even though I never would have been able to imagine it. If I was going to have any chance at all of defeating the demons, I would need to stay calm. Even with the power now running through my veins, being in absolute control was vital.

      They could work themselves up as much as they wanted to, but I wouldn’t let myself become distracted by the anger. Instead, I calmed and quieted my mind and allowed my thoughts to come through.

      The demons got closer, closing in around me, but I bided my time. If I reacted too quickly, it would compromise my fight. Repeating the chants of the monks scrubbed my mind clean of the screams they meant to intimidate me.

      I focused on my training, starting at the most basic and lowest of levels. It sounded so much like how Cleo described the task in front of me. I was at the bottom level now, and the challenge ahead of me was to work my way through the levels of accomplishment and awareness, just as I had under the tutelage of the monks and the years of discipline and empowerment.

      The tip of one of the spears nicked my shoulder, and in a quick movement, I grabbed the spear with one hand and smashed the heel of the other into the demon’s face. He was startled and taken off guard by the speed and intensity of my reflexes. In an instant, he was on the ground, and I hovered over him with both hands wrapped around the wooden staff of his weapon. Bringing it down with as much strength as I could put into it, I buried the spear in his chest. As his life rushed out of him, his power rose up through the weapon and absorbed into me.

      Sensing another of the creatures behind me, I kicked back and caught him in the belly. Burying my elbow into the nose of another, I stabbed both cleanly and moved on to the next.

      An unexpected blow to the back of my head brought me to my knees. I felt dizzy, but I knew I couldn’t stay there for long. I got back to my feet and whirled around to face the demon who had just hit me.

      He came at me with his spear, and I met his advance.

      Our spears cracked against one another as we fought, but soon I dipped out of the way of a swinging blow and sliced through him with the tip of the spear.

      One by one, the demons fell at my feet, and I killed them where they lay. I was brought down a few more times, but I got back to my feet and sent the demons to the same fate as the others. With each, a new wave of strength and power filled me.

      Soon I stood in a pile of bodies as their strength and power coursed through me. I arched back, broadening my chest to the sky and letting out a roar before I finally let the exhaustion of the fight take me.
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      I doubled over, gasping for air. It felt like I had forgotten to breathe throughout most of the battle, and now I was trying desperately to drag as much air into my lungs as I could.

      My hands were pressed to my knees to support myself, and I could see blood running down my skin and dripping from my fingertips onto the ground. As I looked at them, though, I noticed the wounds beginning to heal. My skin knit itself back together in front of my eyes then smoothed over, leaving barely a mark.

      Out of the corner of my eye, I noticed movement and stood again, bracing myself for another battle. When I saw it was Cleo, my body sagged with relief. Holding up my arms to her,

      Indicating the point where the wounds had been mere seconds before, I said, “I was all sliced up and bleeding, but now it’s like nothing ever happened.”

      “It’s part of your advancement,” Cleo said. “You’ve reached the next step.”

      “I have to go find a stronger demon now?”

      “No,” she said, voice giving away a hint of worry. “You are too powerful for that. The demons have relented to you. None of them want to face you, not even the strongest ones.”

      I nodded, going with it. She took my hand, pulling me with her. Rather than moving back into the jungle like I thought we would, she was guiding me toward the temple.

      The demons who had been swarming the building and clearing around it were gone. I could only imagine they had witnessed my battle with the others and didn’t want to join their brethren scattered across the ground.

      “The first god will be here soon,” she said. “But you have time to prepare. The temple is empty. We need to get inside and find the orb.”

      I searched my mind for any meaning to that phrase. I couldn’t remember her mentioning it and didn’t know what it could possibly mean. There was no time to argue, though, and I was too tired to even if I had wanted to.

      My legs felt heavy as we ran up the steps of the temple toward the large open space at the top. I didn’t know what to expect when we got inside. A sense of elevated awareness seemed to tingle along my arms and legs, making me more aware of everything around me. I expected at any moment another group of the demons would descend on us, even though Cleo had said they had given up. She skidded to a stop just inside the cavernous room of the temple. She stumbled back and I caught her.

      “What’s wrong?” I asked.

      “He’s here. Rathsmausen.”

      She was visibly shaking, and I took both of her hands in mine. I knew she was thinking about the consequences she could face if the gods knew she was conspiring against them. Seeing her like that filled me with rage. Thinking of how the gods had treated her and all she had suffered made it worse, and on top of all of that was the need to save my nephew.

      “You don’t have to be afraid,” I told her. “You’re mine now, remember? He has no power over you, and won’t. Wait here.”

      Her eyes stared into mine, but she said nothing. A subtle nod, and it was enough to amp up my courage.

      I walked into the center of the room, where a rush of energy hit me, knocking me to the ground like I had been struck by something solid. I rolled over onto my knees and got to my feet as quickly as I could.

      The sound of vicious laughter surrounded me, pissing me the fuck off.

      “Who do you think you are?” a booming voice asked.

      I planted my feet, ready. “Show yourself.”

      “You are making demands of me?”

      I turned around slowly, keeping the spear ahead of me as I repeated, “Show yourself.”

      “Who are you to come here and face me? How do you think you could ever defeat me?”

      “Maybe you didn’t see the demons I just slaughtered.”

      The laugh returned, and I whipped around toward where it sounded strongest, trying to orient myself and figure out where he could be.

      “Demons,” the voice said, as if it was the funniest thing he had ever heard. “You defeated temple demons and you think that prepares you to fight against the gods.”

      “Face me as more than your voice and find out. Only a coward would hide behind his words.”

      “Very well.”

      There was a pause, and I continued to turn slowly, not wanting to miss anything that might be happening in the room.

      In one corner, I noticed a slight quivering of the air. It reminded me of the first seconds after the crash when the blistering heat of the aftermath had gotten trapped in the air around us. As I stared at it, a shape became somewhat visible within it. An instant later, the shape moved at impossible speed until a massive creature stood in front of me. Rathsmausen.

      He looked almost human, except for his towering height and skin more of a pale gray shade than any more familiar color. The mocking smile on his lips made my hands twitch, my chest heave with deep breaths.

      I moved to strike him, but his hand shot out from his side to block me without so much as a blink.

      “Give up now,” he said. “You are clearly no match for me..”

      “I’m willing to take the chance.”

      I lunged toward him, and we were caught in a clash. The spear fell from my hand and skittered across the floor as we grappled. I didn’t care how much bigger he was than me, because nothing was going to stop me from forcing my way through him and to the next level.

      Pain took my body as the god pummeled me, but I pushed back against him with all the strength I had. My mind filled with images of that day in the army, blood… Then my nephew, lying there in a coma.

      All of my mental and physical training from the temple came back, pulsing with the added strength of what Cleo had done to me. A surge of even more strength burst forth and I growled, giving it my all.

      The god hesitated, eyes going wide with surprise. I used the moment to my advantage, lunging and tackling him. My fist connected with his gut, his jaw. He snarled and came back at me, massive fist feeling like a ton of bricks, the next like a semi truck.

      But that didn’t stop me. Nothing could. Soon we were exchanging blow for blow. Each of his felt like the world colliding with my face, my chest, my abs, but I continued, not wavering.

      On and on we went like this until I felt my body would give out, but my mind refused to let it. My knee found his groin and he laughed, flipping me over so that I slammed into the ground, all breath forced out of my lungs.

      The god loomed over me, his hands tightening around my neck as he watched my face almost giddily. This was a bad position to be in, and I needed something more than just my fists to help me.

      A spear leaned against a wall, several feet away away. Concentrating as hard as I could, I brought myself out of the moment and into a meditative state. Somehow, maybe a whisper of Cleo’s voice in my head, maybe some deep connecting force from the mountains of Tibet, I knew this was possible.

      Pushing all other thoughts aside, I claimed control over the entirety of my being. Extending that control over the rest of my surroundings, something inside me stirred, waking. When the grip of the god’s hand around my neck lessened, I knew I had accomplished what I needed to.

      I directed my concentration to the spear and it slid across the floor into my hand. The god’s eyes went wide with surprise, and he tried to move back. But I was too fast, driving the spear up into the underside of the god’s chin. It cut through his throat, blood raining down on me as he gasped and gargled through his last, slowed breaths.

      I released the meditative state and focused entirely on my physical strength, twisting the spear, finishing him off with a final burst of energy and thrust so that it came out through the back of his skull.

      He staggered, gripping the spear even as his life faded and his eyes went blank… then collapsed to the ground beside me.

      “Steve!” Cleo was running toward me fro the doorway.

      I pushed back, amazed at the sight of the dead god. Confused. Had I really done it?

      Her exotic eyes stared wide as she looked down at the fallen god. “You did it!”

      “I—I did…”

      “You have to get the orb,” she said with a sense of urgency. “Now!”

      She pulled me across the room to an altar I hadn’t noticed. What looked like a glowing orange ball of light hovered in a metal claw.

      “What is it?” I asked.

      “The orb,” Cleo said. “Grab it! I cannot touch it!”

      I grabbed the orb and held it in front of me. Cleo pressed her hands to the backs of mine to bring them together so the orb was balanced between my palms. She guided them back so I held the glowing orange light to my sweat-soaked chest. It pulsed along with the beating of my heart. I stood there for only a second before she took my arm again and started dragging me to the other side of the temple. I nearly stumbled going down the back steps, and when I reached the bottom, I shook out of her grip.

      “Okay, damn it! I need a break. You have got to stop dragging me everywhere. You didn’t give me the full picture regarding the orb. What else are you not telling me?”

      “I’m sorry,” Cleo said. “I didn’t think you would actually make it this far.”

      “Thank you for that resounding vote of confidence.”

      “I’m sorry,” she said again. She looked down and her eyes locked on the glowing orange orb I still held between both hands.

      “What is this thing?” I asked. “What does it mean?”

      “This has been under the constant guard of the demons for so many years,” she said. “There has never been a chance to take it, but now you have.” She pressed her hands to mine again and lifted them so the orb now touched my forehead. “It is the eye of Colossus, and you must bring it to him.”

      Warmth moved across my forehead and then a strange sensation, almost like water, spread across my skin. I no longer felt the orb in my hands, and when I lowered them, they were empty.

      “What happened?” I asked.

      “The eye has become a part of you,” Cleo said. “You now have the Sight. You will be able to use it when you need it. For now, there’s something I want to show you.”

      She didn’t drag me this time, and we walked along together toward a glow in the distance. It became brighter and brighter until I couldn’t bear it and had to close my eyes against it. She took my hand and guided me along for a few more steps before we stopped. I slowly opened my eyes and gasped as I took in the most beautiful sight I had ever seen.

      The land around me didn’t even look real. The colors were saturated in rich, vibrant hues unlike anything I’d ever seen. All around me, everything looked crisp and sharp, the details so exquisite it almost seemed like my vision had elevated and I was suddenly able to see beyond just what was on the surface. Impossibly large statues rose up from the ground toward a brilliant crystal-blue sky. They were so massive it looked like the fluffy white clouds moving across the sky would soon hit them, sending their rain cascading down onto the ground. Maybe that was how that happened there.

      I was stunned by the beauty of everything around me, and I stood for a few seconds, unable to speak. I turned to look at Cleo and found her gazing around with an expression of familiarity and fondness.

      “Welcome to the Land of the Gods,” she said, a note of quiet reverence in her voice.

      A wave of emotion compelled me to reach over and take her hand. It folded easily into mine, and I pulled her near me to hold her close. Maybe it was this land, or my newfound power, I don’t know… Perhaps the fact that she was Cleopatra in the flesh, so to speak, and we’d just fucked. Whatever it was, I felt close to her, a level of intimacy I never thought I’d be able to feel again. I knew if I let myself, I would be completely lost in my incredible surroundings and the gorgeous woman in my arms, and that couldn’t happen. I forced my attention back to what I needed to do.

      “Now that I’m here, with the blood of a god running through my veins, how do I find Titus’s soul?”

      “Remember, it’s not his soul you are seeking,” Cleo said. “I took only his life-force.”

      I knew this was extremely significant to her. I could tell by the sound of her voice that the distinction between the life-force and the soul was one that carried tremendous weight and needed to be respected.

      “How do I find it?” I asked.

      “Now that you’re here, I will help you find Apep. Your nephew’s life-force will be kept in a large hourglass on the desk in his study.”

      “It’s that simple?”

      She looked at me strangely, like she didn’t understand the question. “Simple? What do you mean?”

      “I thought I was going to have to fight my way through the Land of the Gods to find his life-force and claim it back. I was trying to wrap my head around everything and get myself all ready for it. Then you tell me his life-force is just sitting there on a desk.”

      Cleo frowned. “Just because I can tell you where his life-force is doesn’t mean it’s going to be so easy for you to claim. There are still many challenges to come, Steve. Don’t feel so confident yet.”

      We started walking, and I let her guide me along a slightly curving white stone street. It reminded me of pictures of ancient Rome in my textbooks from school, but infinitely more impressive, accented with touches of arts and architecture from different cultures. It took my breath away, and again, I felt like I could just stand there staring at everything we passed.

      I wondered if it ever got old, or how many times I would have to see it to not be stunned. Of course, I didn’t want to find out. It was spectacular, but I had absolutely no interest in this being a repeat-journey situation. I was there for one reason and one reason only, and that was to make sure my nephew got his life back.

      “So,” I asked, “is Apep your boss?”

      Cleo glanced over at me with an expression that was a comfortable blend of disdain, sadness, and longing. “Not my boss. I don’t have a boss. Remember, I’m a slave. One stupid mistake and I’m a life-force gopher for life.” She pointed around a curve in the street. “Go this way.”

      “Is this how we get to Apep’s house?”

      Cleo shook her head. “You’re not ready for that yet. You still need to prepare. Even with the blood of a god running through you, you need to eat.”

      As she said that, we went around the corner and walked out into a small market. It was the last thing I expected to see in a place like this. I didn’t even realize gods, or whoever else it was who was bustling around the streets, would need to do something so mundane as going shopping. Yet, there people were, drifting from stand to stand, sifting through offerings, haggling with the merchants. Everything there was just as intense and beautiful, like I was looking into a stained-glass window. There were vibrant fruits and vegetables, and lushly-colored fabrics hanging so they fluttered in the heavily perfumed air.

      Cleo left my side, and when I finally looked around, I found her standing beside a stand displaying some of the jewel-like fruit. She leaned close to the man behind it, and he had his head tilted toward her. It was difficult to tell if he knew her, or if the stance was a ploy to get closer to the gorgeous woman, but soon, he nodded.

      “Thank you,” Cleo said, smiling, as I approached the stand.

      She reached into the stack of fruit and grabbed several bright red pieces, tucking them into a bag, then took another and held it out to me. She looked back at the man, and he nodded at her before she took my arm and guided me away.

      “What was that all about?” I asked.

      “Like I said. You need to eat.”

      “You didn’t pay him.”

      “Those of us who are beneath the gods have our own ways of cooperating and ensuring we have what we need,” Cleo tells me. “Right now, I need food for you. So, the merchant ensured I have it. When he needs something and I can see to it he gets it, I will.”

      I sank my teeth into the fruit and the juice flowed into my mouth, filling it with a sweet, almost creamy flavor that was so unlike anything I had ever tasted, I couldn’t even describe it. Eating wasn’t about enjoyment when I was in the monastery; it was a matter of survival, and when we had something delicious, it was just an accident of circumstances. When there was fruit easily available or we harvested the gardens we planted, the food was better for a time. That made it so that the first foods I tasted after getting back in the States, when I was on my way to Lila’s house, seemed far better than they ever had been. This, though, was astounding. The taste filled my mouth and seemed to keep expanding so my entire body was experiencing tasting this apparently simple piece of fruit.

      “This is amazing,” I said.

      Cleo smiled. “You like it?” she asked. I nodded. “Good. It will help you regain your strength. So will a bath and some rest.”

      We moved farther into the city, and soon I saw a huge, ancient-looking building ahead of us. A gold-painted sign on the front told me this was an inn, and I, again, wondered how many people visited the Land of the Gods. Then it occurred to me that this land encompassed more than just the city we’d explored so far. It likely stretched much farther, which meant any travelers would need a place to stay.

      We went inside, and I was immediately impressed by the lobby. The floor was a mosaic of tiny individual tiles, some shimmering gold and others that looked like they were embedded with precious gems. Fountains in the center spilled sparkling clear water over levels of marble and mirrored glass, creating the impression of a never-ending cascade. Again, Cleo left my side as I stood admiring everything around me. I watched people move around the lobby, some ascending the large staircase that appeared to be cut out of solid stone, and others moving down hallways that disappeared farther into the building.

      Glancing to one side, I found Cleo standing at a massive wooden counter. It looked like a cross between a podium and a desk, and behind it stood a woman with silver hair tied back in a severe bun, but she had a friendly smile on her face. A man walked past me with a covered tray, and a warm, spicy smell hit my nostrils. I filled my lungs with it. At the same time, I heard laughter and a sudden burst of music from a back corner of the building. My senses were immersed in this place in a way I’d never experienced, and I spent a few moments concentrating on it, letting it wash over me. Soon, Cleo came back to me.

      “Are you ready?” she asked. “They have a room for you.”

      “Another deal with another person beneath the gods?” I asked.

      “It’s how things work around here. You’ll learn soon enough.”
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      Cleo walked across the lobby to the stone staircase, and I followed her as it spiraled up through the building. The entire structure looked like it had been made out of solid pieces of stone rather than built with blocks or other materials.

      We walked past two landings where I could look down hallways and see arched doorways notched into the stone walls, closed off with wooden doors.

      Cleo led me to the door at the very end. It was similar to the types of doors in luxury hotels that led into the biggest suites. I was excited to see what was beyond it. When we walked through the doorway, however, I was surprised. Rather than being large and sprawling to fit into the surroundings of the inn, it was small and sparse.

      There was a single bed against one wall and a hammered-metal wash tub in one corner. I was looking around, taking it in with infusion, when the door opened again and a girl walked in. She was holding an armful of towels. She placed the towels on a small table beside the wash tub and walked up to Cleo.

      They started talking in low, unintelligible tones. It took a few moments for me to realize that it wasn’t that I couldn’t understand them because their voices were too quiet. Instead, they were speaking in a blended language, so I was only able to catch every few words.

      I walked over to the bed and sat down on the edge. After all the chaos of the day I had just experienced, it was the first time I had been able to just breathe and think about all I was going through. I looked into myself to try to differentiate the new and different aspects. It was clear that I had been changed by every step of the experience so far, but I knew there was still some of me left.

      I probed my thoughts and feelings, trying to identify what was still me versus the demon elements given to me by those I’d killed at the temple in the jungle and the essence of the god I had fought and defeated. I folded my hands in my lap, reverting to the discipline and control that had defined me when I’d lived in the monastery.

      Sitting that way and focusing completely inward was the way I stayed calm and maintained my sense of being anchored in reality. Though, if I was being honest with myself, I still didn’t feel like what was going on was completely real.

      I absolutely believed what Cleo told me, but it was hard to process it all. I hadn’t had the chance to think any of this through, or get used to what was happening. I’d been thrown into it and forced to figure it out as I went. While I had been successful so far, I felt like it was all rushing toward me at an impossible speed, and I needed a few moments to just let it all sink in so I could move forward into whatever else was waiting for me.

      As I sat there listening to the two women and letting my thoughts churn, I became aware of another feeling. A craving. Intense passion. To put it bluntly, I was horny as fuck.

      The servant girl went to a pump I hadn’t noticed in the wall beside the wash tub and started working it. Soon, a stream of steaming water poured out into a wooden bucket below. She continued, each pump filling me with more passion and craving, each movement of her arms making me imagine taking her and moving with her in ecstasy.

      She glanced over briefly, then looked away, blushing.

      When the bucket was filled, she poured it into the tub. I tried to ignore the craving building through me, but I couldn’t deny the strange intensity of the desire coursing through my body.

      Before I was with Cleo, it had been a long time since I had been with any woman. I had trained myself not to feel lust or need. In my training in the monastery, feelings like that were considered a waste of personal energy, thoughts, and power. If you were letting yourself think about lusting after another person, you weren’t completely concentrating on yourself and building your ability to control what was within yourself and what was around you.

      After everything I had gone through in the desert and then in the military hospital, I wasn’t in a place where I wanted to think about anything other than keeping my mind clear. The turmoil I was experiencing then made it easy for me to cut myself off from any feelings of desire, but now it seemed like they were all flooding me again. Watching the servant girl continue to fill the tub, I realized the two women weren’t talking anymore. That must have been what Cleo was asking her to do. I remembered she mentioned that bathing and rest would do me good, and as I thought about it, both sounded amazing.

      Almost like Cleo could feel that I was watching her, she turned and looked at me. “What’s wrong?”

      “I feel strange,” I admitted. “And I don’t understand the language you two are speaking. I don’t know what’s going on.”

      Her eyes took me in with a humored excitement. After a moment, she nodded. “Take off your clothes.”

      “Excuse me?”

      “You don’t want to bathe with your clothes on. I will try to explain it all to you the best I can.”

      I hesitated, but then kicked off my boots. Another hesitation, a glance at the servant girl, and I started unbuttoning my shirt. I felt strangely excited by the idea of her being there while I undressed.

      I had never been an exhibitionist in any way, and yet there I was, openly and eagerly removing my clothes in front of a complete stranger. It was just another thing about everything happening around me that was confusing and impossible to fully understand.

      Nude, I crossed the room and stepped down into the water. The water was scolding hot, painful even, but I could feel the tension in my muscles disappearing as I sank into it.

      I was surprised when the servant girl knelt down beside the tub and filled her hands with water. She poured it down over my chest, and I let my head fall back to enjoy the soothing feeling.

      Next she reached onto the table where she had set the towels and picked up a bar of soap. Rubbing it between her hands, she worked it into a thick, creamy lather and then started to bathe me. This was something I never thought I’d experience, and it was awkward at first, but it felt great, and soon I just let myself relax completely into it.

      “The power of this world won’t stay with you long,” Cleo said. “Your human body wasn’t built to handle it, and you simply can’t sustain it.”

      “What does that mean?” I asked, trying to withhold a groan as the servant girl’s hands dipped low on my belly and started washing me thoroughly.

      “In order for you to have what you need to battle the gods and reclaim your nephew’s life-force, we will need to undergo the ritual regularly. It will keep you powered and strong.”

      I looked over at Cleo and knew exactly what she meant. Getting here to the Land of the Gods wasn’t a one-time thing. Not only was she talking about us having sex, but she was talking about us having sex a lot. A smile came to her lips, and I returned it. I was more than okay with this plan. In fact, my body was ready right then. I didn’t want to wait any longer for her.

      Putting my hands on the sides of the tub, I pushed myself up out of the water. I climbed out and the servant girl’s eyes dropped away from my wet, naked body. Cleo didn’t look away even for a second. I watched her pupils dilate as I approached. She was ready for me, too. She walked backward toward the bed, and I followed her, water dripping on the floor. I didn’t care; I was too focused on her hands stripping away her clothes and revealing her sultry body.

      We weren’t even to the bed yet when I reached out and grabbed her by her waist, yanking her close to me. Her naked body pressed up against mine, and I drew in a breath as her breasts ran along my chest. I cupped one of them with my palm and ducked my head down to kiss her. Our tongues tangled, increasing my arousal, and I grabbed her ass, pulling her harder against me so my engorged cock pressed into her belly. As if taking that as an invitation, Cleo ran one hand down along my chest and stomach to wrap it around my shaft. She pumped it as she turned me around and pushed me until I sat down on the bed.

      Pressing my thighs apart, Cleo lowered down to her knees in front of me and wrapped her hand around the base of my erection again. Holding it steady, she opened her mouth and took in my length. There was no hesitation as she drew the soft head far into her mouth and toward the back of her throat. She moaned as if with delight at having me against her tongue, and the sound sent vibrations trilling along my skin.

      I reached around the back of her head and pulled out the gilded comb holding her thick hair in place. Silky black strands billowed down around her shoulders and pooled at her waist, and I dug my fingers into them to guide the movement of her head. She didn’t hesitate to follow my lead and let me move her mouth along my cock in long, fast strokes. The hand that wasn’t wrapped around my cock moved down between her thighs, and she ran her fingertips through her folds to play with her clit. When I felt like I couldn’t handle any more, I took Cleo by her shoulders and pulled her up to her feet. Holding her tightly by the backs of her thighs, I pulled her forward and drew my tongue through her center, then plunged it inside so I could taste her sweet fluids.

      When Cleo was gasping with the pleasure I was giving her, I stood and turned her around, pressing her forward so she landed with her hands on the bed. Her hips pressed back toward me, and she arched her back to present herself even more. That was enough for me.

      Cupping one hand around her shoulder and the other around her hip to steady myself, I sank into her. I paused only long enough to enjoy the feeling of having her wrapped around me then started thrusting hard and fast. Cleo threw her head back and let out a cry, her hands grasping the bed.

      She lifted her leg so her knee rested on the mattress beside her. The position opened her up further and allowed me to delve even deeper. The harder I pounded into her, the more Cleo seemed to get into it, rocking her hips to meet mine until she was slamming back into me nearly as hard.

      I wasn’t going to last. I didn’t want to. Digging my fingertips harder into her skin, I increased my speed as I felt the rush of my impending orgasm filling my body.

      Cleo was whimpering, crying out with each thrust so I knew she was climbing right along with me. My cock swelled and exploded, and Cleo clenched down, letting out a scream as she tightened and spasmed, drawing me in deep and milking me.

      When I felt like I could move again, I eased us forward and we toppled onto the bed in a tangle, and almost instantly, I was asleep.
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      I woke to the warmth of Cleo beside me. I turned to see her stretched out as much as she could on the tiny bed, her eyes closed peacefully as she slept with complete comfort and ease.

      Her body was covered in nothing but the shimmering sheen of sweat, and I couldn’t help but reach over and run my fingers along the curve of her back. She made a slight murmuring sound but didn’t open her eyes.

      Looking around me, I took stock of everything and find some sort of anchor in reality. I was trying hard not to completely freak out about what was happening to me and everything I had to do. The truth was, my life had gone sideways in a spectacular fashion over the last couple of days, but I wasn’t afraid or angry about the position I was in.

      I hated that Titus was going through what he was and that, at only seven years old, he was already in a fight for his life, but  I would save him. Whatever it was going to take, I was willing to do it, and so far, I was happy to accept everything that had been required of me. Even if I didn’t understand it.

      Going right along with all the other things I didn’t understand, my body was already awake, alert, and raring to go.

      This was totally unlike me. Before I’d entered the military and was shipped off to my service, I had definitely enjoyed the company of women. I was never one to settle down or have long-term relationships with any particular woman, but I did my fair share of dating and indulging in the occasional one-night stand. Maybe more than occasional. But I was never one to be horny every moment of my waking life.

      At that moment, though, I felt like I hadn’t touched a woman in months, even though the sheets were still warm from our bodies.

      Maybe it was the training I had undergone to keep myself under control, and my celibacy, that was contributing to all this. I had gone for so long without allowing myself to feel this way, and without any opportunity for release, now it was a constant presence. The floodgates had opened and my body wanted to make up for all the lost time.

      As much as I wanted her, something stopped me from reaching out and touching Cleo. I felt like I could climb right into bed with her and be perfectly happy whittling a few hours more out of the day, but I didn’t know what she was thinking or feeling. Beyond the obligation of ritual sex to keep me strong and to power me through the battles I still had ahead of me, I didn’t know what she wanted from me, or how she felt about what was going on between us. In the very back of my mind, the thought occurred to me that I didn’t even know if, in her station, she was really allowed to want.

      It was crazy how much had happened. A wave of anxiety hit, so I took a deep breath as I stood and started pacing around the room, drawing my focus inward so I could bring myself back to my sense of calm and control.

      My feet followed the same path over and over until the tension released and the worries quieted. I would get through this. I would make it back home, and I would save Titus.

      I was repeating the fights I had already undergone in my mind, reviewing everything I had done and identifying moments I would have done differently, when a knock on the door took me out of my thoughts. It was a tentative knock, but sharp enough that I was sure of what I heard. Grabbing a blanket off the foot of the bed, I wrapped it around my waist and walked to the door.

      I was expecting to see the servant girl from the night before again, but it wasn’t her standing in the hallway. Instead, it was a beautiful human woman with icy-blue eyes and intricate tattoos drawn over every visible inch of her arms and chest.

      She met my eyes, and something about seeing me standing there seemed to give her more confidence than when she first knocked on the door. Without waiting for me to say anything, she pushed past me into the room. I didn’t even have a chance to warn her that Cleo was still sprawled out on the bed completely nude.

      “I need to see Cleo,” she demanded. “I know she’s here.”

      The intrusion woke Cleo up, and she let out a burdened sigh, pulling herself to sit up without worrying about trying to cover herself. By the expression on her face, it didn’t seem like she was terribly pleased to see this woman.

      “Well, you found me,” she said with another sigh. “What is it now?”

      The tattooed woman didn’t seem at all put off by the way Cleo reacted to her. Either she was accustomed to Cleo not being thrilled to have her around, or she was unaware of it. Her stunning blue eyes snapped back and forth like she was searching the room, and I realized there was another option that could explain why she was unfazed by the cheerless reception. Something was wrong.

      “We need to go,” she said.

      “We need to go?” Cleo asked, climbing out of bed. She was still completely casual and moved without any urgency to cover herself. “What do you mean?”

      “You need to get somewhere safe. Both of you. He knows you’re here.”
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      I had started getting dressed as soon as the woman stepped toward Cleo, but now I was tugging on my clothes with more urgency. I didn’t know who she was or what she was talking about, but it didn’t sound optimistic, and I didn’t want to be caught in a potentially dangerous situation bare-assed.

      “What’s going on, Cleo?” I asked. “Who is this?”

      Cleo had been getting dressed, though with slightly less speed than I was, and she paused. She gestured at the woman, who was standing in the middle of the room looking anxious, like she really wanted to start pacing but was trying to control herself.

      “This is Orion,” she said.

      “Is she…?” I started, but then my voice trailed off.

      I wasn’t really sure how to continue that question. I didn’t know the protocol in the Land of the Gods or what would be considered appropriate or not. The last thing I wanted to do was offend the one person who had been willing to help me in all this, even if she was also the person who’d started it all.

      “Human?” Cleo asked with a hint of a laugh in her voice. “Yes, she’s human. She belongs to Apep.”

      That was the name of the god I’d heard Cleo mention when we were in the market. He was the one who had my nephew’s life-force kept in the hourglass on his desk.

      “She belongs to him?” I scooped up my shoes and carried them over to the bed so I could sit down and put them on. “What does that mean?”

      “Orion is human, but not just any human. She is a prophet. Apep is the God of Chaos. As you can imagine, he isn’t exactly the most compassionate and gentle of people you’ll meet in your life. He kidnapped her many years ago and has had her ever since.”

      “Years?” I asked. Her face was smooth and youthful, and her body looked tight and untouched by the amount of time they were talking about. “How old were you when he kidnapped you?”

      “Twenty-two,” she answered. “I still am. I’ve been here for so long, and I haven’t changed. I am permanently stuck at the age of twenty-two, locked in limbo. I would love nothing more than to get home.”

      “I can imagine.”

      “Then you understand why it’s important for me to come to you now.”

      I shook my head. “No. I don’t know why you’re here.”

      “You are going to be my ticket out of captivity, but only if we can survive this. So can you please hurry and get ready so we can go?”

      “Go where?”

      “Somewhere he can’t send his minions after you.”

      I finished putting on my shoes and stood up. My eyes fell on Orion and roved across her. I had managed to calm myself with my pacing earlier, and her knocking on the door had further distanced me from the thoughts of seeing Cleo lying naked across the bed, but now they came rushing back. My body was awake and alert again, responding to Orion intensely, no matter what I told it. I knew I needed to get that under control. I couldn’t keep going through my day and suddenly getting hit with huge waves of arousal.

      “One thing I don’t understand,” I admitted. “If you were taken years ago… do you still have a home to return to?”

      She looked up at me with sorrow-filled eyes. “One can only pray.”

      As I nodded, I wondered what she meant by that. “I can’t imagine there are too many places the gods won’t be able to find me in their own land.”

      “There’s one place,” Orion said. “You probably won’t like it. But if we go there we might be able to hide your scent for a while. I don’t know how long it will last, but hopefully it will give us enough time to figure out what we need to do next.”

      Cleo came up beside me, fully dressed. She took my hand, and we left the room. We moved down the hallway in the opposite direction from the stairs we had climbed from the lobby. We’d only gone a short distance when we walked through a door and into a far more luxurious section of the inn. I got the immediate feeling that this was an area set aside for the gods, or at least for people who were much more important than the slaves of the gods. Rather than looking like they were carved out of solid stone, these hallways were bright and airy, made of shimmering white marble.

      Large columns to either side of me opened out to huge rooms scattered with furniture and plush rugs. Several people lay across the couches while others stood nearby, fanning them and offering food and drinks. It looked like these were the common areas of the inn, where the illustrious guests could gather and enjoy luxurious offerings and amenities. If this was what those areas were like, I couldn’t even imagine the rooms themselves.

      I noticed neither of the women looked at each other or anyone else as we made our way across one of the open areas toward a darker hallway at the other end. I leaned slightly closer to Cleo so I could speak without anyone hearing me.

      “Are we supposed to be here?” I asked.

      “No,” she said, giving me the exact answer I anticipated. “But you look enough like someone who may fit in here that we might be able to pull it off. You need to just act like you’re supposed to be here, not make eye contact with anyone, and keep going. Don’t pretend you’re in a rush, and don’t look as if you’re worried about anything. Remember, you are important, and you belong here among the gods and their guests. To anyone watching, Orion and I are your slaves, and we are here to see to any and all of your needs, so you don’t need to be thinking about or wondering anything. Just keep going.”

      I fell into silence, deciding it would be best if I just did what she told me to, even if I didn’t like it. I hated the thought of these women, of any of the people I saw, serving the others, being held captive and living lives of servitude. There were a few who looked satisfied, like they may have more luxurious and privileged existences than the other slaves, but for the most part, their faces were emotionless at best, and cold and empty at worst. I didn’t say anything else as the women ushered me through the common area and into the hallway, then wound us through the epically beautiful inn until we got outside.

      “Where are we going now?” I asked.

      The women exchanged glances, and by the expressions on their faces, I knew Orion wasn’t exaggerating when she said I wouldn’t like where we ended up. Neither one of them wanted to tell me where we were headed, and I knew I didn’t have a choice. Not only did I not know exactly where I was or how to navigate the Land of the Gods, even if I could figure out how to get back to the jungle where I woke up, there would be no way for me to get back to my own world.

      I had committed myself fully to this. Even if I was willing to put aside my responsibility to my nephew and walk away, I’d be helpless with nowhere to go and no one to help me. They were my only chance, which meant I had to go where they went and do what they did.

      “Just follow us,” Cleo said.

      We hurried through the rest of the city, and it just got more magnificent the farther we went. Then, almost as suddenly, as if a bubble burst, we stepped out of the city and into desolate wilderness. It wasn’t lush and green like the jungle, but more dry and rocky. We had been walking for several minutes when I heard a sound coming to us from some distance. It seemed to be carried on the wind, and when the movement of the air shifted, the volume changed. It became so faint we almost couldn’t hear it, yet loud enough that it made my skin crawl. I could hear moaning and crying, sounds of pain and utter despair. I wanted to be anywhere than where I was, and the knowledge that I couldn’t turn back was nothing short of terrifying.

      We reached what looked like a cliff, and instead of stopping, the two women climbed over. I walked to the edge and looked down to see them making their way down a steep ledge into a ravine. I eased myself over the side, and they each took one of my hands to help me along the rocky terrain. I felt like my feet were barely clinging to the ground, and my muscles screamed with the exertion it took just to keep me in place as I slowly inched down into the depths of the ground. The women moved much more easily beside me, likely having followed this path every day. This was part of their reality, and as brutal as it was, it was just one more thing that they were forced to become accustomed to.

      When we were most of the way down, I started to see other people around us. They moved up and down the ledge, some carrying tremendously heavy loads, and the others walking like they didn’t want to take their next step. It hit me that I was surrounded by slaves. These were the unfortunate creatures tied to the gods, kept as their demon slaves and forced to collect life-forces for them just to sustain their tenuous immortality. This was a horrible place, the darkness and dirt such a stark and miserable contrast to the whimsically beautiful land above us. By the time we got to the bottom of the ravine, we were so deep into the Earth there was barely any light reaching us and the sky overhead was little more than a sliver of blue.

      “Come,” Cleo said. “I’ll take you to my… home.”

      There was such disdain in the way she snorted the word, I knew wherever she was taking me had no semblance of comfort for her.

      I was expecting Cleo to bring me through the ravine and to some sort of small village, or at least a collection of shacks. I’d realized the people who lived in the ravine were slaves and wouldn’t have much of their own, but I thought they would at least have some place to live, some space where they could be on their own and away from everything else. We hadn’t moved far into the ravine, however, when I realized how wrong I was. The rock wall featured many dips, caves, and outcroppings, and Cleo stopped in front of one of these alcoves. She held her hand out as if to present the space to me.

      “Here we are,” she said. “Welcome to my home.”

      I looked at her disbelievingly. The space was nothing more than a curved area of the rock going back several yards away from the walkway. Even from where we were standing, I could see collections of candles in various stages of having been burned scattered throughout the rock room. Some were tucked onto natural shelves and pieces of rock jutting out from the walls, while others were set on the ground. A few of them were still burning meagerly, but most had gone out, likely hours ago, while Cleo was helping me. Beyond the candles, I could see a small bed, low to the ground, covered with blankets pieced together from various types of fabric. There was nothing else and no privacy.

      “This is it?” I asked. “This is your home?”

      I felt a little bit guilty about asking the question and expected Cleo to be offended, but she wasn’t. She looked at me with a resigned shrug.

      “It is what it is,” she said. “At least when I’m here, I’m not with the god.”

      I looked around, a sinking feeling in my belly. “Speaking of which…Don’t you think your home will be the first place he looks for us? If he knows I’m here and that you’re with me, don’t you think he’s going to immediately want to look in the places you spend most of your time? I wouldn’t think you’d go back to your home.”

      “That’s exactly what he would think,” Orion said. “Which is why we’re here now. Apep has already come here to look for Cleo and you. That’s how I knew he already knew you were here. He brought me with him when he came here to make sure I would show him your exact alcove and everywhere else in the ravine you might be hiding. Of course, I knew you weren’t here. So, I showed him everything and let him scour every corner. He asked the other slaves and even dug through their rooms. But you weren’t there, and eventually he was satisfied.

      “But that’s why the two of you are safe here. He would never come back here looking for you again. That would be like admitting he didn’t search for you well enough the first time, and a god is never going to admit to any sort of failing. He searched here once, and you weren’t here, which to him means you were never here and never will be here. We’re going to hide you in plain sight.”

      “Besides, Steve, if you really do want to help us, if you want to help free me and the others like me, this is the best place for you to be,” Cleo said.

      I nodded in agreement and walked deeper into her alcove so I could sit on her bed. For some reason, I wanted to be in that position and to see the ravine from her perspective. It made me feel like I understood her and why I was there better. I looked over at Orion.

      “You said I might be the one to help you,” I reminded her. “You said I was going to be your way out of this place.”

      She nodded, but clenched her jaw.

      “Tell him,” Cleo demanded.

      “If I’m going to help you, I need to know what you need me to do,” I pointed out. “I highly doubt me being here is going to have any impact on your servitude or your ability to get home. There has to be some reason you think I’m going to be the one who’s going to be able to help you, and if that’s the case, I need to know what you need from me so I can do it.”

      Orion hesitated, then sighed. “There hasn’t been a single day I’ve been here when I haven’t thought about the life I had before he took me, and where I would be or what I would be doing now if I wasn’t stuck here. Every day, I think about home. My mother… she was sick. Did she survive? And my father, how would he deal with losing both of us? These are the things I need to know.”

      “I’m… sorry.”

      Her eyes met mine, and she gave me a slight nod. “I think about my family and the friends I left behind. I wonder what they think, what they believe happened to me, or if they even remember I existed. I don’t know what kind of life might wait for me there, but I don’t want to imagine continuing to exist here for however long the gods want to keep me.” After a pause, she continued. “I want to go home, Steve, and I truly believe you are going to be the one to help me do that. My prophecy tells me you are the one who would come and turn the tide of this war. That’s the only way.”

      I took a moment to process this, hating all this prophecy talk. I was here to save my nephew. How had all this fallen on my plate. Still, it wasn’t like I was the type to walk away from problems. “How do I do that?”

      “From how you handled the God of Lust, I think you’re already off to a good start.”

      “The God of Lust?”

      Orion laughed. It was the first time I had heard her not sound afraid since she showed up at the door. The sound was light and musical, and I wanted to hear more of it.

      “You don’t know?” she asked. “You thought it was just any god you defeated in that temple?”

      “I didn’t know who he was. I just knew he was who I had to defeat.”

      Orion stepped up to me and ran the pad of her thumb across my forehead. “The golden orb you claimed after the fight… It wasn’t just decorative, you know.”

      “I know,” I said. “It belonged to the Cyclops. Cleo told me.”

      “Yes, it did once belong to Cyclops. But it didn’t anymore. The God of Lust took it from him after he defeated him and then brought it back to his temple. It gave him power and enabled him to see what was happening around him. That’s how he knew you were there.” She laughed. “You really didn’t know he was the God of Lust?”

      “No. I knew nothing but that he was the first god I needed to defeat.”

      “And you haven’t noticed your desires ratcheting up?”

      Though I didn’t say anything to confirm it, the prophet was looking at me like she already knew. She probably did. Having the blood of the God of Lust explained so much. Now I understood. I couldn’t help but laugh a little. I’d spent three years of my life devoted to being a monk, and now I had the power of the God of Lust running through me. The seriousness of the circumstances aside, it was a pretty funny turn of events.

      “We are going to put that aside for right now,” Cleo said, obviously picking up on the spark between Orion and me. “Right now, I need to know what you know about Steve, and how he is going to save you and the rest of us. What did you see?”

      Orion settled on the floor, and Cleo rushed to a small dresser I hadn’t noticed against the wall at the end of the bed. She reached into the drawer and pulled out a quill and a scroll of paper. It was hard not to laugh at that, but at the same time, it would have been even stranger to see her with anything else. I hadn’t seen any modern technology in the Land of the Gods, and I couldn’t imagine it would be any different here among the slaves.

      “Are you ready?” Orion asked.

      Cleo poised the quill over the scroll. “Go ahead.”
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      Orion took a deep breath and began her story.

      “My vision was so powerful. In it, I saw a man sitting on a throne. It was you, Steve. You were sitting upon the throne that Apep, the God of Chaos, calls his own. And you were not alone. Five women were around you. All of the women at your sides, and you wore power around your shoulders.”

      “Were we there?” Cleo asked.

      There was a hopeful, almost dreaming note in her voice when she asked the question. I tried to imagine what she might be feeling when she was thinking about the vision. Why would she want to know if she was standing beside the throne?

      “Yes,” Orion said. “You and I were two of the five women at his sides.”

      I tried to take in her words and think them through. It didn’t seem like what I wanted to hear.

      “If that vision is true,” I said, “that means I didn’t get you out of here. Either of you.”

      From what she said, it sounded like I never left the Land of the Gods as I intended to, but instead stayed and became a god. From the fact that she envisioned me sitting on Apep’s throne, I wondered if it could possibly mean I was meant to become the next God of Chaos. But what about the five women? Why would there be five women with me? The way Orion described them, she didn’t say they were serving me or that they were slaves. She spoke of them wearing power around their shoulders just like I was. It sounded like they were a harem. Could that be because of the blood of the God of Lust?

      Suddenly, it occurred to me why Cleo would want to know if she was standing beside me. Knowing I was sitting on the throne of the God of Chaos meant I had taken on power and was in a position of influence and rule. That meant I had succeeded in the mission I had come to complete. It meant she was free.

      I felt like it was all coming at me from different angles, swirling around me, so I struggled to understand what she was saying and what it might all mean.

      “Is that all you saw, Ori?” Cleo asked.

      She eyed the younger woman with an indecipherable emotion on her face.

      “Well,” Orion said, not seeming as concerned and serious as she was when she first started describing her vision, “there was a bit of sex, and a bit of war. There was some politics, which you know is not my jam. And…”

      “A harem?” The question burst out of me without me being able to think it all the way through. I just couldn’t hold that one in anymore. “Are you saying you had a vision of me having a harem of five women and someday becoming Apep? Or God of Chaos? Is that his name, Apep? Or his title?”

      I was rambling, but the words were just tumbling out of me and I couldn’t stop them.

      “Apep is his name,” Cleo clarified. “God of Chaos is his title. And why am I not at all surprised you are stuck on the harem thing?”

      She smirked at me, but I couldn’t stop. “There was a lot going on in that vision. A whole lot to unpack there. That one happened to jump out at me. Five women is a lot for someone who was a monk for three years, so, yeah, I’m a little stuck on it. I mean, I’ll probably get over it.” I nodded, trying to look as convincing as possible.

      “When?” Cleo asked.

      I thought about it for a few seconds. The image of five women surrounding me tumbled around in my head, and the desire to which I had become increasingly familiar surged up within me.

      “Probably… approximately… never. Honestly, I might never get over it. I’ll just put that out there. For right now, though, I can’t think about that.”

      “Because you’re too tired from yesterday?” Cleo quipped.

      I looked over at her and saw her looking at me from over the scroll. There was a teasing smile on her lips that reflected in her dark, exotic eyes.

      If Orion hadn’t been sitting right there, I would have told her that not only was I not anywhere near too tired from the day before, but that I would be more than happy to flip her over and show her right then just how much energy I had. The human prophet looked at me out of the corner of her eye, and her lips curled up in a smile. I wondered if she could actually read my thoughts, or if she could just sense the energy coming from me.

      “No,” I answered. “Because there’s another reason I’m here. The only reason I’m here. I need to know how I’m going to get Titus back. That’s why I came here, and that’s my top priority.”

      Orion smiled at me. What looked like renewed hope filled her bright eyes, making the blue stand out even more so they looked like deep pools with a sheen of ice just glazing their tops.

      “That’s exactly what you need to do,” she murmured. Her voice lifted slightly. “That’s what my vision meant. The way you’re going to save your nephew is the same way you’re going to end this war and help the rest of us. You must defeat Apep. If you defeat the god who is holding him, and you take his throne, you can free all the life-forces he has stolen. You can save them all.”

      “But can I even do that?” I asked.

      Cleo frowned. “Why would you ask that?”

      “I’ve only defeated one god, and look what it did to me. I have constant lust running through me. Would I be able to defeat the God of Chaos like that?”

      Cleo and Orion exchanged glances. Cleo nodded.

      “I think you can,” she said. “But you’re going to need help. You are not enough, and I might not be enough to fuel you. There has to be more.”

      “I know how,” Orion said.

      “What do you mean?” I asked.

      “I recognized two of the other women of the five standing at your sides when you sat on the throne of Apep,” she said. “And one of them…” She took a breath. “She is power incarnate.”

      She glanced over at Cleo.

      “Hela.”

      Hela. I knew that name. I knew I had heard it or read it somewhere. I thought about it for a few seconds and then realized I had read about her during my research of demons, gods, and goddesses when I was in school. She was a Norse goddess, the daughter of the mighty Allfather, Odin. That made her extremely strong.

      It was strange to think about actually meeting her. It was different than my realization that Cleo truly was a continuation of the formerly powerful Queen Cleopatra. I met her in a different context, not knowing who she was or who she had once been. Thinking about meeting the goddess Hela was completely different. I was expected to go into it with the understanding of who she was and the type of impact she would make on my life, and my ability to fulfill the prophecy put in front of me.

      Orion said the goddess’s name like it was a foregone conclusion that she would be the one to give us the help we needed. She didn’t talk about her like there was anything strange about the concept of going to her for help, or that there would be any reason she wouldn’t help us. We would simply go to meet the goddess, the daughter of Odin, and ask her for the strength I needed to carry on this task.

      I had a hard time believing it could possibly be true. But Orion had seen it, and if it was so clear in her vision, and Cleo trusted them, I was willing to accept it could really be in my cards. That realization, however, made me think even further about my research, and I began to wonder how much of what I had learned really did exist. In those days, all I knew was the words in those dusty books shoved onto the overstuffed shelves of the university library.

      Though I found the stories interesting, they were just that. Stories. They were completely abstract concepts that meant little more than answering the questions on a test and writing the paper that would get me through to the next semester. I didn’t make it all the way through to graduation. The military was much more appealing to me, and I figured going in when I was still young would give me much more of an opportunity to make a career out of the service I loved and believed so deeply in at the time.

      At that age, I never would have thought about a future without being in the armed forces if it didn’t also involve retirement after a few decades’ service. Because of that, not much from the general education classes I had to take stuck with me. Those stories, though, were somehow different. I still remembered a lot of them, and they came to the front of my memory.

      “Is there really a God and a Goddess of Death?” I asked.

      Orion and Cleo looked at me like they weren’t sure how to respond. I didn’t know if it was because they weren’t sure what I was asking, or if they didn’t know how much they should share with me. Finally, Cleo nodded.

      “Yes,” she said. “There is. They are two of the most powerful of all the deities.”

      “So, there really are gods who are more powerful than others?”

      She nodded again. “Just like I told you when I said you would need to defeat the gods in ascending order until you’re able to defeat the one who will bring back your nephew.”

      I knew she had said that, but I didn’t fully understand it. I didn’t know if she meant there was actually something about each of the gods I would fight that would be harder than the one before. The realization of how little I really knew about the gods hit me hard, bringing with it a sinking feeling.

      “Tell me more about them,” I said.

      “Tell you more?” Cleo asked. “What do you want to know?”

      “Anything. I’m supposed to be here fighting this war, but it’s a war I know nothing about. I don’t understand these gods or what they represent, and so I don’t know what it’s going to be like to fight them. Now you’re telling me I should go to a goddess and ask for her help to make me stronger so I will be able to fight those battles. But I know nothing. I can’t know how to fight in the best way, and how to utilize the help of anyone who is willing to give it to me, if I don’t know what I’m facing.”

      The women stared back at me like they were surprised at my words but drawn to what I said. I could see that they were impressed by me, eager to rely on me to fight this war for them and win it so both could be free. But there was something else there, too. Something that made my body ache and my mind cloud with desire.

      “There is a hierarchy among the gods,” Cleo finally said, breaking through the fog and bringing my focus back to her and the conversation. “There are tiers. The major gods are at the top, and then there are more minor ones. That goes for most of the civilized countries. There are politics and outliers, too, of course. Some of the gods are very old, from a very long time ago, and have been lingering ever since.

      “The God of Chaos, who stole your nephew, is one of those. One of the originals. He is also very bad. Some even call him a Titan. Hela, she is powerful and strong, but is a minor goddess, and her power has diminished more and more as fewer humans believed in her. Belief is a very powerful thing. Without the constant stream of support from her followers, the strength and power she once had started to lessen.”

      “She has never been one of the big three,” Orion said. “She’s not Life, Death, or Lust. She has never had anything close to that level of power and influence, but she is still strong. And she can be stronger. If she has someone to stand for again, it will start to give her back the strength she has lost.”

      Cleo was staring directly at me while she was talking, but my eyes kept flicking over to Orion. She was watching Cleo with rapt attention. No matter who was talking, the human woman’s icy-blue eyes were stuck on Cleo. I wanted to know more about them and what might be going on between them. There was a history there, I could see it, but I didn’t know exactly what it was. Of course, at that point, any images I had in my mind of the two of them were probably just products of my lust-addled brain.

      “You know where to find her,” Orion said. “She runs with him now.” She made a dramatic gesture with her hand. “Rivers of wine flow through her veins.” She leaned closer to me. “Dionysus. Now, that is someone who is good at feeding a vice. And after Hela fell here, she developed one hell of a vice.”

      I was getting extremely confused. So many names were being thrown around, and they were describing them in ways that seemed to conflict with what I knew about the different mythologies.

      “Norse gods, Greek gods, Titans. Exactly how many deities are there?” I asked.

      “All of them,” Orion said. “And they tend to stick to themselves, except for Dionysus. He invites anyone who he thinks would join him for the revelry at his villa. As you can imagine, it’s a pretty popular place for people to spend their time, which means it’s a good place to blend in. And he and Apep do not get along, so we should be safe going to find her there.”

      The human woman’s voice lowered every time she said the name of one of the gods, like she couldn’t bring herself to say it out loud.

      “Sleep first, then we will leave to find her. She will not be awake until the sun has set anyway,” Cleo said, pushing me down onto the bed and curling herself around me so I had no room to argue.
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      When I woke up, Cleo was no longer curled up around me. I missed the feeling of her long, smooth leg rested over me and her head on my chest. In the first few seconds of consciousness, before I had even opened my eyes, I’d sought out the heat of her body, wondering if we might have a few minutes for a romp before we needed to keep going. When I didn’t feel her up against me, I ran my hand over the bed beside me. The mattress was cool, telling me she’d been gone for a while. As I came around more, I felt pressure at the end of the bed. I propped myself up on my elbow and looked down to see Ori sitting there. She had her hands folded on her lap and was staring at me, not moving. It was not something I particularly wanted to see as soon as I opened my eyes.

      “What the hell are you doing?” I asked, rubbing my eyes.

      She still didn’t move, and her icy eyes remained locked on me. “Watching you.”

      “Watching me?”

      “Yes.” She cocked her head. “Watching you. That’s what Cleo said to do.”

      “Well, stop it. It’s creepy as fuck.”

      “Cleo told me I was to stay here and watch over you. I don’t really know why she thinks I need to. The others wouldn’t dare come in here without her permission. They know better than that. She’s one of the oldest demons around here. They aren’t going to cross her. But she told me to watch you. So, that’s what I’m doing.”

      The way she was sitting pinned my feet down, and I yanked them out from under her. The shift of no longer sitting on me made her jostle, but she still kept her hands folded on her lap and her eyes on me. It was unnerving, and I had the urge to throw something across the room just to see if it would catch her attention long enough to make her stop staring at me.

      “Okay, seriously, stop it,” I said. “I’m awake now. I don’t think you need to keep up with the monitor routine. What do you think’s going to happen, anyway? Are you watching me to make sure I’m still breathing, or to make sure nobody else messes with me?”

      Ori shrugged. “Again, she just told me to watch you. So, I watched.”

      That was certainly logical. I swung my legs around to the side of the bed, turning my body so I could at least deflect some of her unflinching stare.

      “How does all this work, anyway?” I asked. “I’d think there would be ones around a lot older than her. Aren’t there demons and stuff that have been crawling around for thousands of years, or even more?”

      “A common misconception,” she said. “The demons don’t actually live among the gods forever. In fact, living three or four hundred years is a long lifespan for one. They could probably live a lot longer, but to be honest, they tend to be quite stupid and die easily. That is why Apep and the other gods at his level, and even the ones above him, take the life-forces from so many people. They need to rebuild their armies, and usually they dole some of them out to the lesser gods.”

      “Slaves, Ori,” Cleo said as she appeared at the entrance to the cave. “The word is slaves. How long is it going to take you exactly to get that through your head?”

      Ori immediately got up off the bed, stepping out of the way as if opening up her spot for Cleo. I smiled at her as Cleo came inside carrying a plate of bread.

      “What’s that?” I asked.

      She looked down at the plate and then back to me. Lifting the plate slightly like she was showing it to me, she narrowed her eyes. “It’s bread. You eat it.”

      “I’m familiar. I was just wondering why you’d have it. You don’t need food.”

      “No, I do not. But, fortunately, eating isn’t always about a need. It might not be a necessity for anything, and nobody around here needs to eat to survive. But it’s still pleasurable. Many of the gods still enjoy food, and some of us slaves do as well. It doesn’t give us anything important, but it does give us taste, and that little bit of pleasure can mean a lot in a life when there is often little enjoyment. We crave anything sensory to enjoy, and food gives us that.”

      Damn. Somehow this woman could make a chunk of white loaf sound sexy. She offered me the plate and I took it, setting it on my lap and picking up one of the crusty chunks. I bit down into the bread as she perched beside me on the bed.

      “So, what’s next?” I asked. “I know we need to get ahold of this Hela woman, but how should we go about that?”

      “She is most likely going to be with Dionysus tonight. He’ll have a feast at his house and will welcome anyone who may enjoy it. And that certainly applies to Hela. We’re going to have to go over to his house and sneak in. Once we find her, we can talk to her and explain what we need.”

      “Why do we need to sneak in?” I asked. “I thought you said he would welcome anyone who would enjoy it. Nobody likes to party like me. Besides, I’m part god now, right? I think that means I deserve a bit of a welcome celebration.”

      “A welcome celebration?” she asked with a hint of a laugh.

      “Of course. How often do people defeat gods and take on their powers? To me, that means I’m one of the cool kids now, so I should get to go to the parties. They should know someone new is joining their ranks.”

      “Do you think that is a good idea?” Ori asked, her eyes moving nervously to Cleo. “Should Steve really be showing off and bringing so much attention to himself?”

      “If the attention is on me, it’s not going to be on either of you,” I said. “And if it is, it’s going to be just like it was at the inn. You’ll be there, but nobody’s really going to notice you.”

      “How very flattering,” Cleo said dryly.

      “You know I’m right. We walked through that place like we belonged there, and no one batted an eyelash. It was like we disappeared, even though they were looking right at us. They thought I was someone important, and they just figured I would have slaves with me because that’s what happens around here. If we need to get to Hela and tell her what we need from her, but don’t necessarily want everyone else listening in, we need to make a show of it. Dionysus is all about excess. So, let me be excessive. I’ve got three years of pent-up monk happening here, and I’m sure I could figure out some ways to let it out. That will get everyone wondering who the hell I am so they can come be part of my entourage, and while that’s going on, the two of you can disappear into the crowd and find Hela.”

      The hesitation in Ori’s eyes disappeared, an excited smile to them instead. She had sat down on the floor at our feet, but was now on her knees and almost bouncing, like she was doing her best to let go of the fear she had been feeling when she first approached us, and instead look at this as an adventure.

      “That might actually work,” she said.

      Cleo reached over and took a piece of the bread. She smiled as she popped it into her mouth. “Then I guess we’re going to a party.”

      I smiled and took another bite of the bread. Ori still hadn’t joined us in our snack, and I tore off a chunk of the end of the loaf. I held it out to her, but instead of her reaching out and taking it from me, she crawled forward on her knees. Opening her mouth, she let me put the bread on her tongue. Her lips slid across my fingers as she closed her mouth, and all worries about her being creepy for watching me faded.

      When the bread was gone, Cleo took the plate from me. “Let’s go.”

      We walked out of her alcove and climbed back up the rocks to the top. I could almost feel the change as we climbed out of the darkness and back into the beautiful pastels of the exquisite Land of the Gods above. I knew it was night, but the sky was still light above us. Colors swirled among each other, reminding me of the aurora borealis I had seen once before. Even then, it looked to me like someone had dripped paints into a cup of milk and then tipped it over to splash across the sky. I didn’t know exactly where we were headed, but it didn’t matter. I followed Cleo’s lead, letting her guide us away from the ravine. After a while, I looked ahead of us and saw the dark blue silhouette of a mountain against the horizon in the distance. I glanced over at Ori and tilted my head toward it.

      “Mini Mount Olympus?” I asked.

      She laughed and nodded. Reaching down between us, she took my hand. Our fingers interlaced, and she walked along casually beside me. I wanted to question her, to try to figure out her easy acceptance of being a part of my life, but then again, I also wanted to see her naked, so I figured I wouldn’t push too hard. Maybe after we found Hela and figured out what we were going to do next, we could talk it out more. I still had a lot of questions to answer.
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      Everything around us felt calm, almost serene, and my mind wandered away from the reality of what had been happening around me. I was enjoying air that felt soft and warm on my skin and the feeling of Ori’s hand in mine as I looked around at the beautiful surroundings. It really was like I had found my way into the illustration from an elaborate book. Everything around us was so perfect, the details pronounced and bold, I constantly felt like I wanted to be looking around to see the next thing that was coming. I was looking to the side, admiring the continuous flow of colors across the sky, when Cleo stopped abruptly in front of us.

      “Stop,” she hissed. “Come on.”

      She reached back and grabbed on to me, pulling me with her as she rushed across the path and into the trees at our side. I pulled Ori along with me, and we hunkered down behind a tight cluster of trees so we were hidden from the road.

      “What’s going on?” I asked.

      “Demons on patrol,” she muttered.

      “I thought the word was slaves,” I teased.

      She shot me an angry glare. “Sometimes the only word for them is demons, and this is one of those situations. These are guards. They would love nothing more than to have an excuse to kill us or to hand us over to the god they serve in hopes of gaining favor. I don’t respect them enough to call them slaves.”

      “What gods do they serve?” I asked.

      “I think they belong to the Greeks. They are fashioned that way.”

      Cleo moved so she was pressed between me and the tree. This caused the front of my body to mold against the back of hers. She curved into mine so perfectly, and I ran my face along her hair. The warm, spicy smell of her filled my lungs, and my entire body responded to her. I made no move to step away or to make more space between us. The pressure of her body against mine, her round ass nuzzling back into me, was intoxicating, and even though it was driving me toward the brink of my control, I didn’t want to lose even a second of it.

      “Why are we hiding from them?” I asked. “I have the blood of a god running through me. Doesn’t that mean I can pull rank on them?”

      “It doesn’t work quite like that,” Cleo said.

      At that point, she probably could have said anything and I wouldn’t have been able to process it. Her body so close to mine was completely wrecking all chances of me being able to concentrate.

      “Why not?” I asked.

      “If they are on patrol, that means they know you’re around here somewhere and are out to find you. They know what you did, and they want to stop you.”

      “But they’re slaves,” I said. “Why would it matter so much to them that I’m here defeating the gods? You told me if I’m successful, I’m not just going to be able to release Titus’s life-force and restore it to him, but I’ll be able to free all the slaves, too. Wouldn’t these demons want to be freed?”

      “Not necessarily,” Cleo said. “Orion and I still think of ourselves as individuals. We look at our lives and believe we should have control over them. Not all the demons feel that way. Many of them don’t know anything but this existence and can’t imagine what it would be like to try to live their lives without a god to serve, or a sense of purpose and obligation. They get their entire reason for existence out of their identity as a demon, a slave. They wouldn’t know what to do with themselves if they didn’t have that. They can’t even fathom it. They don’t look at you as the chance for salvation. All they know is you are a threat to the gods they serve, and it is their duty to stop you.”

      “Perfect,” I said. “Maybe I need to tell them about my welcome celebration.”

      Cleo glanced over her shoulder at me and smirked. “I wouldn’t hold your breath on that one. Demons don’t RSVP.”

      She rose up on the balls of her feet to look around the tree farther in each direction. It rubbed her against me harder, and I bit my bottom lip, pressing my hips forward slightly.

      “Are they still there?” Ori asked in a hushed tone.

      She stepped up closer behind me until she was up against my back, sandwiching me between the two women. I didn’t know how much longer I was going to be able to take being this close to them without doing something about it.

      Cleo shook her head. “No. It looks like they headed somewhere else. We’re in the clear. Let’s keep going.”

      She squeezed out from between me and the tree, and even though I had been enjoying having her there, I also felt a sense of relief. Just a few more seconds and I would have had to take her right then and there. Cleo stepped back out on the path, and we started again. A few minutes later, Ori grabbed my hand again and pulled herself up against me. She rose up on the balls of her feet to put her mouth close to my ear.

      “We’re close to his villa,” she said in a low, almost conspiratorial voice. “Can you feel it?”

      “Feel what?” I asked.

      She reached around me to run her hand down the center of my chest. She stopped on my belly and then traced along the waistband of my pants as if to underscore what she was trying to tell me. “That lust you felt when you first began taking in the godly power? Get ready. It’s about to triple.”

      “What?”

      “You are going to a feast at the home of the God of Debauchery, Steve. What do you think you are going to experience there?”

      A few flashes of the paintings I’d seen depicting what went on at the parties thrown by Dionysus flickered through my mind, immediately going to the naked women draped across every surface and the wine flowing like water.

      “Shit,” I groaned.

      My self-control was already frayed. I didn’t know how I was going to handle this. At least I was supposed to be the source of distraction in this plan. I figured, with the way I was feeling right then, I wasn’t going to have any problem giving the God of Debauchery a run for his title and distracting the living hell out of everyone at the feast. In that way, mission accomplished.

      “Don’t worry,” Cleo said from in front of us. “I will protect your virtue.”

      I laughed and grabbed her around the waist, turning her around in my arms so I could press a hard kiss to her mouth. She grinned at me. Both of us knew my virtue had gone a long time ago.

      We continued down the road, and soon I heard new sounds coming from somewhere in the near distance. Laughter floated toward me and then the sound of water. Both were underscored by something metallic I couldn’t quite place. I knew we were getting close, and an unexpected thrill ran through me. Cleo and Ori stepped up on either side of me. Both assumed the same stoic presence of the slaves in the inn, perfectly getting into their roles so we could put our plan into action.

      “When we get in there, scope Hela out,” I said. “I’m not going to be too verbal about who I am or what I’m doing here, so I might not be able to hold on to their attention for too long.”

      “I thought you were storming the grounds, demanding your welcome celebration,” Cleo teased.

      “They can welcome me all they want, but it might not be the best idea ever for me to stride in there proclaiming to be the one sent here to cut down the gods one by one. I have a feeling that would take the zip right out of the party.”

      “Perhaps,” Ori said.

      “Don’t worry. I’ve got it covered.”

      Just as I said it, we walked through a stone arch and into an open area of the villa. We walked a few steps farther, and I realized we were on a bridge that curved over a river of wine. Women lay on the banks of the river, reaching in to fill their palms with the red liquid and pour it down over their bare breasts. Droplets clung to their nipples and pooled in their navels. I felt faint as an intense wave of lust and want rushed over me until I felt dazed. Sex and indulgence hung around me in a haze, and I could almost taste it in the air. My arm tightened around Cleo’s waist, and I pulled her against me as I panted with the desire coursing through me.

      “Hold strong, hero,” she murmured. “This isn’t going to be as hard as we thought. I see our prize.”

      She nodded slightly ahead of us, and I looked toward the woman she indicated. Ori stepped up close behind me.

      “Dionysus isn’t even here,” she whispered. “This isn’t going to be as bad for you as I imagined.”

      I shook my head. If this wasn’t bad, I didn’t think I wanted to know what it would be like for me if he was around. The way I was feeling, I might have been the only person in history, mortal or not, capable of making Dionysus blush.

      Cleo led me to a stone bench beside the river. “Sit here. We’re going to go talk to Hela. It won’t be long. If people start getting suspicious, you know what to do.” She took a few steps away then turned back to me. “Don’t drink the wine.”

      There was a hint of a smile on her lips, but she left it to my imagination what kind of effect the drink would have on me. I watched the women scurry away to talk to Hela, counting down to myself until the moment I was going to lose all self-control.
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      I watched Cleo walk away, the stride of her long, shapely legs and the swish of her round hips making my stomach clench and my cock jump. I groaned, trying to shake the feeling out of my head. This was ridiculous. I hadn’t felt like this since I was a horny teenager. As a matter of fact, I didn’t even think I had felt like this when I was a horny teenager. Everything was amplified, sharpened until I was intensely aware of all my senses zeroing in on the pleasures around me. My eyes scanned the opulent courtyard. I had somehow expected the party to be held inside a building, but now that we were in the open area of the villa, I understood exactly why Dionysus would want to host his feasts out here. This place was every inch the playground of the God of Debauchery and his guests.

      The entire area was built from white stone and marble that seemed to sparkle faintly in the light emanating from the sky. Rather than just an open, flat area like a patio, it had sunken sections and elevated platforms, and shadowy marble alcoves and grottoes where women giggled and splashed. The vibrant red river wound through the space, dipping beneath several bridges and filling fountains that bubbled and sprayed, scenting the air with its rich fragrance. This blended with spice, flowers, and food to create something heady. The temperature of the air and the soft touch of the breeze seemed almost purposeful, like Dionysus arranged for them to further boost the visceral effect of the party. Somewhere close by, I heard deep moaning and steady, low breathing followed by a high, blissful gasp.

      Shit. Cleo better hurry up. I didn’t think I was going to be able to make it through much more of this without fucking someone.

      Almost as if she could hear my thoughts, Ori showed back up in front of me. She wasn’t the best distraction method considering how much I already wanted her, but maybe talking to her would keep my mind focused. I knew I had offered myself up as a way to keep the focus away from Cleo as she talked to Hela, but no one seemed to care that she had approached the goddess. I didn’t think the party needed me to strip naked and swim through the river before tossing one of the women over my shoulder and whisking her away to a grotto.

      “I thought you were going with Cleo,” I said.

      Ori shrugged. “She can handle it on her own. Besides, I thought you could use some company.”

      “Do you mean supervision?”

      Ori laughed. “A little of both? We can’t have you going totally wild. Not yet, anyway.”

      There was a promise in those words, and it was not helping my current situation. I had to concentrate on something else.

      “Why did Cleo tell me not to drink the wine?” I asked. “I thought that was the whole point of these feasts. Eat, drink, and be merry, and whatnot.”

      “Yes,” Ori said. “That is the point. But you don’t necessarily want to go along with it as much as he wants you to. It’s not just regular wine. It makes those who drink it a sort of prisoner. As soon as it touches your lips, it draws you into a haze and can make you completely forget about the world around you and lose track of time. Look at the people around you. Some of them have been here for years. They don’t realize it. To them, they are still at the same party they were when they arrived. They don’t know they’ve forgotten their lives beyond the villa or how much time has passed.”

      “Is there anything that can break them out of it?” I asked.

      Ori shook her head. “I don’t know. All I know is you don’t want to fall under the spell of a feast of Dionysus. Enjoy it, have fun, but don’t forget what exists beyond. Don’t let it take you.”

      I looked back over at Cleo. She was standing close beside Hela as they talked. At least, that’s who I assumed the tall, striking woman near her was. She had a pronounced, distinct presence in the space around her. Even surrounded by dozens of other people, she stood out. The top of her head was several inches above Cleo’s, and her body was long and lithe, a continuous stream rather than lush and curvy like Cleo. Her sleek, black hair hung down her shoulders and nearly to her waist, shimmering under the dancing sky.

      “I hate when she does that,” Ori muttered.

      “Does what?” I asked.

      Hela drew a knife from her belt and threw it. It sliced through the air with a hissing sound and plunged into a crudely drawn sketch of a donkey on a wall several yards away.

      “That,” Ori said.

      Hela took out another knife and threw it. It entered the donkey’s side so close to the other knife the blade ran across the first, creating the metallic sound I’d heard as we approached the villa. The accuracy combined with the cool, casual way she threw the blades was sexy and dizzying at the same time.

      “Does she do that often?” I asked.

      Another blade flew through the sky.

      “Often enough for me to hate when she does it.”

      Cleo said something to Hela, and the point of the fourth knife buried directly into the eye of the donkey.

      “Damn,” I said. “What did that donkey ever do to her?”

      Cleo leaned closer and said something else, and Hela’s hand paused at her belt where she was reaching for another knife. I couldn’t help but wonder how many of them she had smuggled in there. It didn’t seem like the safest or most comfortable means of accessorizing the tight black pants and firmly cinched black tunic she wore. Her burning gaze turned my way. She looked like she wanted to intimidate me, like she expected me to try to sink out of her view and hide from her. But that was not the way this was going to be played. I wasn’t going to let some woman I didn’t know scare me, even if she was a goddess and wielding an unknown number of knives on her person.

      I sat up straighter, staring directly back at her and trying not to show just how much everything around me was affecting me. Ori had fallen silent and was watching as the women walked toward us. Now it seemed like the people at the party were starting to take notice of Cleo and her conversation with Hela. Groups that had been talking and enjoying the various amenities of the villa paused, seemingly struck silent by the goddess walking past. I tried to look at their expressions and decipher them, to understand what they might be thinking. It didn’t seem like any of them were in awe of her or intimidated to the point of not being able to keep going about their debauchery. And in all honesty, they didn’t have any reason to. These were the guests of Dionysus, a more powerful and influential god. Instead, it seemed more like they were struck not by who Hela was, but by her presence and the strength and confidence she radiated.

      A few of the guests watched them weave through the crowd and then turned back to one another to whisper. I wondered how many of them knew who Cleo was and that she was interacting with a god other than the one she was meant to serve. I didn’t know how much trouble that could cause, but it didn’t seem like a good thing. Cleo wasn’t dissuaded. She walked alongside Hela as they made their way back to me, her eyes now locked on mine. Rather than taking the direct path back to where Ori and I sat, they walked toward another of the bridges that passed over the river of wine.

      I could see a pile of earthenware jugs at the edge of the river. I didn’t know if they had been discarded there or placed there intentionally. Hela walked up to the pile and selected one of the jugs. She crouched down at the side of the river and dipped the jug down into the wine, filling it before they crossed over the bridge and started toward me again.

      Hela stared directly into my eyes as they approached then gave an almost imperceptible nod to one side. Instead of coming all the way up to the bench where we sat, Hela and Cleo passed us and split off from each other. Cleo veered off in the opposite direction, moving deeper into the party again, while Hela went the way she had indicated to me. I looked at Ori.

      “What are they doing? Why are they going two different directions?”

      “They don’t want to call any more attention to themselves,” Ori said. “That went extremely smoothly. A few people might have noticed they were talking, but it didn’t cause any real issues. If they stayed together much longer, though, the wrong people might have noticed. At this point, Cleo could still play it off as though she were bringing a message from Apep to Hela.”

      “Would they have any business with each other?”

      “Nobody really knows what business the gods have with each other. And it’s not really our job to question it. As slaves, we bring messages when we need to and we move on. Walking away makes it look like that’s what Cleo was doing. She’ll find us later. For now, we need to follow Hela.”

      I stood from the bench, and we followed the white stone path farther into the villa the way we had seen Hela walking. In the time we were talking, I had lost track of where she was, and I looked around to find her. Everywhere I looked, there was more to intrigue me, stimulate me, and drag me into the raucous party. I felt myself pulled into it. I wanted to melt into it and indulge every impulse I had. I forced myself to stay focused and not give in to my ever-increasing lust.

      In the distance, I could see Cleo approach another small group of people I could only assume were other slaves. She exchanged a few words with them then kept going farther into the villa until I couldn’t see her anymore. I turned my head in the other direction and finally caught sight of Hela standing in one of the marble alcoves a few yards away. She saw me looking at her and slipped back into the shadows. Now I felt like I was playing some sort of game of tag. I went after her and realized the alcove wasn’t as small as it had seemed. Instead, the curved entry point led back into a narrow passage that curved away from the main part of the villa. Ori and I walked into the passage and followed it as it wound through a stone and marble structure toward the sound of splashing and laughter. I realized we were going into one of the grottos, and I wondered what was waiting for us.

      As much as I was hoping to find Cleo naked in one of the pools when we turned the corner, I was intrigued when I found Hela standing with her hands on her hips, glaring at us.

      “Hello,” I said.

      “I will talk to you,” she said. “But not here. Only on neutral lands.”

      Without another word, she stalked past us and disappeared back into the passageway. Even though she hadn’t said anything, I got the distinct impression I was supposed to follow her. I turned and fell into step, trailing behind by a few steps so it didn’t look like I was actually walking with her. Ori and I changed our pace as we made our way back through the party, occasionally pausing or looping around so we constantly kept the goddess in our sight but weren’t too close. She left through a different arch from the one we had entered under, and we went after her a few seconds later. As we walked away from the villa, I felt the effect of the atmosphere lessening and the intense lust dissipating. I was more in control of myself, and the fog in my brain cleared.
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      Ori and I followed Hela away from the villa, but we didn’t follow the road we had taken to get there. Instead, we crossed over it and walked through some trees that ran along the other side of the road. Bright green moss was like a thick, soft carpet under my feet as we meandered through the tall trees. Hela had somehow disappeared in the brief time she was out of our sight ahead of us, but there was something that drew me through the forest, and I knew we were going in the right direction.

      “Do you know where we’re going?” I asked Ori.

      “No,” she said. “But it could be anywhere. If we don’t end up finding her, she’ll find us.”

      There was an ominous note in the words that I made myself ignore. I didn’t necessarily like the idea of the goddess coming to find us. She might not be one of the most powerful of the gods in the Land of the Gods any longer, but that didn’t mean she didn’t still represent everything she was made to rule over, including death. Something about her tossing those knives through the air with precision while carrying on a conversation told me she had some serious skills that didn’t need to be fucked around with.

      I remembered when I was younger and used to play with my sisters in the woods outside our house. I would always play with their dolls and have tea parties with them as long as they reciprocated by going out into the woods with me to play the games I’d conjure up in my mind. Usually, they consisted of running around and hiding, jumping out at whichever unwitting sister happened to be close enough for me to scare. There was always some sort of explanation behind it, some elaborate story I told about what type of creature or hero or villain I happened to be in that particular game. It didn’t actually matter what I was in that day’s version of the game. I could be the raging hero ready to cut down injustice and save the damsels, or I could be the grotesque creature out to put the damsels into distress. I was fairly certain at some point I had been a combination bear-boar-wolf-hawk capable of using the abilities of any of the animals. It didn’t make any difference. I always ended up crouched behind a tree, waiting to jump out and scare the living hell out of my sisters.

      The memory of playing, carefree as I ran through the trees, dissolved into the image of carrying my best friend’s body over my shoulders as I ran from the explosions, but I forced it away. I didn’t want to think about that. I couldn’t. That needed to stay behind me. I focused on getting through the trees, thinking about the responsibilities ahead of me rather than the ones I left behind.

      Being in the forest blocked out much of the light from the colors splashed across the sky, and soon it was so dark it was hard to see much more than the outline of trees in front of us. I reached one hand back and took Ori’s so I could help her through there without running into any of them. There was enough of the lust still coursing through me that I wanted take her there and kiss her, but I kept going. Somewhere in the distance, I knew Hela was waiting for me, and the destiny of what I was going to do next rested with her.

      Finally, the darkness lessened, and I could see light through a break in the trees ahead of us. We stepped beyond the last row of trees and into a vast meadow. The light coming from the swirling sky illuminated the flowers that dotted the grass. As much as the road to Dionysus’s villa had looked like an illustration from a book about another time, this place looked like it had been plucked right out of a fairy tale. Standing in the middle of the field, looking as though she was aware of how strange it seemed for her to have wandered out into the middle of a storybook, was Cleo. She took a few steps toward us as we approached.

      “She’s not here yet,” she said without me having to ask.

      “Yes, I am,” Hela said.

      She walked out of the trees, and I got the distinct feeling she had been watching Ori and me as we made our way through. Coming up to us, she lowered herself down onto the grass. She moved with the incredible grace of a ballerina. A dead sexy, homicidal ballerina, but a ballerina, nonetheless. I settled down in front of her with exactly none of the same grace and watched as Cleo and Ori took spots on either side of me. I stared at the goddess in front of me, but I didn’t say anything. I didn’t feel like I needed to. I was there, and they knew I was completely committed to doing anything I needed to in order to reclaim Titus’s life-force and free the slaves from the gods they served. Other than that, I didn’t have input. This was Ori’s vision, Cleo’s plan, and Hela’s power.

      Hela looked at me for a few seconds like she was still evaluating me and what she’d heard about me from Cleo. Without saying anything to me, she turned and looked at Ori. The younger woman had become fixated on the wildflowers growing around us. Her slim fingers plucked the delicate stems from the grass and wove the purple and blue blooms into chains. She didn’t seem to realize anyone was looking at her but was peacefully and happily invested in the chain forming between her quickly moving fingers. One of the chains pooled on the ground in front of her, and eventually she let it fall from her hands in a brightly adorned coil before picking up more flowers and starting again.

      “Orion,” Hela said to her. “Pay attention.” Ori looked up at her. “Cleo tells me you saw me in your vision. Is this true? You saw me in a vision? A prophecy that tells of a new ruler?”

      “Yes,” Ori said. “I saw you.”

      “And you saw that I would be queen again?” Hela asked, sounding like she was trying to hold back her excitement and anticipation.

      It was obvious she didn’t want to get too invested in the idea but was already far on her way of seeing herself in power again. I had to wonder if it was hard for her to believe the words of a human woman, even if she was a prophet. She was a slave just like the demons but was set apart by being human.

      “I saw you as one of five,” Ori said. “There were five of us gathered around the throne, goddesses and queens to the new god and King of Chaos. We were there alongside the man who will take Apep’s place.”

      Ori had finished twisting and knotting the flowers and stems together and now curved the ends of the chain together to tie them off into a crown. She smiled at it and rested it on the grass in front of her.

      “And he,” Hela said, waving the jug of wine she had filled from the river at Dionysus’s villa at me, “is our new king?” She took a swig of the wine and swallowed it hard like she was trying to take the words out of her mouth and wash them back down. “Him? A human with demon and godly blood running through his veins?”

      I couldn’t tell if she was saying it disparagingly or if there was admiration in her voice. Either way, both women to the sides of me nodded matter-of-factly.

      “Yes,” Cleo and Ori answered in unison.

      My chest puffed up, and I felt a shameless boost of pride at the sound of the women answering as one, not hesitating to confirm to the goddess that they both believed I was the one destined to take the throne from the God of Chaos and sit in his place. It was something I would never have imagined I would face, but in so many ways, I felt like the time in the monastery was spent preparing me for this.

      “But not without you,” I said. I reached beside me and gathered flowers. “This is what Orion saw. But it can’t happen without all of us working together.” I mimicked the movements of Ori’s hands, weaving the flowers together into a chain and then pulling the ends together to create another crown. “So, you will help me? Help us?”

      I offered the crown to Hela. She stared at it for a few seconds like she knew she was standing at a fork in the road and needed to make a decision. Finally, she took the crown from my hand and positioned it on her head. I grinned widely. She looked completely ridiculous, and it was one of the most amazing things I’d ever seen. She took another long swig of the wine.

      “So, what’s your plan?” she asked.

      Cleo, Ori, and I exchanged glances then looked back at her. None of us had anything to tell her. Hela downed the rest of the wine and tossed the jug to the side. I heard the smashing sound as the pottery broke into pieces in the grass.
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      Hela looked at each of us expectantly, obviously waiting for us to answer the question. Finally, I knew we weren’t going to get any further with us all just sitting around in the flowers. Unless we wanted to link hands and start singing camp songs, we had reached a standstill. I leaned slightly toward Hela.

      “We don’t have a plan,” I told her.

      She looked at me questioningly. “You don’t have a plan?” Her eyes snapped back and forth between the two women and then came back to me. “What do you mean you don’t have a plan?”

      “I mean, as of right now, we’ve gotten to the end of what planning we did. You were our plan. We knew we needed to find you, tell you what’s going on, and get you on board. Once we settled on that, we just kind of went for it.”

      “Well, you found me,” Hela said.

      “Yes,” I said. “So, plan accomplished.”

      “And you seriously don’t have anything else?”

      “No.” I started to feel slightly frustrated with her. “We have no more plans. We are pulling this out of our ass right now. All this—” I gestured to each of the women beside me, then to myself, then back to them and to Hela before swirling my hands around to indicate all of us being in it together. “All this has just happened in the last few days. To say things are happening quickly would be a massive understatement. Within a couple of days, I crossed from the real world into the Land of the Gods, fought off a bunch of demons to prepare myself and prove I’m worthy, ran into a temple I knew absolutely nothing about, defeated a God, kissed an orb, absorbed that orb into my forehead, and met a prophet who tells me I’m supposed to become the next king and God of Chaos. It’s been a bit much.

      “And the thing is, I didn’t do any of it for the power, or knowing in any way whatsoever I was going to be put through this type of trial or have that type of future ahead of me. The only reason I chased after Cleo was to save my nephew. He’s far too young to be snatched out of the world, and he means everything to my family. I would do anything to protect him. But now it’s become more than that. So much more than that. And I have a feeling you are the one who is supposed to get us to the next step, whatever it is. I might not have a plan, but I know I’m moving forward. The question is whether you’re going to come with me.”

      I finished, and I admit I was proud of how the speech came out, unrehearsed as it was. I couldn’t exactly remember everything I’d said, but I hoped I’d gotten out what I meant. For words that had just tumbled freely out of my mouth without any clear path, they sounded pretty good when I heard them. I couldn’t tell if Hela agreed. Finally, she nodded.

      “I will come with you,” she said. “I will do what I can to help you.”

      “But?” I asked. “That sounds like there’s a ‘but’ following it.”

      “I saw how much being at the feast at Dionysus’s villa affected you. It shows you are strong and you are taking to the power well. But…”

      “There it is,” I said.

      “But,” she continued, “I do not believe lust alone will be enough to destroy one of the Titans. I’m not doubting you are the one who is meant to do this, but if you are, there are steps you will need to take. If you are meant to kill Apep, first you must kill another minor god. Level up, as it were.”

      Hela looked back and forth between the other women then back at me. I stared at her then followed the path of her eyes between Cleo and Ori.

      “Another lesser god?” I sighed, wanting this to be over.

      Both Cleo and Ori were watching Hela intently, waiting for what she was going to say next. They had both known her far longer than I had and were more likely to be able to anticipate her reaction. I decided to take their behavior as a guide and watched the goddess as the gears turned in her head. Finally, she seemed like she had pulled out of her thoughts enough to come back into the conversation with me.

      “I can’t make decisions for you,” Hela finally said. “You progressing through the levels of strength to eventually take down the Titan has to be your own path to follow. But I can tell you I know of a conflict you may be able to take advantage of.”

      “What is it?” I asked.

      “I am well aware of the anger between Dionysus and Mercury. There has been tension between them for a long time. It would gain me a favor, and likely you as well, if you are to solve that problem.”

      I let the name tumble around in my head for a few seconds, trying to place it. I’d been able to bring to mind my research when I heard Hela, but I wasn’t able to place Mercury.

      “Who is that?” I asked. “Who is Mercury?”

      Cleo scoffed. “God of Speed and Thievery, and general all-around asshole. He and his brothers are just like children. They fight over everything. I can’t tell you how annoying it is.”

      “I have four sisters. I probably was that annoying brother. But I understand what you’re saying.” I let out a breath. “All right. So, as of now, the plan is to kill a Greek god and absorb his powers of speed and thievery. That’s not bad. If it mixes up with the power of lust I already have, will it give me the juice I need to go after Death?”

      Hela’s shook her head back and forth subtly. “I can’t know for certain. But it will definitely make you stronger.”

      I looked at Ori. The human prophet’s icy-blue eyes held a mix of emotion.

      “What do you think, Ori?” I asked. “Is that what needs to be done? When you saw the vision of me in power, was there any indication of the steps I’d taken to get there?”

      “No,” she said. “There wasn’t anything. Perhaps that is what you should do. I cannot say for sure. When I saw the vision, I saw you in power. I saw you sitting on the throne with us surrounding you. There was not a question of your power or your position. But I did not see how you got there. I can only tell you that is where you are headed, where you’re destined to be, not the path to follow to get there.”

      She sounded more upset the longer she talked, and I reached over to lay my hand on her knee. I squeezed it to show her my support, and she rested her hand over mine, tucking the tips of her fingers beneath mine to hold my hand. I knew the situation was difficult for her. It was affecting each of us differently. While I was focused on saving Titus and making sure his life-force didn’t become a part of the ongoing existence of the god who had sent Cleo for him, the others had their own concerns. Cleo wanted to be free, to be released from the servitude thrust on her that forced her to do the bidding of a brutal god. Hela wanted to reclaim her position and to regain the power, prestige, and respect she’d once had but had faded. Orion wanted her life. This wasn’t her world. She wasn’t a god, and she wasn’t a demon. She was human, and though she had incredible abilities, she didn’t want to be kept as a tool or a slave. She didn’t want to be trapped at the age the god had preserved her. For her, if I was able to succeed in smashing my way through the levels of the lesser gods to eventually face off against a Titan and actually take him down, it would mean she could have a future.

      It was obvious the other two women could sense Ori’s distress, but they needed to keep her talking. She had information none of us did and might be able to unlock steps we couldn’t on our own. She needed to be right there with us. Hela stared directly in her face like she was trying to hold on to her and keep her focused without touching her.

      “And you saw me there,” Hela said. “You told me there were five women surrounding him. I can only assume you and Cleo were two of the others. Were you able to tell who the other two women were?”

      “No.” Ori shook her head. Her eyes had a distant look to them, and I imagined she was concerned that the goddess would be angry at her for not being able to tell her more.

      Hela simply nodded. “That is not important,” she said almost dismissively. “Perhaps they will make themselves known, and perhaps we will find them along the way. That isn’t of our concern right now. For now, you will come to my home. You will be safe there.”
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      “Are you sure?” Ori asked.

      “Of course,” Hela said. “I wouldn’t offer if I didn’t mean it. I have no reason to impress anybody.”

      The chain of flowers still sitting on her head, contrasting with the inky blackness of her hair, took a bit of the edge off her tone, but it was still hard. I had the feeling that was as kind a welcome as we were going to get, so we got up from the grass and fell into step behind her as she started across the field away from the trees where we had entered.

      “Have you ever been to her house?” I asked Ori in a low voice.

      Ori shook her head. “No,” she muttered back. “Never. I didn’t even know she had a house.”

      “Did you think I just roamed?” Hela asked from in front of us without looking back.

      Ori and I cringed at each other, muffling our laughs.

      “Hela isn’t known for being the most hospitable of hostesses,” Cleo said. “But we are grateful she is bringing us into her home today.”

      “I’m sure you are,” she said.

      I rushed up to the front of the group to walk alongside Hela. “Thank you,” I said. “I appreciate what you’re doing for us.”

      “Don’t make a mistake,” she said. “I am doing this for myself more than anyone. I have craved being a queen again since that power faded away, and I will do whatever needs to be done to ensure I get it back. I feel for the needs of those who have been wronged by the gods, but I won’t pretend the fact that this will benefit me isn’t a major motivator in my helping you.”

      “I would have thought nothing less.”

      She looked over at me, and if I didn’t already have the impression that she was partially made of stone, I would think she gave me a faint smile. I stepped back enough so Ori and Cleo could walk along beside me. I took both of their hands and held them tightly as we walked through the field and into another set of trees. This one wasn’t as thick as the first, and the light from the sky above us filtered through the branches to keep the space around us at least faintly illuminated. I expected to walk all the way through the trees and out the other side to go somewhere else, but soon we walked into a clearing. I was stunned when I saw the building in front of us. It looked like every longhouse I’d seen in my reading about Vikings. Close along the sides and to the back of the house was a creek. I walked up to it and looked down into water so clear it looked like glass. It was almost startling how sharply the water seemed to highlight the rocks covering the bottom of the creek beneath.

      “Come inside,” Hela called to me. “You deserve some rest.”

      She was sounding more welcoming, even friendlier, and I thought about what she said about doing this for herself. I had no doubt she was motivated by her desire to feel powerful again, but it almost seemed as though now that she had said that, she could let down her guard. I followed the women into the house. It was even more amazing once I walked through the door. The entire building was one large open room. A huge bed was pushed up against the far wall, and a large area to the other side featured a cushioned bench that curved around a massive fireplace.

      Hela walked up to the fireplace and leaned close to it. In an instant, a roaring fire built up within it. Ori and Cleo walked over to the furniture positioned around it and dropped down into chairs.

      Cleo glanced over her shoulder at me. “Come on. Join us. Relax for a little while. You’re going to need it.”

      I walked through the room and sat down on the couch positioned between the two chairs. As soon as I sat, my body relaxed. The air outside had gotten progressively cooler as we walked through the forest, and the heat from the fire was soothing. Hela walked up beside me and offered me a horn. I looked at it for a few seconds, not sure how to respond.

      “Take it,” Hela said. “You look thirsty.”

      I glanced at Cleo and Ori. “Is this a river situation?”

      Cleo laughed and shook her head.

      “It isn’t wine,” Hela said. “I’m one of the very few beings who can drink the wine from Dionysus’s feasts and stay in control of my own head. This is mead. Unlike the wine, it won’t drug you. But it is very strong, so you have to be careful. Small sips.”

      I took the horn from her and cautiously nipped a sip into my mouth. It flowed across my tongue and down my throat, creating a warm sensation in my belly. I smiled, relaxing back farther onto the couch. Hela nodded as if satisfied by my acceptance of the drink and sat down on the couch beside me. She turned to look at Ori.

      “Does your owner know you are missing?” she asked. “Do we need to worry he is going to try to find you?”

      “He is sure to know I am gone by now,” Ori said. “It has been almost a full day since I left. He is bound to have recognized I am not there to give him his prophecies.”

      “Is he going to come looking for you?” I asked. I couldn’t pretend I didn’t worry about what he might do if he found her.

      “I’m sure he will be angry I’m not around, and he will probably attempt to find me. However, there is no reason to think he would find me here. He would have no reason to look for me at Hela’s house.”

      “So, you didn’t tell him about the prophecy?” I asked.

      She looked at me like she couldn’t believe I would ask such a question. “Of course not. Nothing I tell him is true anymore. I’ve been feeding him false prophecies for months. He has no idea what is actually happening.”

      She sounded proud of herself, and I couldn’t help but smile at her. I liked to see her pretty face without the etching of concern.

      “Good,” Hela said. “Then rest tonight. Tomorrow we will track Mercury, and our hero here will kill him. And then we begin the final step of our plan.”

      She stood and walked over toward the center of the room. She waved her hand toward the bed against the wall, muttering something under her breath. Suddenly, the bed stretched into a comically large size. I took another gulp of the mead.

      Cleo had remained quiet since settling down in front of the fire, but now she lifted an eyebrow and made a dismissive sound in her throat. “Show-off,” she muttered.

      Another swig finished off the mead. I felt my head swimming a little, but I tried not to show it. Hela was right: that stuff hit me hard.

      “Goddess of Death and Interior Decorating?” I asked.

      I giggled at my own joke then fought to get myself back under control. Damn. That stuff really did take me out. I wasn’t usually such a lightweight.

      “I am a goddess of Death,” Hela confirmed, “but I also have strong magic in my blood. You just watched me start a fire with the flick of my wrist; I wouldn’t think the upsizing of a bed to fit four would be so hard for you to believe. You still have plenty of lust running through your veins, yes?”

      “Yes,” I replied.

      It wasn’t nearly as much as before, but it seemed spending time at the feast ratcheted up the level of lust I felt to a new, consistent level. She walked up to the side of the bed and then climbed on, crawling into the center. Sitting up on her knees, she released the belt that so tightly cinched her waist and tossed it aside. Taking hold of the tunic, she whisked it off over her head to reveal a body as smooth and sleek as the thick mane of hair that slipped over one shoulder and draped over her breast.

      “Then I believe that means you would have at least one of us tonight.”

      Her voice had lowered, and she offered me a slumbering smile. My throat went dry. She was offering herself to me without hesitation, and I was eager to accept the invitation.

      “He would most likely choose me,” Cleo pointed out. “After all, I’m the one who has what he needs to keep him here and to make sure he continues to understand what we are saying. Unless, of course, you want to break out the Allspeak we’ve heard so much about.”

      Hela looked at Cleo and gave a short laugh. “Don’t be so petty, Your Highness. It doesn’t suit you.”

      She lay down on the bed, resting back so her head was on the pillows directly in the middle. She looked over at me, lifting her eyebrow. I took no time in walking over to the bed and looking down at her. Stretched out on the bed in front of me, she was incredibly alluring. All the desire and need I had felt earlier rushed back, and I climbed up onto the bed so I could crawl over to her. I wanted to taste her and feel her body wrapped around me. I dropped down beside her and put my head on the pillow. Immediately, Hela rose up so she could swing her leg over my hips and straddle me. I reached up and grabbed her hip with one hand, letting the other slide across the soft bedding beside me.
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      My hand trailed up Hela’s soft, warm back, and I licked my lips, thinking about filling my mouth with one of her breasts.

      “This is the nicest bed I’ve ever laid on,” I slurred.

      What the hell did I just say?

      Of all the things I could have said, of all the words that exist and could have come out of my mouth at that very moment, those were the ones that decided to make themselves known. Fan-fucking-tastic. I shook my head, hoping there was some chance I hadn’t actually said it out loud. Maybe it had just been something that went through my mind as I admired the softness of the bedding and the cushiony depth of the bed beneath my back. Then I noticed Hela’s face hovering over me, a smirk on her lips as she stared at me.

      Well, that sealed it.

      “You drank it all, didn’t you?” she asked.

      “I might have,” I said, thinking of the continuous swigs of mead I sent down my throat to keep the warmth simmering in my belly. “It was a small horn.”

      Hela laughed and pushed away from me. She reached for the tunic she had dropped on the side of the bed and let it slide back down over her head.

      “You won’t be having any relations at all tonight,” she said. “Much less with me and Cleo. You need to sleep.”

      I wanted to protest, to tell her I was just fine and that she should come back over so I could show her. But she reached over and ran a hand down the side of my face, and I knew nothing else.

      When I woke up, I didn’t want to open my eyes. I tried to convince myself I hadn’t fallen asleep. Maybe I was just lying there, still enjoying having Hela straddling my hips. Perhaps I had just blinked and my eyelids were still on the upswing part. I couldn’t possibly have fallen asleep that fast and slept that hard. When I got over the denial portion of the morning, I realized she wasn’t near me anymore. I sat up quickly and immediately regretted it. The room around me spun, and I felt like everything in my skull was liquefied and sloshing around. I grabbed my head on either side with both hands and squeezed my eyes shut.

      “Shit,” I muttered.

      “Hey now,” I heard Cleo say from beside me. “You shouldn’t have sat up that fast. Go on and lie back down. When Hela says her mead is strong, she means it. And you drank a lot of it. You’re going to need to take things very slowly this morning.”

      She leaned over to look into my face, and I noticed her eyes were brighter than they had been the day before. She looked relaxed and less on edge. I did as she asked, slowly easing myself back down onto the mattress and resting my head into the pillow. As soon as it sank into the depth of the cushion, most of the spinning feeling disappeared and I started to feel back in control of my body. It was definitely not a sensation I enjoyed, and I would have to keep it in mind the next time the goddess offered me a drink reminiscent of the Vikings.

      I didn’t see Hela anywhere around, but didn’t ask where she was. I doubted she would appreciate me trying to keep track of her.

      “How long did I sleep?” I asked.

      “Hours,” Cleo said. “She has already gone out to scout for the god you are meant to kill today.”

      She said that far too casually. Her eyes moved away from me and over to the other side of the bed. I followed her gaze and noticed a bundle of blankets begin to move and moan. Suddenly, Ori popped her head out from under the layers, rubbing her eyes. She looked like she was only partially awake and aware of her surroundings, but her nose was wrinkled up with aggravation.

      “You are too loud,” she complained. “Hush. Please.”

      She flopped back down, and the blankets shifted. I noticed her dress had slipped, revealing one of her shoulders as well as the bare curve of her breast. My eyes widened, and my tongue slipped across my bottom lip. Cleo laughed. I looked over at her to gauge her emotion. She looked genuinely amused by my reaction to the human prophet.

      “You know she cannot give you what I can,” she said, “but I am not going to stop you. She is lovely.”

      A smile still on her lips, Cleo slid off the bed and made her way across the room toward the furniture near the fireplace. The flames had been turned down from their roaring intensity of the night before to a much softer crackle, and Cleo curled into one of the chairs and stared into the dancing flames. I watched her for only a second before sliding slightly across the bed and leaning down toward Ori.

      My lips whispered a kiss over her bare shoulder, and Ori glanced up at me. Our eyes met, and she slowly rolled onto her back. She looked up at me for a beat before I leaned down and brushed my lips across hers. She responded by lifting her face enough to brush her lips over mine. That was enough to break me out of any control I might have had. I pressed another, harder kiss onto her lips, coaxing her lips apart with my tongue. Ori complied hungrily, opening her mouth so I could explore hers with my tongue and looping her arms around my neck.

      I reached down and pushed the blankets away from her. She was still wearing her dress, but it had gathered up around her thighs, exactly as I was hoping it would. It meant I could see her milky skin and was that much closer to the warm apex I so craved. I ran my hand up her thigh and let it move between her legs to feel the even softer skin there.

      She wriggled against the bed as if already losing control in anticipation of my more intimate touch. I stopped long enough to take off my shirt then went back to kissing her and tracing my fingers over her thighs. Finally, they discovered the warmth nestled between them, and Ori gasped as the backs of my fingers grazed over her peak. Her hand grasped my shoulder, and I smiled down at her.

      Ori’s reaction told me she wasn’t used to being touched. I didn’t know how long it had been since anyone had enjoyed her body and given her any pleasure, but she seemed to tremble with both nerves and eager excitement. I decided I was going to take care of that nervousness quickly. I would give her such intense bliss she would let go of any inhibitions and be asking for me.

      I pulled my hand from between her thighs and dipped my finger in my mouth. Bringing it back to her clit, I traced tight circles over it, gradually pressing harder as I encouraged her body to respond to me. Soon, Ori’s eyes drifted closed and her lips parted. Her mouth opened and closed a few times, but no sound came out. I flicked my finger between her parted lips, and her thighs fell farther apart.

      She was flowing with her own silky fluids now, and I gathered them up on my fingertip to make it easier to trace through the folds and dips of her body. As Ori moaned and whimpered, I felt Cleo’s hands touch my back. I had been so focused on Ori, I hadn’t even realized she had come back to the bed. Her mouth touched my skin and ran across my shoulder blades, then came to the side of my neck.

      Turning my head over my shoulder, I met Cleo’s mouth. The more intense our kiss, the more thoroughly I explored Ori’s body. I ended the kiss and took Cleo’s wrist with my free hand to guide her across the bed. She stepped over Ori as I directed her to stand across from me. I continued to swirl my fingers over Ori’s clit as I reached for the wispy fabric surrounding Cleo. It fell away from her body, and I used one hand between her knees to push her thighs apart. Grasping one hip, I held her firmly so I could lean forward and draw my tongue through her center.

      I could taste her sweetness and knew she was already ready and eager for my touch. As I traced Cleo with my tongue the same way my fingers had traced Ori, I released Cleo’s hip so I could unhook my pants and lower the zipper. My cock sprung free, already fully engorged. Pulling back from Cleo, I reached down and picked up Ori’s hand, wrapping it around my shaft.

      She gasped at first but seemed intrigued then delighted. Her hand started to stroke over my cock, rolling over the head as she gained more confidence in her touch. I groaned and dove forward again to taste more of Cleo’s sweet, honey-like pussy. She moaned and dug her fingers through my hair as she pressed her hips forward to give me even more access to every sensitive inch of her.

      I plunged my fingers inside her, and she tightened to hold them in deep before relaxing and letting her legs slide even farther apart. At this point, I took my mouth away from Cleo and pushed down on her hip to guide her onto the bed. She sat, and I positioned her so her feet were open wide, and she drew her knees up, presenting herself fully to me.

      Bringing the pad of my thumb to Cleo’s pearl, I slid back slightly so I could duck my head down and give some of the same attention with my tongue to Ori’s now dripping, eager body. She cried out and stroked my cock harder. I licked her for a few moments, then moved my face over to Cleo again and swept my tongue over her folds.

      I continued to play like this, letting the feeling of Ori’s hand on my bulging shaft fuel me as I went back and forth between the women. My mouth and fingers traced and explored, dipping and swirling, experimenting with different patterns and intensities of pressure. Soon both women were shuddering, whimpering with pleasure. My cock was bulging, my mind buzzing with anticipation of release, when the door to the building slammed open.
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      I looked toward the door and saw Hela stomping in. She stared at us on the bed, and I lifted my eyebrows, silently welcoming her to join us.

      “We have to stop,” Cleo said, noticing the way I looked at the goddess.

      “Stop?” I asked, my cock nearly aching with the intensity of the need I felt. “What do you mean we have to stop?”

      She closed her legs, and I reluctantly withdrew my hand. I already missed her body and wanted to push her thighs apart again. My hand had stilled on Ori, and she rolled her hips, bucking them slightly as she whimpered, encouraging me to keep touching her.

      “We have to be ready for the Sacrifice Ritual,” Cleo said. “You know that. You have to be ready to call upon the god and face him. We can’t finish this right now.”

      I knew why she was saying it, but it didn’t make it any less frustrating to hear. My body was hot and worked up, feeling like I hadn’t gotten any release in years.

      “She’s right,” Hela said. “Besides, we need to go.”

      “Go?” I asked. I leaned down and kissed Ori in apology before taking my hand away from her.

      “I have been trying to scout out Mercury all day. He has been particularly aggravating today, the slimy little ass. I hadn’t been able to find him, and nobody I talked to knew where he was. It seems like you might not have been the only one to have a few gulps too many last night. But they weren’t tippling the mead. But, finally, I heard he had been spotted pissing off the nymphs.”

      “In true Mercury form,” Cleo said, getting off the bed and adjusting her clothes.

      “Exactly,” Hela said. “But also distracted form. Let’s jump when he doesn’t expect it. We’ll have the advantage of him not knowing we’re coming and not being able to ready himself.”

      I got off the bed and scrambled to rearrange my pants, stuffing my cock away with the silent promise I would enjoy one of the women as soon as possible. Maybe more than one of them. I put my shirt back on and perched at the edge of the bed to put my boots back on. The women had gotten off the bed and righted their clothes before putting on their shoes. When we were put back together, we followed Hela out of the house and back through the trees.

      “Fighting against Mercury isn’t going to be the same as your first fight,” Cleo said. “It’s important not to take the position of waiting for him to make a move or trying to force him to do something so you can anticipate it and respond. Mercury is known to be violent and aggressive. You don’t have to wait and see if he’s going to engage with you. He’s going to. The second he notices your intentions, or thinks you are threatening him in any way, he will attack. You need to be ready to defend against this attack and assault at the same time.”

      Cleo continued talking as we walked, sharing a variety of battle strategies and giving me tips on what I should look out for during the fight. Having these three women with me as I went through this, ready to support and help me in any way they were able, was so drastically different from my experience in the monastery.

      Being there was completely about personal growth and learning to push myself beyond the limitations and boundaries I had. There was much the same concept of moving through the levels, gradually progressing as I achieved new levels of skill and consciousness. But I was alone. Unlike with these women, I didn’t have anyone along on that journey with me. Even with all the other monks sharing the same space and going through the same rituals throughout the day and night, we were, in so many ways, alone. Each of us had to pursue our goals on our own journey and had only ourselves to rely on. While I still carried much of that feeling of self-reliance and depending on my own skills to get me by, I knew in this situation I should be grateful for the help and the support. It made what I had to do, and the fate that awaited me, much more palatable.

      She had gone into another spiel about my strategies, and I laughed.

      “What?” she asked.

      “I’m just surprised at everything you know,” I said. “Where did you learn all this?”

      She looked at me with an expression of confusion that I would even ask a question like that. “Antony,” she said, as though it was the most obvious thing in the world.

      “Ah. Of course. Good old Mark Antony. Who else?”

      She continued looking at me for a few seconds like she couldn’t decide if I was just being difficult, then headed back into the stream of information. A few minutes later, she took a breath.

      “Do you feel ready now?” she asked.

      I stared back at her. “All of that information is good to have. Really, it is. I’m sure it would be very useful. But here’s the thing. Mercury isn’t one of the warriors Antony faced off against. He’s not a warrior at all. He’s a god.”

      “He is,” Cleo said. “Mercury is a god, and one at the next level from what you’ve already faced. This is true. But he’s one of the weaker ones. You have the ability to be far more powerful than I think you realize.” She paused and swirled her hands in front of her body, murmuring an inaudible incantation as what looked like orange light formed in a ball between her hands then melted into a fearsome-looking knife. “Here,” she said, holding the knife out to me. “A hero needs a weapon.”

      I took it from her and removed it from its sheath, turning it over in my hands as I examined it. It was unlike any weapon I had ever seen. The blade was curved into a serpentine shape with a lethally pointed tip. The metal glinted in the sunlight, but at the same time seemed to meld with the carved black handle. Though obviously crafted out of two very different materials, the two sections of the knife were so precisely fused it was impossible to detect any type of seam. It felt heavy enough in my hand I knew it would have tremendous impact on anyone I used it against, but also light enough I could wield it easily and comfortably.

      “Thank you,” I said.

      “Use it well,” Cleo told me.

      “I will.”

      I slipped the knife back into its sheath and wrapped the belt around my waist, securing it into place so I could access the weapon quickly when I needed it. We continued, crossing over the field of flowers again. In the daylight, the colors of the flowers were even more vibrant, and I breathed in their perfume as it rose up in the morning air. I realized my mind had cleared, and I was feeling refreshed and energetic. Guzzling the mead the night before had definitely taken its toll on me, but crashing solidly for a few hours was exactly what I needed.

      “I feel like we’re getting close to Debauchery Villa again,” I said. “Are we going back there? Because if we are, I’m going to need some time to prepare myself.”

      Ori laughed from the other side of me. “You’re going to be fine. We’ll be near the villa soon, but the feast is over by now. It won’t be as intense a draw. Of course, another is likely to start any moment. For now, though, you should be fine.”

      I nodded, still bracing myself just in case.

      We kept going, and soon I saw the river of wine flowing down a hill in front of us. I hadn’t noticed it the night before, but now I knew it was there, it stood out against the green grass and drew my attention down into the sparkling white of the villa. Suddenly, Hela stopped in her tracks and held up a hand. We all halted and waited for her to tell us what was happening.

      An instant later, I saw a stream of gold light burst out from somewhere beyond the villa, on a hill on the other side. Just after, I saw another, silver this time, twisting and blending with the first to fill the air with dancing, sparkling light. I was confused, unsure of what exactly I was seeing.

      “He’s there,” Hela said.

      “Mercury?” I asked.

      I took another step, trying to see through the light to see the god I would be facing.

      “Yes,” Cleo said. “He is beyond the villa. But the light is all you’ll see of him until the sacrifice. Are you ready?”

      My body clenched at the promise of what the sacrifice meant. I knew I would have to die again, but before that, I would connect with the power of the gods and the land around me by enjoying the pleasure of Cleo.

      “I am,” I said.

      Cleo looked over at Ori. “You know what needs to be done.”

      “I do,” Ori said.

      “He needs to be brought to climax as fast as possible,” Hela said. “Do whatever you need to do to give him as much pleasure as you can. Fulfill him so he can be sacrificed and ready to call out Mercury.”

      Ori and Cleo each took one of my hands and guided me back into the trees on the other side of the path. They pushed me up against one of the trees, and Ori pressed her mouth down over mine while Cleo went to work opening my pants. Ori grabbed my hand and closed it over her breast, and my cock sprang to life. It hardened in Cleo’s hand, and she stroked it hard and fast, slipping her mouth down over it a few times to make the movements smooth. I groaned and Ori covered my mouth again, muffling the sound with her tongue.

      “You can’t be too loud,” she murmured when she took her mouth away. “You do not want to be noticed by the god.”

      “But if he is truly distracted by the nymphs, it should not be too much of a worry for you,” Cleo added. “He aggravates them, but at least they keep him from being able to think straight most of the time.”

      Her mouth sank down over my cock again, and she sucked at the engorged head enthusiastically. They had not been exaggerating when they said we needed to get this done fast, and they were eagerly doing what they could to bring me to orgasm in as little time as possible. They were doing an amazing job, with Cleo’s masterful mouth sucking me and Ori’s breast filling my hand. We lowered to the ground so Cleo knelt between my spread thighs and Ori sat beside me, lifting her skirt so I could tuck my hand between her legs and dip my fingers into her. She was already wet and hot, obviously excited by the thrill of the urgency behind getting me off. I plunged two fingers deep into her body and thrust them at the same rhythm as Cleo sucked me. The feeling of being brought right to the edge and then not fulfilled that morning rushed back.

      As if sensing what I was feeling, Cleo pulled away and turned around, getting on her hands and knees and arching her back to present herself to me. I moved the fabric she wore out of the way and got on my knees behind her to slam into her. I let out a growl and slammed in again. Holding on to her shoulder with one hand, I used the other to keep playing with Ori as I pounded into Cleo. She clenched up, back arching as she let out a contained moan, and then pulled off of me, gesturing to Ori.

      “Quick, don’t let it stop.”

      Ori looked from her to me with surprise, blinked, and then took Cleo’s place without another word. She was tight but wet, so that, as soon as I entered her, a shiver of bliss ran through me, tingling through my limbs, and there was no question I was about to come. She looked over her shoulder at me with wide, adoring eyes, and reached back to feel my balls as I thrust in, enjoying the moment and the tight clench of her pussy on me.

      Just as I could feel the powerful pressure building through me, knowing I was seconds away from climax, I opened my eyes to see Hela come around the side of the tree. She looked down at us, watching the almost frantic passion with a hint of a smile. I grunted, my breath fast and hard, and Hela reached down, guiding me so I bent my shoulders back away from Ori and exposed my chest for the sacrifice. I was expecting the knife Cleo had used during the first sacrifice, but Hela didn’t have any weapons. Her fingers spread wide, she lifted her hand above my chest and brought it down like she was throwing something down into me. At the same second my explosive orgasm rushed through me, I felt a bursting in my chest, searing heat coursing down my arms and legs, and my body collapsed to the ground.

      A few seconds later, I opened my eyes. I could feel a flood of power sweep through me, and I climbed to my feet, adjusting my clothes.

      “What was that?” I asked Hela.

      “You are no longer just a human, Steve,” Hela said. “You can’t be sacrificed the same way. You are too strong for the knife to kill you. I had to use a spiritual weapon. That is how it will be from now on whenever this must be done.”

      I nodded. “Come on. Let’s not waste any time.”

      We walked out of the trees and beyond the villa to the top of the other hill. The sparkling gold and silver lights were gone, and I could hear voices. When we reached the hill, I stood overlooking an elaborate garden. Now I could see the nude women running around, chased by a man in a gold toga. They didn’t seem to take his chasing playfully and were trying to get away from him, but he was laughing, jumping, and weaving around the topiaries as he tried to catch one of them.

      “Go,” Hela said from behind me. “Be the hero. Prove that is who you are.”

      She, Cleo, and Ori quickly moved out of the way, though Ori spared a look my way that said it all—damn, that felt amazing. They stepped back so they could stay out of my path while watching the show that was about to happen.
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      None of the naked women, who I could only assume were the nymphs, nor Mercury noticed my presence there. It let me further familiarize myself with the surroundings and watch the small man’s movements so I could better understand him. I focused on looking back into my mind to recall my training. I didn’t just try to reach back into my years serving in the army, but also my time among the monks. Both experiences gave me skill and experience that shaped me into who I was, and that would guide me through this fight. I would have to use both in as many ways as I could in order to quickly gain dominance over the god.

      As I watched, I realized just how quick Mercury was. Much smaller than I would have anticipated in a god, he flitted around like a hummingbird. I hoped he would not be as difficult to get under control as the annoying little birds. Rather than watching the interaction between Mercury and the nymphs and a big picture, I narrowed my focus down just to the way he was moving. I studied his actions, the way his body moved, and the tells he had that predicted his movements.

      I watched the trajectory of how he maneuvered through the garden, and how he seemed to select which woman to chase after. If it went according to plan, being able to predict what he was going to do next and which moves he might attempt could allow me to better attack in a way that would quickly get him under my control and dispatch him. In all honesty, I had no interest in a long, drawn-out fight. This wasn’t about showing dominance and establishing one of us as alpha over the other. There was one end point to this fight, and I wanted to get to it as quickly as possible.

      When I felt like I had watched him long enough to understand his movements, I stepped forward. The first goal would be to distract my target and pull his attention away from the women he was tormenting. That would give them the opportunity to get away from him, but also draw him into my space so he would be accessible and vulnerable. I didn’t say anything to him. There was no point in wasting time with words. My body rushing toward him would be enough of a distraction to stop his playful chase and force him into conflict.

      As soon as Mercury looked my way, the nymphs saw their opportunity and scattered. They dipped behind topiaries and statues, wanting to be out of the way of the god, but also too curious not to watch what was going to happen.

      “Who are you?” Mercury demanded.

      “It doesn’t matter who I am,” I said. “It only matters why I’m here, and that is to face you. Come out here and fight.”

      His eyes locked on me, but I didn’t step back. I reminded myself that while the first god I had fought was an underling, I had still defeated him. Mercury was the first true god I was facing, but I refused to let myself feel fear and intimidation. That would only weaken me and make my mission more difficult. Instead, I saw him as a challenge, a stepping stone I would crush on my path to victory. He tilted his head slightly as he took another step toward me. He let out a mirthless laugh.

      “Are you… human?” he asked as if it amused him. Quickly, though, the laughter faded from his lips and his eyes narrowed. “How did a thing as weak as you make it here?”

      “You don’t know what I’m capable of,” I said. “Don’t call me weak until you are prepared to prove yourself against me.”

      I was taunting him, inciting him.

      “What makes you think you are worthy to speak to me, much less tell me what to do?”

      He spit the words with more venom than I had expected, but then I remembered how the women described him. In my eyes, he was no longer a mythical being. He was little more than the puffed-up assholes who got drunk and tried to push other people around because it made them forget how weak they really were. I surged forward, but before I got more than a few steps toward him, Mercury lashed at me and I was knocked back. I hit the ground and immediately thought this might not be as easy as I had anticipated. But that wasn’t going to stop me. One good shot wasn’t going to scare me away.

      “Who are you?” he demanded again.

      “Me?” I asked, my hand going to the knife at my waist. “I have something to settle with your brother. A little birdie told me I could gain his favor. All I have to do is eliminate you.”

      I circled around him, getting closer with each rotation. It had the exact effect I was hoping it would, reaching into his mind and combining with his own anger to hold him hostage. He was too infuriated at the audacity of a human coming into his land and facing off against him to fully prepare himself for the fight ahead. I knew there was a part of him that didn’t really believe I was there to fight him.

      Too wrapped up in his own power and perceptions of himself—oh, he couldn’t fathom someone not only being willing to stand up against him, but being the one to take the first move. He was sputtering, his face high with color as his hands clenched and twitched at his sides. By the time I got close enough to him to see the hairs and the curls down his forehead, any questions I had in my mind were gone. Just as Hela had said, I was there to be the hero I knew I was, and to prove it to anyone willing to question it.

      The knife now in my hand, I lashed out at Mercury before he even knew what was happening. But the god was fast and moved out of the way of the strike before it could do any damage. He moved quickly out of the way, only to come at me from my side in an attempt to surprise me. I whipped around and thrashed at him again. The tip of my knife caught his arm, and he stared at the narrow trickle of blood going down his skin like he couldn’t believe what he was seeing. I heard gasps from the topiaries to the side, and I knew the nymphs were watching us. I glanced over at them and saw them watching with sparkling eyes, the flush across their breasts making the power inside me swell even more.

      My attack became a battle. Mercury came at me with vehemence, and we grappled. I didn’t think of the knife in my hand. I wanted to fight him with my own power as much as I could. He fought back hard, and we tore at each other. Finally, a hard punch against the side of his head sent Mercury stumbling back away from me. The few moments of distance from him let my mind quiet long enough to bring me back to the temple and the training I received there. I ran at him without waiting for him to approach me again, and in seconds, I had him on the ground.

      The peaceful quiet around us split with a shrill, chilling scream, and I saw the nymphs cower back away from us, some of them turning to hide their faces. I dropped to my knees and gave the handle of my knife a hard yank to pull the curved blade out of Mercury’s side. Taking it in both hands, I raised it up over my head and slammed it back down directly into the god’s heart. He let out another scream, but it quickly faded as his body turned to ash and floated away on the breeze.

      Still on my knees, I felt the blast of Mercury’s power hitting me with full force. My back arched and my chest thrust up toward the sky as I groaned with the intensity of the new skills, and strength tore through my body. When the transfer of power was finished, I fell forward, landing on my hands with my eyes squeezed shut.
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      I didn’t realize how out I was until I felt myself coming to with three pairs of hands on me. They pulled on my arms and shoulders, trying to get me up off the ground. So many lights were flashing in front of my eyes I couldn’t see anything, so all I could focus on was the voices around me.

      “Come on, Steve. Get up,” Cleo said.

      “You’re all right,” Hela said. “Come on. Get on your feet.”

      Behind them, Ori was giggling, and I only occasionally felt her pulling on me like the other women. Finally, my vision cleared, and I was able to stand and look around. Now I had reached a new level, everything around me was even more intense. The night before it seemed so vibrant and the details so sharp, I couldn’t have imagined anything more impressive.

      As my eyes took in everything around me, I was blown away by how much more beautiful it had become. The colors were even more saturated, and everything I saw stood out clear and sharp so I couldn’t miss anything. Perfumed air swept across my face and the air shimmered around me. It immediately reminded me of the first time I saw Cleo, and I knew it was the wind.

      The topiaries were impressively tended and shaped when I first saw them, but once the power of Mercury was inside me, I could see that they were actually elaborately crafted animals. Along the paths moving farther into the garden were statues on platforms of various heights, making the figures depicted in stone look as though they were engaging with one another. Gusts of wind touched my face again, and I looked up to see the clouds moving above me. They were no longer just streaks and puffs of white against the sky.

      Now I could see them in various shades of pale pink, blue, and purple, and realized there was much more to the shapes than just the irregular edges and soft wisps. Some of the clouds seemed pressed and molded until they gathered up onto one another and created the shape of people. They smiled down at me, and one appeared to blow my way.

      “Who are they?” I asked, gesturing up to them.

      Cleo followed my gaze and looked at the people in the clouds. “Spirits. Between life and the heavens.”

      “We’re in the Land of the Gods,” I said. “There are still heavens?”

      She smiled at me. “Of course.”

      There was nothing more, and I accepted it. Ori was still laughing, and I looked at her. Her eyes met mine, and she looked like she was trying to get ahold of herself but was having trouble stopping the giggles that were still tumbling from her lips. It was like something had struck her as funny and had cracked through the tension and anxiety she’d been feeling since before I faced Mercury so she couldn’t stem the flow.

      “Your attack was brilliant,” Hela said. “I’ve never seen anything like that. I was really impressed.”

      “It’s just what my training taught me,” I said.

      “It was obviously exactly what needed to be done. You defeated him far more quickly than I would have expected.”

      “And you dropped like a sack of potatoes when his power transferred into you,” Ori managed to get out, dissolving into another cascade of giggles.

      Her glee made me laugh, and I shook my head at her.

      “It definitely hit me hard,” I said. “A lot harder than the first fight.”

      “It’s probably only going to get worse,” Cleo said.

      “Thank you for the vote of confidence.”

      “Not negative. Just letting you know so you will be prepared for the next time you’re faced with moving up into another level.”

      “Consider me prepared.”

      I still felt tired from the exertion of the fight, and I sank back down to sit for another few moments. Immediately, Cleo took my arm and started pulling me back to my feet.

      “You need to wake up,” she said. “We need to go.”

      “Please, wait,” an unfamiliar voice called out to me from a few yards away.

      I looked up to see one of the nymphs coming toward me from behind a sprawling topiary of rearing horses. She ran on the balls of her feet, her long flaxen hair falling over her shoulders to conceal her breasts and the apex of her thighs. Her eyes were such a bright shade of green I could see them clearly even when she was still several strides away from me. She reached toward me with her slender, pale hands and grasped mine when she got close enough.

      “Thank you,” she said. “Thank you so much.”

      I stared at her, unsure of why she was gushing at me so much. Whatever she was saying, though, I could have listened to for the rest of the day and never wanted her to stop. Her voice was musical without being too childish, like sweet cream on her plush pink lips.

      “You’re welcome,” I said.

      She was at once innocent and delicate, and unbelievably sexy, making me want to gather her up and protect her, then carry her back to the house and spend a few days in bed with her.

      “Enough,” Cleo said sharply.

      The woman’s emerald eyes snapped to her, and some of the wide-eyed gratitude faded.

      “Go,” Ori commanded. “Mercury is gone now. You can leave.”

      “All of you,” Cleo said. “Take them with you. Leave him.”

      The woman let her hands fall away and sank back in the garden. Some of the other nymphs gathered, wrapping their arms around her and nuzzling her as if comforting her, but it only made them sexier. I felt myself starting to take a step toward them, but Ori took my hand, drawing my attention back to the three women standing around me.

      “Don’t follow them,” she said.

      “What’s wrong?” I asked. “Who was that?”

      “That was Melia. She isn’t just a nymph. She is the closest thing to a slave any of the nymphs get. She was tied to Mercury. That’s why she was thanking you. Defeating him means she’s free.”

      “Then why did you send her away?”

      “You don’t want anything to do with them,” Cleo warned. “There’s a reason they are all beautiful and alluring.”

      “And naked,” Ori pointed out.

      Cleo glared at her for a second before turning back to me. “They will draw you into a spell of sexuality that you will lose yourself in. They will never let you go. It might sound good, but I promise you, it’s not. They would never let you leave. That was one of the main problems with Mercury. He fell under their spell a long time ago, and he couldn’t break free, even when they didn’t want to hold him any longer.”

      “How are you feeling?” Hela asked. “Stronger?”

      “Yes,” I said.

      “Good. That was an impressive fight and will be a costly loss for Apep.”

      “It will,” Cleo added. “He will feel that. At least some. But that means he is even more of a target now. All of us are. When Apep finds out what happened, he will want to bring an end to this mission as quickly as possible. We need to get you to Dionysus. He will grant you a boon for destroying his brother for him. It will keep us safe for at least a few days.”

      “The queen is right,” Hela said. “Dionysus will be delighted to hear you have gotten rid of his idiot brother for him. That will make him happy and he will want to reward you.” She got a gleam in her eyes. “Maybe I will, too.”

      My entire body was aching from the fight, but I tucked away the thoughts the promise in Hela’s voice put through my mind to bring forward later. I would take that reward later. I felt my knees going weak again, and Hela and Cleo stepped up beside me. They wrapped their arms around my waist, and I draped mine over their shoulders.

      With Ori in front of us like she was leading some sort of limping parade, we made our way back down the hill and toward the villa. I could feel the impact of the atmosphere on me when we were still a distance from it, and the closer we got, the stronger it felt. I could hear the voices, laughter, water, and music again, like I had the night before. Just like Ori said, the party had started up again after a brief break, and I couldn’t help but wonder how many of the guests dancing and drinking down there now had been stretched out across the marble and stone getting a few hours of sleep when we walked past.

      The women helped me over the bridge over the river of wine and into the thick crowd of guests. I could feel people looking at us, watching our progress as we cut through them without any consideration for their thoughts. Unlike the night before, it didn’t matter to us if we were noticed. We forced our way through the guests, avoiding the drinks being tipped toward our mouths and the groping hands trying to draw us into their celebrations. We didn’t stop until they had brought me right up to the feet of Dionysus himself.

      He sat on a massive throne positioned on a marble platform toward the back of the villa. It didn’t strike me as his true throne, but rather something he put out there to amuse himself and his guests. He was sitting on it with one leg draped over the arm, leaned diagonally back with his elbow rested on the other arm. A crown that seemed to be made of paper was cocked on his head, and he held a bejeweled goblet in his hand. His face gleamed, his eyes sparkling with laughter. His grin got even wider when he saw us. Wine splashed out of his glass and onto his arm as he threw his hands up into the air, but a woman walking past dipped her head down to lick the drops from his skin.

      “Hela!” he said happily. “You left me!”

      “I did,” Hela said. “But I’ve come back.”

      “And you brought friends, I see.”

      “Yes. This is Cleo and Ori.”

      “I have heard their names,” Dionysus said. His head tilted like he was trying to look into my face. “What happened to this one? Did he get into the river?”

      I really wanted to laugh, but somehow it felt disrespectful. It was just starting to settle in that legends were dying at my hands. I didn’t regret it or wish I didn’t have to go through with it. As soon as I found out that these beings were taking it upon themselves to steal life-forces and end lives before their time, I knew I wanted them eradicated. But it still had a sobering impact when I realized these fabled beings were gone because of me.

      “No,” Hela said. “He did not go into the river. Dionysus, this is Steve—he is your hero.”

      “My hero?” Dionysus said. He let out a loud, boisterous laugh. “Perfect! I have always wanted a hero. What has he done?”

      I knew he thought this was just a game, but I really didn’t expect anything else from him. The God of Debauchery would be fun and playful, wanting to enjoy every moment. He would want this to be some sort of elaborate charade.

      “Did you feel the energy of your brother, Mercury, leave this plane?” Hela asked.

      Dionysus’s expression dropped slightly. He drew in a breath and took a deep sip from his goblet. “I thought I did. But you know as well as anyone else my brother and I are not close. I try not to pay him too much mind.”

      “Well, you will never have to again,” Hela told him. “The energy and powers of Mercury now flow through Steve’s veins. He defeated Mercury and removed him from this plane. You owe him a boon for this service he has done for you.”

      Dionysus locked his eyes on my face for several long, silent seconds. I could still hear the revelers around us, but somehow that just made the god’s silence more pronounced. His leg slid off the arm of the chair and he rose to his feet so he loomed over me.

      “You killed my brother?” he asked.

      His voice was low and controlled, and I couldn’t decipher the emotion in it. I wondered if Hela had led me astray and thrown me into the path of a furious god far stronger than the one I had just killed. Though I was so tired I could barely keep my head up, I refused to back down. I kept my eyes trained on his and nodded.

      “Yes,” I said.

      Dionysus leaned in and sniffed me. I didn’t know what he could possibly be sniffing for, but he seemed to find it because he dropped back down into his throne, threw his leg back over the arm, and grinned broadly at me.

      “What boon will you have from me?” he asked.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 20

          

        

      

    

    
      I opened and closed my mouth a few times. At least, I thought I did. I felt like my mouth was moving, but there wasn’t any sound coming out. Even if there was, I didn’t know what I would have said. I was so exhausted it felt like my voice had just gone to sleep in my throat and I wasn’t going to be able to say anything for a while. There was a god sitting in front of me, offering me any reward I wanted for ending a conflict he had been dealing with for who knew how long, and all I could think about was how tired I was. I shook my head.

      “Right now, I just need to sit down,” I finally managed to say.

      It was an absurd request of a god, but I had gotten it out of my mouth, and I was going to choose to be proud of myself for that. It was an accomplishment just to be able to speak with how utterly drained I felt. It felt completely different this time, having actually taken the power directly from the god I defeated rather than absorbing it through the orb. I hadn’t expected that. It was so much more intense, so much stronger than the first time, and it seemed like my body was still trying to figure out how to handle it. Somehow, gaining a tremendous amount of power and strength had drained me completely and made me feel almost wobbly.

      Dionysus seemed to understand the extent of my comments and nodded. In an instant, a huge mountain of pillows and cushions appeared behind me. There were enough of them to fill the space around the platform and spread out across the walkways surrounding Dionysus. They stretched up so far I couldn’t see anything else around me, and I was perfectly fine with that. All I wanted to do was lie down and rest. Cleo and Hela released me from where they had been holding me up, and I dropped back into the fluffy mound behind me. Some of the cushions slipped and I tumbled for a second before finally coming to rest cradled in a perfect niche of pillows.

      It was blissful as my body sank down into the white pillows that perfectly matched the marble and stone throughout the villa. They surrounded me from all sides and molded to my body so I didn’t have to put any effort into holding myself up. Every muscle and joint in my body completely released.

      I stared up at the sky above me, feeling like I was floating around with the spirit people up in the clouds. That thought made me wonder if my brain was starting to slip a little with my level of exhaustion. But I couldn’t help it. It felt so good that, for a brief moment, I was considering just letting that be my reward from Dionysus. Then it flashed through my head that I had just turned his brother, the Greek god Mercury, into ash in the wind by stabbing him through the side and the heart. This man owed me more than a squishy place to sit.

      Dionysus had asked me what I wanted as my reward. He hadn’t given me any limitations or guided me toward what he thought I should have. Hela had made it very clear that getting rid of Mercury was something this god was very eager to do, and now that it was done, he felt I deserved to be well rewarded for it. I didn’t want to take that opportunity for granted. I needed to put thought into it, to decide what would be best not just for me, but for the others who I was representing and who were helping me along my way.

      This wasn’t just about me. I could ask for something that would be beneficial for me, something I enjoyed. I could probably even go full Oz on this and ask to just be sent back home and pretend none of it had ever happened, but that wasn’t what I wanted. This had happened, and I was right in the midst of it. Now I knew what was happening and how much worse things could become if I didn’t step up and do what was expected of me, there was no way I was going to try to get out of it. That meant the boon I requested from Dionysus needed to be something that wouldn’t just benefit me, but all of us, and help us as we continued along our way.

      I took a moment to clear my head and really think about everything that was happening around me, what I had already gone through, and what was expected of me. I thought of every challenge I had already fought my way through, and the ones the women had warned me were going to show themselves soon. As I thought, ideas of what would be the most beneficial as I continued forward started to form in my mind.

      The fight against Mercury had been more than I had expected in many ways, and I knew it wasn’t going to get any easier going forward. Though small, Mercury had been angry and strong, and nothing about him was willing to back down to me. Fighting against him had been much more difficult than the God of Lust I had first fought, and bringing him down had been more impactful. I knew I would have to keep proving myself, and that would take more than just the physical strength and powers I had taken from the other gods. If it was that easy, it would have been done before. There was more that needed to be done, and more I would have to have in me to topple the looming power and reign of oppression and pain.

      Eventually I would have to stand before the God of Chaos, the king whose throne I was meant to take, and it would be up to me to take him down so I could save my nephew and free all those oppressed by him. I needed to decide what I could ask of Dionysus that would give me the most help now and in the challenges I would encounter ahead.

      I tried to think of the things we needed most. Safety, until we went after Apep, was the first thing that came to mind, but I didn’t know if that was something I should even consider asking for. It seemed both too simplistic, and also like it could take a turn and actually cause us more difficulty. There was certainly danger ahead of us. I would have to go through much more before I could take my place, and the women would be right there with me. I didn’t want to think about the possibility that those threats could get in our way and stop me from being able to accomplish my main goal, but going through those trials would be what would make me worthy of the throne when I did claim it. Safety without earning it wouldn’t be a true protection, and might even make things worse.

      The only safety I could accept was the ability to keep us ahead of those who were after us. If Dionysus knew of a way to keep us guarded and allowed us to do what we needed to do without being exposed to those who wanted to stop us, I could accept that.

      On the other hand, perhaps I could ask for the names of the two other women in Ori’s vision. We knew she, Cleo, and Hela were three of the five women she saw in the vision surrounding me as I sat on the throne of the God of Chaos. The other two, however, were still mysteries. She knew what they looked like but didn’t know their names or where to find them. The way she talked about what she had seen in her vision made it seem like Ori had seen a moment in the very near future rather than years from now. It didn’t seem like she was seeing women I would gather to be queens and goddesses after I had already taken the throne, but rather women I would bring with me into power. If that was true, that meant I needed to find them and integrate them into my harem before I could defeat Apep. Knowing who they were might help to shape our path moving forward. If Dionysus could tell us their names and maybe even where to find them, it would let us know what else we would need to do before we could go to the temple and call out Apep. It could mean a much longer and more challenging journey, but at least we would know what needed to be done rather than just waiting and hoping we’d stumble into them.

      On the other hand, I could also ask how to reclaim Titus’s life-force and bring it back to him so his life could be saved. All I knew was that the life-force was being held within Apep’s temple—but how to get it back? That was what was most important to me, but I had to remind myself that Cleo had already told me that would be revealed when Apep was dead. I would have to be patient and trust in how it would unfold.

      Essentially, I didn’t know what the fuck I should do.

      I could feel the time stretching on as I continued to think through my options. Everyone was staring at me, waiting for me to answer. Dionysus didn’t seem to care about how long it was taking me. He was already draped on his chair again, singing a song that in no way fit with the tune being played by musicians somewhere else in the villa, and bouncing his feet to a third tune as he sipped his way through his wine. A woman appeared from behind the throne and refilled the goblet when he was mid-sip, ensuring he would never run out. The women, though, didn’t seem as patient. Cleo and Ori looked on edge, almost nervous about what I would say. They knew they wouldn’t have any input in what I decided, and I wasn’t going to ask them for their opinions. The last thing I needed was more options going through my head. This was a decision I was going to need to make for myself.

      But I didn’t have all the time in the world.

      I didn’t want to make the decision hastily and possibly throw away the opportunity to get the help we needed. I didn’t want to throw out an answer only to rethink it immediately after and wish I had said something else. At the same time, I knew I needed to hurry up and speak before Hela did it for me. She wasn’t watching me with the same level of suspense as the other women. Instead, she almost looked irritated I hadn’t answered immediately, and like she was brimming with wanting to say something. No matter what we had already been through together, she was still a wild card to me. She seemed unpredictable and impulsive, and I wouldn’t put it past her to decide what she thought I should request, and step in to tell Dionysus for me. This was my boon I earned by my sacrifice, and I needed to choose it for myself.

      I took a breath as the different options in my head clarified and fell into a prioritized list. I wouldn’t ask about Titus. That was something I knew would work itself out. Instead, I would focus on what needed to be done to get me to the point where I could save him. I chose my words carefully as I lifted my head to look at the god again.

      Maybe I should try to stand up. Facing a god I had heard stories of since I was in school and was now offering me anything I asked for lost some of its impressive impact when I was doing the requesting sitting on my ass in a pile of pillows. I gave it a go. Nope. That wasn’t happening. My body had firmly decided this was where I was going to stay for the foreseeable future, and it wasn’t going to listen to anything else I had to say about it. From my ass in a pile of pillows it was.

      I mustered as much dignity as I could and squared myself up to Dionysus.

      “What we need is twofold,” I told him.

      “I’m listening,” the god said.

      He had stopped singing and was looking at me with his goblet propped on his stomach, so I figured I had his attention as much as he was capable of giving it.

      “It is very possible Apep is already coming after us. As you already know, Cleo and Ori are in his servitude.” I refused to say either of them belonged to Apep. “Most likely, he already knows both of them are missing and is not pleased about it. The women will tell you we have seen demon guards on patrol, undoubtedly looking for me, and that was even before I destroyed Mercury. I know Cleo, Ori, and Hela are concerned, afraid of what he is capable of doing if he does catch up with us. I don’t want any of the women who are with me to be in any danger, and I don’t want my quest threatened. We need to a way to stay safe from him until the time comes for me to face him in my final battle. We need to continue to stay one step ahead of him at all times so we can continue with what we need to do without being caught off guard by him or his demons.”

      I was waiting for some kind of response, for the god to tell me what he thought about my request or how he was going to fulfill it, if he chose to. Instead, he gave an almost imperceptible nod and took another sip of his wine like we were sitting at a tea party and I was telling him about the bake sale I just finished organizing.

      “And?” Dionysius asked.

      I tried not to be put off by how unaffected he seemed. Maybe that just meant he didn’t think it was too much to ask.

      “We are looking for two other women,” I told him. “Ori is a prophet, and she has seen a very clear vision of my future here in the Land of the Gods. She prophesizes I am meant to take my place as the next king and God of Chaos. When I sit on the throne, I will have five women with me, my queens and goddesses who will be there with me as I rule. Cleo, Ori, and Hela are three of the five women. But we don’t know the other two. Ori didn’t recognize them. She doesn’t know who they are, and we need to find them. I believe they will be with me when I take the throne, which means I need to know who they are before I face Apep.”

      The God of Debauchery was surprisingly unaffected by the mention of the five women who would be at my side. He nodded slowly, looking at each of the three women in turn, then settling his eyes on Ori.

      “Can you describe them to me?” Dionysus asked her.

      Her icy-blue eyes widened, and she looked startled to be addressed directly by this god. After so much time being imprisoned by him, she was used to being around Apep, but I had the feeling she very rarely had anything to do with other gods, especially those who would speak to her with no sign of disdain or disrespect. She glanced over at me, and I nodded encouragingly at her. She swallowed hard and gave a careful description of each of the two unknown women in her vision. It was the first time I had heard these descriptions, and they made the thought of them even more alluring. I was eager to find them and see how her words translated into real life.

      “That’s all I can tell you,” she said when she was finished. “I don’t know who they are, or where we’re supposed to find them.”

      Dionysus nodded. “You are safe in my home,” he said. “I can absolutely offer you that. As long as you are here in my villa, you are protected from Apep. He will not be able to find you here, because he is not allowed to be here. Anyone will tell you my villa is a place where I love to entertain and give people a chance to enjoy the richness of life. But not Apep. Never Apep.”

      I couldn’t help but wonder what he had done to make even Dionysus unwilling to have him around.

      “Thank you,” I said.

      “And as for the women you are seeking out. I actually know one of them. At least, from your description and what you say her role will be, I am fairly certain this is who she is. She asks to be called Gwen. Her story is very sad, and it has caused her to hide as well. But she’ll come if I ask for her. I will send a messenger to fetch her.”

      “Thank you,” I said.

      “Is there anything else I can do for you?” he asked.

      I felt like I had already gotten far more than I could have anticipated, and I shook my head.

      “No,” I said. “Thank you.”

      “I hope it shows my appreciation for what you’ve done. And now—” He jumped to his feet and held his arms out to indicate the party around us. “—let’s celebrate. I want to personally welcome you to my villa. You are my guests. Please relax and enjoy yourself here. Listen to the music. Dance. Enjoy the food. Drink.” His eyes flashed with a touch of mischief. “Make new friends. Do as you would like. I will see all of you later.”

      I wondered what he thought we were celebrating: the debauchery and pleasures of life he was known to relish on a daily basis, or the new knowledge he would never have to deal with his brother again. He jumped down from the platform, and I turned my head just enough to watch him cross to the river and dip down to fill his goblet with more wine. He tossed it back in one deep gulp, then filled it again and carried it with him into the party.

      He had invited us to enjoy the party, but right then I couldn’t think of doing anything but lying exactly where I was. I looked at the three women around me. My women. That is what they were. I had accepted it, and it felt comfortable and secure to acknowledge it. Part of me was still questioning asking Dionysus for safety. I worried in some way it would backfire, but at the same time, I wanted to do anything I could to protect my women. I could only hope that our continued protection would be a good thing and would allow us to do what needed to be done.

      I was extremely curious about what the god had said about this woman, Gwen. He hadn’t elaborated any further than saying he knew her, and I wanted to know who she was, how he knew her, and why her story was so sad. But it would take time for the messenger to get to her and for her to come to the villa. Right then, I needed sleep. My muscles were already sinking down into the softness of the pillows, and I could feel my body waning. I didn’t want to leave the villa and try to return to Hela’s house or to Cleo’s alcove in the ravine. I wanted to take advantage of our situation and comfort Dionysus offered us. I looked over at Cleo. I took her hand and pressed a kiss to her palm.

      “Keep watch,” I said to her, knowing she would understand what I meant.

      I closed my eyes and let myself slip away into a deep, dream-filled sleep.
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      I was in the depths of a vivid dream, walking knee-deep in the pink, blue, and purple clouds as the spirits around me whispered to me about their lives. The awareness that it was a dream was obvious, which felt strange. I wasn’t used to having such a sharp and precise awareness of myself that I could tell when I was dreaming and when I was in reality. There was a time when the very nature of it all—moving effortlessly as the wisps of lavender, cornflower, and rose swept around my legs and formed beings on either side of me—would be enough for me to think I was dreaming.

      After everything I’d been going through in the last few days, though, that wasn’t enough to convince me. I very well could have somehow ascended from the ground and be visiting with the spirits that had appeared to me after absorbing the power from Mercury. Even though this was plausible, there wasn’t a single second of it when I truly questioned if it could be real.

      From the instant I was aware of my surroundings, I knew everything I was experiencing was a dream. But that didn’t take away from the sensory pleasure of it. In fact, knowing it wasn’t really happening let me focus more on the cool, misty softness of the clouds against my skin, the smell of the cooler air up there, and the sound of the voices around me. I couldn’t tell what any of them were saying. No matter how closely I listened, I didn’t have any idea what the words meant, or even if the sounds they were making actually formed words at all. I was fully enjoying being somewhere I didn’t have to be vigilant about the potential for another fight when I felt something touch my face.

      I reached up and felt for what might have touched me. It almost felt like a small bird had flown into my hair, or I had walked into a web. But I didn’t feel anything on me. I took a few more steps and felt the sensation again. Finally, I realized what I was feeling wasn’t a part of the dream, but reality. Reluctant as I was to leave the dream, I let the feeling draw me out, knowing there was something luring me back. When I opened my eyes, I saw Cleo smiling down at me as she brushed hair away from my face with her soft hands. She sat beside me, close enough that her thigh pressed against my arm and shoulder.

      “Steve,” she murmured. “You need to wake up. She’s here.”

      For a second, I didn’t know what she meant. I thought she might have been talking about another of my three women, but that didn’t make sense. I knew they were all there. As the sleep fully dissipated and I was completely awake, I realized she wasn’t talking about them, but about Gwen, the fourth woman Dionysus had promised to summon for me.

      Cleo stood and reached down for my hand. I gave it to her, and she helped me climb out of the stack of pillows and get back on my feet. I shook my head, trying to clear the rest of the cobwebs. My skin was humming, my awareness of my body clarified until it seemed I could focus in on every pore in my skin. I needed to figure out how to use this power and how to get accustomed to it so I could feel as least some resemblance of normal.

      I didn’t see any of the other women or Dionysus near, but Cleo took my hand and led me away from the platform and throne. We walked across the villa and into one of the alcoves. Like before, when Ori and I followed Hela, this alcove didn’t just stop with the primary curve. Instead, it led back into a small, round room. A low table was positioned in the center, and Ori and Hela were sitting at it. I settled down beside Ori, and she leaned against me.

      I liked the way it felt for her to be so close, and I rested my chin on her head for a second. Hela picked up one of the earthen jugs from beside the river and guzzled back some of what I could only assume was wine. She offered me a smile and a nod then went back to sipping like it was her job.

      A few seconds later, Dionysus appeared at the doorway. He walked inside and took a spot at the table, closely followed by a beautiful woman with fiery red hair tumbling in wild, almost untamed curls over her shoulders and down her back. Her skin was milky pale without even a hint of freckles, and her eyes were sapphire beneath a thick fringe of long lashes. She stared at me, and I noticed a scar slashed across the skin above one eye. She sat down beside the god but didn’t say anything.

      “Steve, I told you I would send for the woman I believe to be who you have been seeking. She has come.” He looked at the woman. “This is Steve,” he said. “He is a hero of all the land.”

      She tipped her head in a slow, respectful nod. “Lady Guinevere at your service.” Her face tinged pink for a brief second. “At least, that was who I was many centuries ago. Please, call me Gwen.”

      I tried not to gape at her, but she was so different from any of the other women. She was different than any woman I had ever encountered. She was regal, but not in the same way as Cleo. Instead, it was a softer, more understated way she carried herself that demonstrated tremendous grace and strength, as well as the lingering power she once had. Others might not have recognized that power any longer, but it was obvious she still sensed it in herself.

      “I didn’t expect you to get here so soon,” I said. “Dionysus only just sent his messenger for you.”

      “The prophet has told me what she saw in the vision for your future,” Gwen said. “Like Cleo, I don’t want to be a slave. One mistake. Just one mistake, and this is how it ends up. I don’t want to deal with it any longer. Dionysus told me who you are, and what you are meant to do, and Orion only confirmed it. If you are the hero they say you are, then I am by your side.”

      “I accept,” I said.

      My eyes trailed over her, taking in her porcelain skin and striking, richly-colored hair. She was incredibly distinctive. I couldn’t imagine there were too many people roaming around the Land of the Gods who looked like her, and when I looked over at Ori to silently ask for confirmation, she nodded. This was, in fact, the woman she saw in the vision, the fourth of the five who would surround me when I sat in the throne. Watching Gwen for a few seconds, I knew I could handle that.

      I would happily make her one of our group. But seeing her also made me think about the completion of the group. I had four of my women, but there was a fifth somewhere, and we wouldn’t be whole until we found her. I wondered who she was and how she would fit into our dynamic. I wondered if she was another god or a slave, or maybe another human. I was deeply curious and excited to see how I would eventually find her.

      “I don’t know about any of you,” I said to the women gathered around the table, “but I’m hungry. I know that’s not an affliction all of you have, but I think my human stomach is still taking control sometimes. Right now, it’s growling, and I think I need to put something in it.” I looked over at Cleo. “Is that going to change eventually?” I asked her. “Will I always have things like that about me that keep me human? Or will I progressively get less and less human as the powers take over and I advance farther into the Land of the Gods? Will I stop thinking about things like needing to eat?”

      “Yes,” she said. “It is very possible. Remember, there was a time when I was very much human as well. It was only much later, after my life had passed me by, that I became this way. The change I underwent was very different, of course. But I can still remember the earliest days when I was clinging to what it meant to be fully human and trying with everything I had to maintain that. It didn’t last long. I soon realized there were benefits, not just to being a queen here in the Land of the Gods, but to accept my fate as a part of it. As I told you before, I still enjoy many of the aspects of being human, including eating, and as you saw at the party, many others living here do as well. The villa is always flowing with wine and an abundance of food for those who enjoy it. There’s nothing to be ashamed of with that. You should never have to forget who you are in order to become who you are meant to be.”

      “If you are hungry,” Dionysus said, “then you shall eat.”

      He gestured above his head like someone might at a restaurant, but there was no one else in the alcove to see him. Within seconds, though, a stream of barely clothed women and men came into the room carrying platters of food. They walked around the edge of the room like a parade before presenting the platters to us. I felt like I was sitting in a drawing of Ancient Egypt, and I couldn’t help but steal a glance over at Cleo to see how she was reacting. Sure enough, there was a smile on her face that said all this was very familiar to her.

      The servants placed the food on the table where we sat, and when the entire surface was filled, they stood beside us, holding the trays, staring directly ahead like statues. It was awe-inspiring, and I got another flash that I could get very used to this sort of godly treatment.

      “Have you started to ready yourself for The Feast?” Gwen asked.

      “The Feast?” I asked, confused. I gestured to the platters of food around me. “This?”

      She shook her head, looking at Dionysus as if she was upset at him. “You haven’t told him?” she asked.

      “We didn’t think he needed to know yet,” Hela said. “He still has much work to do and thinking about The Feast will only distract him.”

      “That’s not for you to decide,” I said, hands clenching into fists as my breaths came quicker. “I’m not here to be your puppet. I am in control, and if I am going to do what I need to do, I have to know everything. You can’t just decide to keep things from me because you think it serves some purpose. That isn’t your place.”

      The women looked sheepish, and Cleo nodded to Hela.

      “He’s right,” she said. “We can’t expect him to willingly face the dangers and trials he has been put through, and the ones still to come, but then try to shield him from the information he needs.” She looked at me. “The Feast comes at the harvest time. It coincides with the religious festivals and celebrations held by the human followers of all the gods. Here in the Land of the Gods, The Feast is the time when all the life-forces captured during the year will be consumed.”

      I felt like someone had dropped a burning rock into my stomach. The entire time I had been there, I had been focused on them having Titus’s life-force and it being kept somewhere by Apep. That was bad enough. It kept it from my young nephew and threatened his life. Now I was facing the reality that it was soon to be far worse than that. If I didn’t succeed in my mission before The Feast, his life-force would be consumed, absorbed into the god who claimed it, and used to grant continued life. It would be out of my reach, and I wouldn’t be able to save my nephew.

      “When is it?” I asked.

      “Soon,” Hela said. “But there is time.”

      “Yes,” Dionysus said. “There is. And for now, you need to rest and get the strength you need to keep going. So, eat. Enjoy. Think of now, and let later worry about itself.”

      There were no plates or utensils, so we simply ate with our hands. It was sensual and personal watching the women around me select plump grapes with their delicate fingers or tear away pieces of bread to dip in oil they licked from their lips. As we ate, the women fell into an easy conversation, getting to know each other. We already knew Gwen was the one. I could feel her connection to us. It was as if there was an open space I hadn’t even realized until she came and filled it, and now it was obvious she was meant to be there all along. I listened to them talk for a few minutes, my mind drifting in and out of concentration, sometimes wandering back to the fight with Mercury or to Hela’s longhouse and the amazing creek that meandered behind it. When I brought myself back to them, I realized some of the words they were saying didn’t make sense. I was starting to only understand a small amount of what they said. That meant the demon power was starting to wear off.

      That probably wouldn’t be the best thing to have happen right then. Which, I thought, laughing to myself, meant it was time for more medicinal ritual sex.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 22

          

        

      

    

    
      “It’s good to see you smile like that,” Ori said. “Like something is amusing you.”

      I looked over at her and watched her eat a grape from the stem, dropping the empty bunch back onto the platter.

      “I guess I am amused,” I said. “But also, just more curious.”

      “Curious?” she asked. “About what?”

      I nodded toward Cleo and Gwen. By this point, they were leaning their heads close together and talking rapidly. The more they spoke, the fewer words I understood until they were going through whole sentences without me knowing a single thing they said.

      “Them,” I said.

      She looked at the women and then back at me with a curious expression. “What do you mean?”

      “I can’t understand what they’re saying anymore. I have the blood of two gods running through me. I would have thought that would connect me to this place enough that it would let me understand them more easily. Do the demons have their own language?”

      “Yes,” Ori said.

      “But then how do they listen to their bosses? Or do they only speak it to each other? Except I can’t imagine the gods would allow their slaves to be able to communicate with each other if they couldn’t understand what they were saying. I have so many questions.”

      I let out a sigh and dropped my forehead to the table in front of me. Ori giggled beside me.

      “It is not complicated,” Hela said.

      I rolled my head on the table to look over at her. “It’s not? You could have fooled the hell right out of me.”

      Hela shook her head and downed another swig of wine. I was starting to wonder just how much of her was comprised purely of Dionysus’s wine. However much it was, it didn’t seem to affect her much. Unless this was jovial, drunken Hela, in which case I really didn’t want to encounter her cold sober when she wasn’t as friendly.

      “It isn’t, Steve,” she said. “The demons have their own language, but the gods who own them are able to understand their demons. That way they can communicate with them and are able to understand everything their demons say. But they can’t always understand the others, especially if they are owned by a different type of god. You have a portion of the lust god and a Greek god in you. Neither of them would be able to understand Cleo or Gwen without the demon power. That’s why it’s so important for you to maintain your connection with the Land of the Gods. Intimacy with our kind will keep you connected and allow you to understand any of us easily.”

      Her eyes sparkled with mischief, and I knew exactly what she was thinking. I could understand Ori because she was human, and I could understand Hela because she was a goddess and automatically connected to the god powers in me. But in order for me to be able to understand either of the demon women, I would have to keep their power flowing through me. That meant I could have sex with either of them and maintain my link.

      Ori also knew what Hela meant, and I saw her eyes go over to Cleo and Gwen before coming back to me. Cleo’s eyes slid sideways toward us, meeting mine. I felt Ori’s hand touch my leg, and I looked at her.

      “I’m just a human,” she said. “I can have visions and make prophecies, but it doesn’t change who or what I am. I enjoy being with you, but it doesn’t do anything for you.”

      “Of course it does,” I told her, taking her hand.

      She smiled, a hint of color coming to her cheeks. “Not in the way you need. You need the connection to this world and to the powers you have inside you. I can’t give you that. I wish I could do for you what they can, but I will have to just be happy to be among your chosen few, and available to you for whenever you wish to choose me. For now, though, you need much more than that. Take one of them to bed. Enjoy her and let her give you what she can. You need to be able to understand them to know what we are to do next.”

      “How can you understand them?” I asked. “You are human. You aren’t a demon or a god.”

      “I know,” Ori said. “But I was imprisoned by Apep and changed. Remember I told you he froze me at the same age, keeping me enslaved right as I am so he can use my abilities for his own benefit. When he did that, he, in many ways, made me like one of the demons. It’s not exactly the same, but it’s enough to make me understand them and sympathize with what they go through. Apep also ensured I would be able to understand as many of the demons and gods as possible, so I could better analyze my visions and prophecies for him. He believes I can’t really know what I’m seeing for the future if I can’t understand what the people in my visions are saying. He knows it’s very easy to misinterpret something you see even outside of visions when you are only trying to evaluate it based on what you are seeing, not what you are hearing. A person could be thinking and saying one thing, but acting in a very different way.”

      “So, he wants you to be able to tell him as many details as possible about what you think will happen in the future.”

      “Not what I think, Steve,” Ori said, suddenly sounding serious. “That’s not what my visions are. I do not prophesize based on what I think is going to happen, or on silly guesses. It is a gift, an ability. When I see something, that is what is meant to be, and what will be if followed through properly.” The seriousness lessened, and a smile touched her lips. “Of course, what he doesn’t realize is by letting me understand and enabling me to tell him what is happening in my visions, he has also made it possible for me to fake those visions. I can create false prophecies and feed them to him with the same dedication and enthusiasm as the ones I really see. I have to still be cautious and only tell him false prophecies that will not cause any damage, but it’s enough to help distract him from what’s really happening.”

      “That’s amazing.”

      Ori smiled, and I leaned over to kiss her. When our mouths parted, I looked over at Cleo. She met my gaze, and I could tell she knew exactly what I was thinking. She said something to Gwen and stood from her chair, making her way around the table to me. Hela and Dionysus were in the midst of some sort of drinking game that didn’t seem to have any rules beyond laughing and taking back large gulps of wine, but both looked up at her as she came toward me. They exchanged glances and grinned, both swallowing down huge mouthfuls of wine as she passed. When she got to me, Cleo leaned down and kissed the side of my neck.

      “Thank you for the suggestion, Ori,” Cleo said to her. “We can’t let our hero be left in the dark, can we? We need him to be as connected to all of us as he can be. I suppose that means he’s going to need some attention.”

      She said it playfully, and Ori smiled at her. I loved seeing the bond among my women. Ori knew I was in good hands with Cleo and would get everything I needed from her, but at the same time was completely confident she would have her turn later, as would Hela and, eventually, Gwen. I would make sure all of them stayed as content and satisfied as they made me.

      I kissed Ori again before taking Cleo’s hand and letting her guide me out of the alcove. She brought me a few yards away, and we stepped inside. This one wasn’t as private as the first. There was no walkway leading deeper into the white stone structures along the edges of the villa, or walls to contain us. Instead, it was open on three sides, the overhang of stone held up by a series of columns set at intervals of a few feet in a semicircle along the sides and front to create a rounded space.

      The marble floor was scattered with cushions, and light, gauzy blankets hung from smooth marble pieces protruding from the walls. Cleo took both my hands and walked backward into the alcove, drawing me with her. We were surrounded by people, fully visible to any of the guests who might happen by this area of the villa, but I didn’t care. The way Cleo was looking at me, nothing else existed.

      We stopped in the middle of the alcove, and I gathered Cleo in my arms. She wrapped hers around my shoulders and kissed me deeply. Her mouth tasted of the fruit she had been eating, and I gathered bits of the juice with my tongue.

      My hands ran along her back, finding the warmth of her skin beneath the thin swathes of fabric she wore. I pulled her close, letting her feel the pressure of my hardening erection against her belly, and kissed her more deeply. She returned the kiss with abandon, but after a few seconds, she stepped back. She had mischief dancing in her eyes, but I didn’t like the space between us and that she wasn’t touching me.

      “What is it?” I asked.

      “You know you can enjoy me as often as you want,” she said. “I am here for you just as the other women are. But you must remember the importance of the sacrifice and the power that leads up to it.”

      “Yes,” I said. “I know.”

      “Which means you should save yourself as much as you can to intensify the effect when the time comes. But that doesn’t mean there aren’t many more ways I can ensure you are completely fulfilled.”

      “What did you have in mind?” I asked, my curiosity piqued.

      “You just wait here,” she said. “Make yourself comfortable. I will be right back.”

      She walked out of the alcove, her hips swaying and her fingers trailing along one of the columns in a way that made my whole body respond. I took off my boots and the sheath around my waist then settled down onto the cushions on the floor. They weren’t quite as deep and lofty as the mountain of pillows Dionysus had created, but they were still comfortable.

      Besides, if I had the promise of being there with Cleo, I could have been lying right on the marble and been perfectly happy. As I waited, I watched the revelers at the party. I could still feel the lust and desire coursing through me much more powerfully than when I was outside the villa, but it seemed more in control now. At least I no longer felt the desire to throw myself into the river of wine. Not as strongly, anyway.

      A few moments later, Cleo came toward me again. She had a smile on her face and a platter of fruit balanced on one hand. The other held a goblet, and Hela was following close behind with a look of excitement. They definitely had something planned. Whatever it was, I was up for it.
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      Cleo took off her shoes before walking onto the cushions. She kissed me then lowered to her knees to set the platter of fruit down. She lifted up the goblet toward me while Hela watched.

      “I thought I wasn’t supposed to drink the wine,” I said. “It would put me in some sort of imprisoned haze.”

      “This isn’t wine,” she said. “It’s some of the mead.”

      “Like mine,” Hela said. “It’ll help you relax, but it’s only a small amount.”

      Cleo grinned seductively. “Since we know how much you enjoy it and how intensely it affects you.”

      I laughed as I accepted the goblet. “Thank you.”

      I took a sip of the mead, feeling the familiar, comforting warmth is it went down my throat and into my belly. I took another sip before handing the goblet back to Cleo, who brought it to her lips and took a sip as well. Next she passed it to Hela, who drank and then set the goblet off to the side away from the cushions.

      Cleo started peeling away the layers of fabric on her body. Her hands moved slowly, making each revelation of her smooth skin tantalizing. Eventually, she was in nothing but the gold at her wrists.

      She reached for the buttons on my pants and took them off as I removed my shirt and watched Hela undress. When we were all completely bare, Cleo took a peach from the platter of fruit and ran it across her lips then placed it on her chest. She rolled it along her collarbones and down over her breasts, keeping her eyes locked on mine. Her nipples hardened at the touch of the soft fruit, and I could see a hint of a flush across her chest as the arousal built in her. She let the peach travel down her belly and to her lap, then rolled it along her thighs to her knees and back up her body. Finally, she took a bite as Hela knelt next to her, and let some of the juice drip from her lips down Hela’s neck, then onto her breasts.

      I watched, my mouth watering, as she pressed the piece of fruit to Hela’s skin again, this time spreading juice over the swells of her breasts and onto her nipples. It shimmered on her skin and beaded as it rolled down toward the apex of her thighs. I finally couldn’t take it anymore and dropped to my knees on the cushions. Cupping their breasts and asses in turn, I ducked my head down and took turns licking the peach juice from their skin.

      The combination of the sweet, slightly tart juice from the fruit and the saltiness of their skin was intoxicating, nearly overwhelming in how sexy it was, and it stirred an uncontrollable hunger inside me. I opened my mouth wide and drew one of Hela’s breasts into it, sucking her nipple until it was a taut peak. I turned my attention to Cleo next, repeating the movements of my tongue as I let my hand trail down her body and sweep over her ass.

      When Hela’s breasts were clean and heavy from the touch of my mouth, I grabbed her around the waist and held her tight against me as I kissed her. Cleo cleared her throat and I turned to see her reach for the tray of fruit again. This time, she selected a strawberry and took it with her as she crawled across the cushions toward the wall of the alcove.

      “No need to rush just yet.”

      She adjusted the cushions so they propped her up. Hela nodded for me to go over, and I wondered at this game they were playing, but went along with it. In all my time in the army, stories about experiences like this were abundant, but rarely believed. For me, this was becoming the norm. Cleo kept her legs pressed together, teasing me for a few seconds as she ran her fingers down her body, feeling the warmth my tongue had left. Finally, she let her knees fall apart and drew her feet up so only the tips of her toes touched the floor. This opened her up to me, giving me a full, dizzying view of her incredible body. Cleo brought the strawberry to her lips and bit down into it. She licked her lips and smiled at me.

      “Delicious,” she murmured. “You should taste.”

      I started toward her and she ran the strawberry down the inside of one thigh and up the other, finally settling it on her clit. She let out a soft moan at the feeling and swirled it slowly. The juice dripped over her body, slipping between her folds and mixing with her own glistening fluids. I crawled over to her and took her invitation, first licking the trails along her thighs, then going right for her sweetened pussy.

      My tongue delved into her, and I groaned at the taste of the juice and her body. She rolled her hips against my mouth to the intensity of the sensations I was giving her. Hela’s hands caressed my back, my ass… my balls. Cleo moaned happily and ran her fingers through my hair as I continued to indulge in my treat. I wanted to keep going, to send her completely spiraling out of control, but within a few moments, she stopped me and used her fingers under my jaw to guide me up and turn me to a waiting kiss from Hela.

      I rose up over Cleo enough to stroke my erection over her belly, amplifying the feelings rushing along my skin as my lips met Hela’s. I knew people were watching us, but that only made it better. I was truly a part of the excess and debauchery now.

      Cleo moved out from under me and turned me around so I took her place and leaned against the wall. Now it was Hela’s turn to go down on me. My eyes flitted from the sight of her head bobbing up and down, to Cleo going to fetch a pomegranate. Crushing the fruit against the marble wall, Cleo cracked it open and pulled it apart into two pieces. I knew exactly what she was thinking, but a thrill still rushed through me when she brought one of the pieces to my cock while Hela pulled back, then let Hela dive back in, taking over the piece of fruit and stroking me over, leaving my shaft slick with juice.

      Putting the pieces aside, they took turns to lick away the juice. Cleo sank down to take me in fully. The tip of my erection touched the back of her throat, and she made a murmuring sound, sending tiny vibrations shivering along my body. Hela watched, caressing my thigh and the edge of my balls, moaning, and the sight turned me on even more.

      I was swelling in Cleo’s mouth, getting close to completion, when she withdrew and motioned to Hela to climb onto me. Straddling my lap, Hela tucked her hips forward to nestle my shaft against her clit. She used one hand to hold my cock against her body and started rocking her hips to stimulate both of us. I was so close to her opening. I could have grabbed her right then and plunged inside, but I held back. The temptation and restraint sent my arousal skyrocketing, and I wanted to see just how far I could ride it. Cleo caressed each of us in turn, biting her lip, loving it.

      Hela’s head fell back, and the silky strands of her hair teased my legs, adding another layer of sensation to my body. The movements of her hips got faster, and she moved her hand so it stroked the head of my cock with each roll. I knew I wasn’t going to be able to hold out much longer, and I didn’t want to. I dug my fingertips into her thighs and let myself go, roaring with the release that hit me. Cleo grabbed my hand and lifted up, plunging my fingers deep into her body so I could feel her walls clench as her orgasm rolled through her.

      I felt completely drained, wrecked in the best way, and it took me several minutes to feel coherent again. I looked over at Hela, who had fallen back, breathing heavily and caressing her breasts. Cleo lay across the cushions beside me, and she smiled.

      “I guess we have to go back now,” I said.

      “Probably,” Cleo said. “But let’s get cleaned up first.”

      “I’ll… be along shortly,” Hela said, and leaned back, eyes closed.

      She gathered up our clothes and led me out of the alcove. It barely occurred to me I was walking completely naked through the guests. Cleo led me around to the other side of the same structure and into one of the grottos. We stepped down into the water and stood under a crystal-clear waterfall, bathing each other with our hands until the remnants of the juice were gone and we felt refreshed and awake again. Once we were dressed, we headed back to the alcove with the others and were greeted by smiles from everyone at the table.

      Gwen met my eyes as I dropped back down into my seat. “I’m looking forward to my turn,” she said quietly.

      I smiled back at her. “So am I.” I looked at the rest of the women.

      Hela entered just then, all smiles. “Believe me, it’s worth the wait.”

      I cleared my throat, feeling on display and wanting to change the subject. “So, now that I can understand all of you, let’s talk about what’s next. How do I approach Apep? Do I just go at him straight on? Hela, what do you think? Realistically?”

      “I don’t know if ‘realistically’ is really the word you’re looking for here,” she said. “But if you want to know what I think is the best approach for you, then you really should consider just going straight at him. That’s really the only way. Challenge him. Draw him out to fight. That is his language. That’s what he understands.”

      “How should I challenge him?”

      “Let him know this is about the life-forces. Your nephew’s specifically. Confront him with your opinion about what he does and who he is. Threaten his dominance and supremacy, and he will be ready to fight.”

      “What do I need to know to fight him? How do I confront him?”

      I settled back and listened as they all gave me insight into the God of Chaos. Cleo spoke with depth and eloquence, talking about Apep and his significance to her culture. She told me of the beliefs of her people from millennia ago and the six ways Apep must be destroyed in order to kill him.

      Spitting. Defiling. Smiting with a lance. Fettering. Smiting with a knife. Fire.

      I repeated them to myself over and over, trying to commit them to memory so I could use them to ready myself for the standoff against the god.

      “Are you ready?” Hela asked.

      I shook my head. “I think I need another day to prepare. My body still feels worn down. I need to regain my strength if I’m going to be at my most effective.”

      Cleo looked like she was going to say something, but a gurgling sound from Ori made her stop. I looked over at her and saw the human prophet’s eyes wide but staring blankly into the distance.

      “Ori?” I asked.

      Her mouth opened, but she didn’t say anything. Her body started to tremble, and she drew in shuddering, shaking breaths that seemed to rattle in her lungs.

      “She’s having a vision,” Cleo said.

      It was the first time this had happened since I’d met her, and it was frightening. I reached out and took her in my arms, wanting to calm her shaking. Her mouth was closed, but she made whimpering sounds. I just wanted to quiet her. I held her until her body softened and relaxed against me. Her eyes closed, and she drew in a deep breath. Suddenly, her eyes snapped back open and she looked at me.

      “The date is set, and I know our fifth.”

      Her eyes widened again, and then she passed out in my arms.
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      “Is she going to be all right?” I asked Cleo.

      Cleo nodded. “She will be fine. The visions are always hard on her, but she will come out of it. Then she will tell us what she saw. For now, she needs rest.”

      I gathered her in my arms and carried her toward the alcove where Cleo and I had just been. The cushions still smelled like our bodies, and I drew in a breath of it as I carefully lowered her to them. I ran my hand over her face, brushing strands of hair away from her forehead.

      “Just let her rest.” I looked up and saw Hela leaning against one of the columns. “Let her sleep. The visions take a lot of out of her, and she won’t be ready to talk for a while. Come on. Come with me. I want to spar with you.”

      Looking down at Ori for another moment, I stood and followed Hela. She brought me away from the stone and marble of the villa and toward a grassy area. It was still within the confines of the wall surrounding the space, making me feel like we were still protected by Dionysus. We got to the center of the grass, and Hela paused. She swirled her hands around in front of her, muttering an incantation that reminded me of when Cleo produced the knife for me before my fight with Mercury. The air shimmered between her hands and soon formed a long sword. The blade was tinged with blue, making it resemble a flame. Taking it by the handle, she tossed the sword toward me. My muscles instantly remembered the years of training with staffs in the monastery, and I reached out to easily snatch the sword from the air. When I looked up, I saw she was holding another sword.

      Before I had a chance to process what was happening, she thrust her sword out at me. I caught the blade with mine and forced it away. She stepped back and smiled.

      “Come at me,” she said.

      I slashed through the air at her, but she was able to deflect it easily, countering instantly. We fought for what felt like hours. Parry and thrust. Slash and stab. The longer we went, the more intense our sparring became. Both were intensely competitive, determined to defeat the other and neither willing to back down.

      I used the new speed that came from the power of the gods running through me, along with what I had learned in my years of training to strengthen my skills, to sharpen my combat in new ways. I had just dropped to the ground and rolled out of the way of another advance when I looked up and realized Cleo and Gwen had come to watch us. They sat in the grass, their eyes locked on us with fascination as Hela and I went back and forth.

      “You look heroic, indeed,” Cleo said. “Your skills are becoming more impressive by the moment.”

      “I hope so,” I said. “This is not at all what I thought I was getting into when I followed you that day. I don’t know what I expected when I went in search of Titus, but I could never have imagined needing to step into this role. I can only hope I can prove myself and do what needs to be done.”

      “You will,” Cleo said. “And you’re not alone. You have all of us. I want to see them burn. All of them. You are the one who’s going to make that happen, so I am with you.”

      “As am I,” Gwen added.

      “As am I. And Lily. She will be, too.”

      We all turned to see Ori. She was sitting in the grass several feet away, eating a handful of grapes.

      “When did you get here?” I asked.

      She smiled. “Sometimes being unnoticed is a good thing. Lily is our fifth, by the way.”

      “Lily?” Hela asked.

      I looked over. “Do you know her?”

      “I know of her,” the goddess said. I didn’t know how to interpret the tone of her voice. She gestured for me to follow her. “Come on. I think you’ve had enough sparring for today. Let’s get something to eat and drink, and I’ll tell you what I know about her.”

      Cleo reached down to take Ori’s hand and help her up off the ground. I was extremely curious to know what she had seen in her vision, but I didn’t want to push her. I could tell experiencing those moments was hard on her body, but I could only imagine how difficult they would also be on her mind. I didn’t want to try to force her to tell us about the prophecy before she was ready. We walked back across the grassy area and into the villa. The party was still going strong, but more guests were sprawled across the stone, sleeping off their wine.

      We went back into the alcove with the table, Dionysus was no longer in there. He had probably gotten tired of being hidden away from everyone and needed to be back into the excitement of the party. We sat down around the table, and one of the servants who had brought the trays of food carried in two lamps. She sat them on the end of the table and lit them. Without a word, she sank back away into the shadows beyond the alcove. Hela turned the dials on the lamps to brighten the flames and we sat down.

      “I have never personally met Lily,” she said. “I only know of her from what I’ve heard. I do know that is not her true name, but it’s what she’s called because she has hated her name for a long time. There are a lot of mysteries and questions surrounding her. There is discussion about whether she is a demon or if she is a goddess in her own right. She is the mother of vampire lore and the cause of many myths and fears among humans. I remind you, this is all conjecture, but it is possibly true. She’s described as short and curvy, but I hear she is also sharp-tongued and not the most pleasant to get along with if you cross her. She’s also notoriously hard to find and doesn’t take well to people bothering her.”

      “Fantastic,” I said. “I can’t wait to meet her. Sounds like she’s going to be a delight.”

      “Maybe she’ll be different when she joins us,” Cleo said. “It seems you have a way of changing people.”

      Wanting to stay in the safety of the villa and figuring the alcove was the most comfortable and private place we would find, we all went back out into the main room and dragged the pillows back in with us. Soon, the mountain had been dismantled and rebuilt in the alcove, and we all settled into it to sleep.

      The women nodded off around me, breathing comfortably, but I couldn’t sleep. My mind was spinning with different thoughts and plans for what was coming. I felt like I was still trying to process fully what had happened over the last week, and I saw that maybe I wouldn’t be able to until it was all over.

      I thought of my sisters back home. I wondered how they were coping with Titus. I thought of my nephew, lying in the hospital, struggling for a life no one realized was being held hostage. My mind drifted to my parents in heaven.

      It had been an extremely long time since I had been able to think of them that way, but now I had seen the spirits in the clouds and heard the gods speaking of the heavens they had there, I knew that was where my parents were.

      My mind then went to the women who surrounded me, sleeping so peacefully. There was a goddess, a prophet, demons; all of them were fierce and powerful. All of them were mine. I was glad that taking in Mercury’s power had seemed to temper the lust that had been controlling me with growing intensity. It was definitely still there, but it was more manageable.

      Just as I thought that, Gwen rolled toward me and her hand slid across my belly and onto my cock. It sprang to life immediately, and I groaned. She was still asleep, so I tried to nudge her hand away, but it tightened, like she was holding on to it for security. I knew all I could do was close my eyes and try to go to sleep. I would be able to reciprocate soon enough.
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      The five of us left the villa at first light. There was still some of the party lingering on, and I found comfort and reassurance in that. I wasn’t sure why, but there was something about seeing the people still drinking and dancing, laughing in the face of the night, refusing to let it stop them, that made me feel more confident as we crossed over the bridge and left the safety and protection of Dionysus’s home.

      My eyes wandered over to Gwen, remembering the feeling of her hand on my cock and wondering if she’d been aware of it. Her eyes never met mine, making me even more curious.

      Orion had given us more information about her vision, and I knew now the timing was right. There was nothing left to do but face the gods. The time of The Feast was upon us, which meant there was absolutely no time to lose. I had to face off against Apep and defeat him if I was going to have any chance of saving Titus and freeing the demons.

      We were all so invested in our thoughts, wrapped up in what we were preparing to do, that it didn’t seem to take long to pass through the Land of the Gods, and soon I realized we were walking past the ravine where Cleo had brought me into at the alcove where she lived. I could hear the screams and cries of the slaves beneath us, and my stomach turned.

      They were just as terrible as before, maybe even worse now that I better understood what they were going through. There was nothing I could do in that moment to help them, but I set those sounds in my mind and my heart, forcing them to become constant in my thoughts so I would remember just how important what I was doing was. I could only hope that soon I would free them and they would never have to feel that pain and hopelessness again.

      We continued farther until we reached the temples. They were awe-inspiring, more elaborate and opulent than I ever could have imagined. They spread out as far as I could see, each of them unique, personalized to the god or goddess to whom it was dedicated. Soon, we stood in front of the temple of Apep. Looking like it was built of aged sand and weathered stone, it gave off a strong impression of the Egyptian tradition.

      A carved stone serpent wound around columns and across the steps leading up into the temple. I remembered what Cleo had told me about the God of Chaos and the serpent form he took. A single sharp spark of fear burst in the center of my chest, but just as quickly and intensely as it came, it dissipated, and I felt a steady calm take over my body.

      I didn’t have the time to be afraid or to hesitate. The Feast would begin soon, and that meant each of the upper gods was in their temples, their homes, readying themselves for what they thought a festive, celebratory time. None of us were going to let it happen. It was now time for the final sacrifice, to give myself up so I could reach the upper tier and prepare myself to defeat the god at the top of the steps.

      We didn’t have to talk about it. There was no reason to. All of us knew what was expected of us, what had to be done in order to bring me to the point where I could face this final challenge. It was what we had been preparing for the entire time.

      I led the women forward into the water that rushed around the foot of the temple. It was almost as though a small portion of the Nile had been picked up and wrapped around this building to bring comfort and familiarity to the god who rested within. Being down in the water would provide us some shielding, keeping us out of the sight of gods and goddesses who may have wished to stop our efforts.

      I stepped down into the water, and immediately, the women’s hands were on me. They pulled away my clothing, their mouths exploring my skin and their hands stroking at me to make me hard and ready for them. I knew this was going to be an even more difficult sacrifice than the last one had been.

      Hela had made it clear to me that the stronger I got, the harder it would be to kill me and to bring me to the next tier. I didn’t want to think about that right then. There was nothing I could do to stop her, and in all honesty, I didn’t want to. This was what I had come to do. I wasn’t going to stop now because I didn’t want to know how she would kill me.

      A mouth wrapped around my shaft and hands cupped my balls. I was completely immersed in sensation, surrounded by the feeling of the women all over me and not knowing who was touching me. I closed my eyes and let myself completely give over to the feelings. It needed to be quick. The stronger and the more intense the fulfillment, the faster I would be able to pass through and move on to the next tier. Everything was happening at such blinding speed, but I caught a glimpse of Gwen, her eyes on mine, her hand gripping my cock. Oh, fuck. I wanted her. Spinning her around, I bit my lip at the sight of her round ass and slid my cock down its crack, finding her pussy to plunge into with an explosion of pleasure. I thrust hard and fast, rushing headlong toward the climax that would accompany that sacrifice. My eyes squeezed closed as I focused on the feeling of bliss.

      Hela’s hand grabbed my hair at the back of my head and yanked me back. A blade broke through the skin of my neck just under my jaw, and I felt the knife slice down my body to my navel. She then sliced me horizontally, splaying me open completely. Blood dripped into the water around me, and I felt the goddess reach into me and plunge the knife directly into my heart. The blade made a sucking sound as it tore back from the flesh.

      My insides convulsed, my stomach seizing and threatening to spill its contents. I screamed out with the twisted pleasure that rushed through me as I spilled out into Gwen and simultaneously felt my warm blood coursing down my arms and legs.

      I sagged down into the water, but their hands grasped me and pulled me up to my feet. They weren’t going to let the sacrifice end me. They held me up, supporting me as the feeling of death washed over me, strength taking its place. My body pieced itself back together, and my eyes opened.

      I was ready.
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      I walked out of the water, feeling every heartbeat and the buzz of energy in the air around me. I looked at the temples surrounding me, seeing gods and goddesses lounging on the stairs and stepping out to the doorways to watch me. I could only imagine they’d heard my death and were lured out of their homes to find out what was happening. But I didn’t care about any of them. I was there for only one reason, and that was to face the god that had been my target all along. I turned to his temple, now noticing more of the exquisite detail in the carved snakes that accentuated the stone building. Their eyes sparkled red, rubies embedded in the stone, and their skin shimmered with thin pieces of colored glass.

      “Apep, God of Chaos, come out and face me,” I called.

      Out of the corner of my eye, I noticed the women sinking back away from the temple. They would be safe. Hell, I would leave them in a fight against the demons if the need came. I only needed to think about myself and the soon-to-be former god who had taken Titus’s life-force. Bracing myself for the fight ahead, I reminded myself that this was for Titus, and for all the others who had been taken to fulfill this asshole’s desires.

      I stood directly in the center of the court between temples and called him out again. Finally, a figure appeared at the door to the temple. He strode toward me with a cocky swagger, reeking of pride and confidence. He looked me up and down, smirking when he saw the sword I held, tip down against the sand.

      “Who are you, and why do you come here to face me?” he demanded. His gaze moved behind me to the women and his expression morphed, becoming dark as a storm, his eyes narrowing and his jaw twitching. “Why do you have them? They belong to me.” His eyes snapped back to me, boring into me as if he thought he could intimidate me into giving them back.

      “They belong to no one but themselves,” I corrected. “I am here to ensure that. My name is Steve. You took my nephew’s life-force, and I’m here to claim it back, you son of a bitch.”

      Apep scoffed. “Steve? A human has come to face down the God of Chaos? What do you think you could possibly do to defeat me?”

      He was walking toward me, obviously thinking I was going to step back. I stood my ground. When he paused a few feet from me, I remembered the list of assaults Cleo had given me. Those were the ways of her culture from millennia ago, recorded in a respected book designed to help defeat Apep. I didn’t know if following them would actually help me defeat him any more than just fighting, but I did know it would make a statement. I took three strides to close the space between us and stared directly into the god’s eyes. I could see the serpentine qualities in him. Saying nothing, I spit at him.

      The fury burst inside the god and he attacked with ferocity. Suddenly, we were caught in a fierce battle. The taunt had sent Apep into a frenzy, and the fight happened with hectic speed. We clashed so frantically, all I could do was follow my instincts and let the calm and confidence of my training guide me. The power of the sacrifice flowed to the tips of my fingers and the bottoms of my feet, and I gathered all of it to fight against the god with unrelenting force. Around me, I could hear other fights breaking out throughout the court, battle cries and screams that belonged to my women, and I felt a sense of pride knowing they were so strong, so defiant, even in the faces of those who had oppressed them for so long. It only made me fight harder.

      I reached deep into my mind, finding the consciousness I learned at the monastery, and channeled the power and abilities I now had. I hadn’t experimented with them much up until that point, but this was the time. Bringing all of my strength forward, I remembered the second method Cleo had listed and slammed my left foot into Apep’s stomach. The force sent him flying back. He crashed into the side of his temple and slid down, remnants of stone raining down on him as the structure started to crumble. I reached for a pillar that stood near him, seeing it was cracked and weakened, and pushed it with all my might. It broke completely at its base and fell, landing on the prone Apep, sending stone and dust everywhere. The effect of my powers inspired me, and I ran back into the water. Lifting the sword high over my head, I thrust it down and a geyser rose up around me. I swept my arm over the surface of the water and a massive wave splashed down over the temple.

      Apep ran at me, sputtering as he wiped water out of his face, and his hand shot up to one side. A mace appeared in his grip, and he swung it at me. I ducked out of the way and quickly looked around. A demon lay dead on the ground several feet away, his hand still rested over a lance. It was exactly what I needed. I scrambled for the corpse and took the weapon. Rolling onto my back, I stabbed the lance forward. It cut through his leg, and the god roared with pain and anger. I got to my feet, ready to end this.

      As I rushed toward him, Apep swung the mace. The spikes dug into my shoulder, sticking in the muscle. It gave me just enough of an opportunity to thrust forward with my lance and bury it in his stomach. I lifted hard, slicing him through several inches. We both dropped to the ground, groaning, our energy spent. I tried to pull myself up to brace for another attack, but Apep didn’t move. He was on his knees, spittle and blood falling from his lips, his eyes blinking slowly. The mace fell from his hand, and he dissipated into the air. Unlike Mercury, he didn’t look like ash, but rather fog that trailed away in the wind.

      My body collapsed to the ground, only to be lifted a few seconds later. Had I died? Was I being drawn into the heavens? A glance around showed hands carrying me across the water, then up the steps into Apep’s temple. The room around was marble, with snakes crawling along the walls and out of pots and containers scattered on the floor. Pedestals held sculptures of snakes and burning incense.

      I was lowered down onto a rug. All four of my women stood gazing down at me with relieved expressions.

      I did my best to smile at them. “Did I win? I saw him float away. Was that it? Is it over?”

      “He’s gone,” Gwen said. “At least for now.”

      “Rest,” Ori said before I could question Gwen’s choice of words. “Give your body a chance to recover.”

      “I will go confer with others of my kind,” Cleo said. “I’ll find out what they think may have happened.”

      She leaned down and kissed my forehead then rushed away. Hela gestured to the shadows on the other side of the room. “We have a visitor.”

      I sat up as much as I could and saw a woman on the other side of the room. Even from the distance, I could see she had curves to kill for.

      “Is that her?” I asked.

      “That is Lily,” Ori said. “She is our fifth. How did she know to come here?”

      Ori and Gwen positioned themselves on either side of me as if to protect me, and Hela gripped a knife in her hand, making it visible. Apparently, this woman was my new wild card.

      “It’s not over,” Lily said as she approached. “Not yet. Apep isn’t dead. He is just regrouping. I felt the surge of anger when he slipped out of this plane and into his next form. He will come back at you harder. But that anger and forcing him to change forms allowed me to break the bonds he kept on me. Because of you, I am free.”

      Lily knelt in front of me and kissed me on each cheek.

      “What are you?” I asked, remembering our conversation from the villa. “Are you a demon, a goddess, something else?”

      Having her close made me feel an intense rush of power and a surge of lust.

      “I am… something else,” Lily responded. “What can I do for you?”

      Exhaustion weighed down on me, and my eyes pulled themselves closed.

      “For now, watch over me. Cleo has left to talk to the others, which leaves us down one. I don’t know how much longer I can stay awake.”

      She nodded, and I dropped back onto the rug to sleep.
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      I was furious and frantic the moment I woke up. Before my eyes were even open, my arms were flailing as I thrashed out against anything and anyone who might be near me. I felt hands grab them and lower them carefully to the floor beside me.

      “Calm down,” Lily said from my side. I opened my eyes and saw an indecipherable expression on her face. Her eyes searched me, looking for something I didn’t know, and finally she let out of breath. “Cleo is back. She brought you food. You will need to eat. Your body needs to recover as quickly as possible. Apep is coming back, and it won’t be long until he’s here to face off against you again. I can feel him building strength.”

      I sat up and accepted a plate of food Cleo held out to me. I ate it without even noticing what it was or what it tasted like. Cleo sat beside me.

      “I spoke to the others,” she told me. “They agree with Lily. Apep is not dead yet. Our bonds are still holding us, and we are still under his ownership. They honor you for what you are doing. All of his slaves tell me they will side with you in the war to come if you are able to set them free. I already promised them you will be a benevolent god if you are able to take the throne. You won’t treat them the way Apep did.”

      “I would never own anyone,” I said. “None of them will ever be slaves again. I think I know why I wasn’t able to destroy him completely. I only got through three of the levels of destruction that you told me about. I spit on him, defiled him with my left foot, and took up a lance to smite him. But that was all I could do. I didn’t get to the others.”

      “That is likely a part of it,” Lily said, “but you will still need to fight. The sword you were given may not be enough. You need a stronger weapon. Come with me.”

      The women helped me to my feet, and I looked around.

      “Where is Hela?” I asked.

      “She’s gone to speak with the other gods,” Ori said. “She needs to find out more about what is happening.”

      I walked with them farther into the temple, and they led me through a doorway into another room. It was much smaller than the massive space full of snakes, but this one was overflowing with weapons. They were everywhere, weapons of every kind I could possibly imagine lining the walls and filling display cases and tables scattered around the space. Lily and Ori walked close together, their heads leaning in toward each other as they muttered back and forth, occasionally pointing at different weapons. Finally, they came back to me and led me to a far wall where they pointed out a double-headed axe.

      “This axe comes from Hela’s lineage,” Lily explained. “Odin has touched this weapon. There is nothing stronger in this room. This is what you will use.”

      She lifted the weapon off the wall, and I was immediately impressed. It felt sturdy and powerful in my hand, and while the weight of it was obvious, and I was sure it could cut through a mountain if I swung it hard enough, it was light and nimble in my grasp. No sooner had the axe touched my hands than Hela ran into the room, her eyes frantic. She gestured toward the door.

      “Now! Go!” she cried out.

      Without hesitating, I ran back through the temple. Apep and I met in a clash on the steps just outside the door to the temple. In a seemingly stronger form now, the god roared and slashed at me. Though he seemed to have greater strength and power, the anger coursing through him was making his movements sloppy and uncontrolled. I smiled. I knew I could exploit this. I fought with precision and discipline, pulling together every bit of training and preparation I had. The god would thrust with a long, curved sword, and I would parry, knocking his blade away easily. His flailing movements were given away by easy tells and I was able to maneuver myself out of the way of danger, sending him crashing forward into walls, or falling flat on the ground. Each time he missed, his anger increased and his movements became wilder, more desperate. This was it. It was my last chance, and I needed to make the most of it. I called out to Hela, and she ran from the temple toward us.

      “Ropes!” I cried out.

      She lifted her hands up to the sky and swirled them until a long rope was draped across them. She tossed it toward me and I caught it. I rolled across the ground to get behind Apep, who had dived at me and missed, sinking his sword into the back of a demon that was in the midst of a battle with Cleo. I winked at her and she smiled, turning to face another who charged her. Apep had begun to stand, and I slammed my axe into the backs of his knees, bringing him back to the ground and rendering his legs temporarily useless.

      I was onto the fourth step of Cleo’s prescribed destruction of the god. He lay on his back now, his sword still buried in a demon and his mace long since gone. Fury danced in his eyes, but his body was failing him, and he knew it. Holding him down with a knee crushing into the center of his chest, I dropped the axe in favor of rope to tie him up. I bound his wrists and ankles, then tied them together and finally brought the rope up around his neck to ensure he wouldn’t be able to move.

      He screamed and roared, thrashing and writhing, trying to gain control of himself and me again. A stream of curses flew from a mouth covered in black blood, his eyes like the rubies on the temple, burning with hatred for me. I tightened the rope around his neck and pulled until his voice was barely a whisper and he heaved for breath.

      Standing, I stared down at him. I drew the curved knife from the sheath around my waist, took the handle in both hands, and lifted it up. Slamming it down into the center of his chest, I twisted it then pulled it out again. I grabbed the double-headed axe I had dropped to the ground.

      His eyes tracked me, knowing the end was near. I raised the axe above my head and his eyes bulged, the last of his voice screaming in vain. In one swift motion, I beheaded him. Kicking his head several inches away from the rest of his body to ensure it was completely separated, I looked over at Hela.

      “There’s only one stop left,” I told her.

      She nodded. She knew exactly what I was talking about. Closing her eyes, she drew her hands together in front of her. She spoke quickly under her breath, and a few seconds later, her palms filled with a glowing ball of fire. She opened her eyes and looked at me. Taking a few steps closer, she held the fire out toward me.

      “It can’t hurt you now,” she said.

      I reached out for it and took the fire from her, marveling at it resting so easily in my palms. I brought the flame over to Apep’s body and tossed it down onto him. His corpse and head immediately went up in flames, burning intensely for several seconds before reducing to ash.

      It was over.

      I dropped to my knees and felt the surge of his power hit me with such an impact, I was certain it would be my end. I screamed as the transfer tore at me. My body burned as if flames were erupting from within my bones, spreading out to engulf me. It was as if all my muscles and skin were splitting apart and then re-growing.

      My women circled around me as I continued to scream, each looking on with worry and fascination. Finally, it stopped, and I could breathe. I dropped forward and down to my knees, falling forward with my head on the ground, trying to catch my breath and stop the world from spinning. When I was finally able to get to my feet, I stood and opened my eyes. I was shocked to see the entire courtyard filled with demons kneeling in front of me. Cleo stood beside me, putting her arm around my waist to support me.

      “What’s happening?” I asked.

      “They are swearing fealty,” she said. “They are pledging themselves to their new god.”

      I didn’t know how to react. I felt a laugh bubble out of my mouth, and I turned my face to the sky, letting out a triumphant shout. Ori came to my side and took my hand. Hela came to my other side and looked out over the aftermath.

      “Speak to them,” she said. “Tell them what you need.”

      I stepped up to the edge of the top step.

      “I want to be a good king to all of you. I must find my nephew’s life-force and release it; then I need rest. Please, relax. Take a few days off. You are free now. You will always be free.”

      I turned to the women and they led me back inside.

      “The sand glass,” Gwen said. “You need to find that. Apep kept the lives he claimed in the hourglass, so it counted down the days until The Feast. You must destroy that to reclaim your nephew.”

      I dragged the axe behind me as we wound our way through the temple, letting Ori guide us to areas none of the other women had ever been. Finally, she brought me into the study, and I saw a wood and glass monstrosity sitting on the huge desk in front of me. I lifted the axe and used all the strength I could muster to smash against it. The glass cracked, but it took a second blow to finally smash through it, releasing a stream of sand and a swirling black and purple smoke that I knew had all the life-forces within.
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      As soon as the life-forces had flown free out of the hourglass, I collapsed to the ground. I didn’t know anything else until the next day. When I finally came to, I was still in the temple, but now in a huge bedchamber, resting on pillows and covered in exquisite blankets intricately woven with images of snakes. I pulled myself up and ran my hand along the cover over me.

      “I think I could probably do without the snake motif going forward,” I said.

      Ori’s eyes snapped to me from where she stood at a nearby table, pouring water from a pitcher into a large bowl.

      “Steve,” she breathed. “You’re awake.”

      “I think so.” I looked at the snakes again. “On second thoughts, maybe I will keep around some of the snakes. At least it’ll remind me of everything I went through. Besides, I’ve never really been one to mind snakes. They were never as scary as other people said they would be.”

      She grinned at me, knowing I wasn’t just talking about the animals themselves. She perched on the side of the bed and reached out to run her hand along my face.

      “How are you feeling?” she asked.

      “Actually, pretty good, considering everything. I’m a little sore. But I don’t know if that’s from the fight or from my body trying to absorb all the power from Apep. It felt like my muscles and bones were reforming.”

      “They were, in a way. You were changing from human to a god.”

      It was the first time I had really thought of it that way. I hadn’t just taken on the tremendous powers and abilities of the God of Chaos. I had actually become that being. I was no longer the human I had been when I first followed Cleo from the street and into the Land of the Gods. I was now one of them, ruling over so many. It was awe-inspiring.

      “Where are all the others?” I asked.

      “They are supervising the rebuilding of the temple. Hela is trying to deal with the other gods and goddesses. Unfortunately, not all of them are as happy with the unfolding of events as the demons are. We’ll go talk to them soon. For now, let’s get you feeling better.”

      She walked back over to the table and picked up the bowl of water, carrying it over to the bed. I noticed a sponge inside. She picked it up, squeezing most of the water out of it. When she reached over and pulled the blanket down away from me, it was the first moment I realized I wasn’t dressed. Ori carefully ran the sponge over my chest and down both arms. She bathed me thoroughly, her hand lingering on my cock, massaging my balls, and then running up my chest and touching my lips gently.

      “Again, soon,” she said with a tilt of her head, and stood. I finally felt refreshed. I climbed out of bed and she presented me with fresh clothing. Stepping into the pants and tunic, I knew for sure I was not among the humans any longer. We made our way back through the temple, and it struck me that this was mine now. This was my home if I wanted it to be. When we got out to the main room, Cleo glanced over her shoulder and saw me. She rushed toward me, and I gathered her in my arms. She kissed me passionately.

      “You’re awake,” she said. “I’m so happy.”

      Hela came toward me, a smile spreading across her lips. “Dionysus has come to see you. He’ll be glad you’re awake.”

      Finally, all united, I walked with the five women to another room of the temple where I found a massive throne. I sat down on it, and immediately the room was filled with people carrying platters of food and goblets of wine. They set them at my feet and onto tables around the edges of the room. All of them smiled at me, some murmuring their thanks as they bowed down to me.

      “What are they doing?” I asked. “They aren’t slaves anymore.”

      “They know that,” Cleo said. “That’s why they’re doing this. They are so thankful to you. They think you are everything. You freed them, and you’ve promised to be a kind and benevolent god and king to them. They are more than willing to serve you because of that.”

      “You survived!”

      I looked up toward the jovial, booming voice and saw Dionysius sweeping through the door into the room. As always, he was carrying his bejeweled goblet, but he seemed to have changed clothing from the last time I saw him. Now his robes were a pale blue, and the belt around his waist was a braid of gold.

      “Dionysus,” I said. “It is good to see you.”

      “You, too, my friend. And especially so to see you in one piece.”

      I laughed. “Thank you.” I looked at everyone around me. “Tell me what’s going on. How is everyone taking the news?”

      They exchanged glances and some of the happiness faded from their eyes and smiles.

      “Things are tense,” Gwen admitted. “Not everyone is as happy about this turn of events as we are.”

      “Like I said,” Ori told me, “Hela is dealing with some of the other gods and goddesses. Some of them aren’t particularly pleased that the demons under their control have now been freed.”

      “They aren’t demons,” I said. “Not anymore. They are followers, if anything.”

      “Exactly,” Lily said. “That’s not something many of the gods and goddesses ever wanted. They aren’t happy that their followers now have free will. Some are taking this opportunity to take vengeance for what they were put through during their existence in servitude, and it is causing some of the gods and goddesses many problems. Just this morning you received a threat from a particularly angry Hindu god I’m not familiar with. I have a feeling we’re all going to be quite familiar with him very soon, though.”

      The situation wasn’t funny, but I couldn’t help but smile. I didn’t care that the gods and goddesses were angry. They never had the right to hold those beings in servitude, and I wasn’t going to feel bad for the issues they brought on themselves. I had my harem of five of the fiercest women I had ever encountered, a sprawling group of followers who would do anything for me because they were no longer slaves, and a friend in the God of Debauchery. I wasn’t worried.
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        * * *

      

      The next day, I strolled through Dionysus’s villa with him. There, of course, was another party going on, but he brought me to a section that was a quiet, private area set aside just for the gods he invited. For the first time since gathering together, my five women had gone their separate ways for the afternoon. They were tying up loose ends in the lives they had been living before joining me and readying themselves to be my goddesses and queens. It gave me the opportunity to spend time just with Dionysus and learn more about the world I had come to be a part of. He told me what it was like to rule and to live as a god, giving me suggestions for how to handle the various situations that might present themselves to me. His advice was scattered heavily with recommendations that lived up to his reputation for debauchery, but I quickly learned to sift through and find the guidance that would be helpful.

      “Cleo mentioned a war to come,” I said. “What can you tell me about that?”

      Dionysus drew in a breath. It was obvious this wasn’t something he wanted to talk about, but he also knew he needed to.

      “What you accomplished is astonishing,” he told me. “It’s something I could never have expected or predicted. I congratulate you on your victory, but I also warn you it is not the end. Apep was just one of the many gods who hold life-forces and make a habit of stealing them. Defeating him isn’t going to change their habits. These are beings who crave life and power, and as long as the number of humans who follow them wanes, their need for stolen lives will continue. This has led to war with Death.”

      “Cleo told me when I first encountered her that Death is not happy with the gods stealing the life-forces.”

      “That’s right,” Dionysus said. “He doesn’t appreciate lives being ended before their time. It should be his responsibility and his responsibility only to determine when the life of any being has come to an end and it is time to release their soul. This has led to tremendous conflict between Death and the gods who continue to take life-forces. It is leading to a war that will be unlike anything this world or the other has ever seen.”

      I hated politics, and even more, I hated thinking about the intensity and realities of this war, especially now that I was a central part of it.

      “How about you?” I asked.

      “What do you mean?”

      “You are a god. But as far as I know, you don’t take life-forces from anyone.”

      “You’re right,” he said. “I don’t. I don’t need to. There will never be a shortage in people who believe in debauchery. I will live forever.”

      “So, you are on the side of Death?” I asked.

      “I don’t think of myself on either side. I try to stay out of it. That’s not really my thing. I have everything I need, and there’s no one threatening my existence or my way of life. I can’t pretend to know how I would feel if I suddenly realized that people weren’t following me anymore and I was facing the reality of fading into nothing. I might be compelled to do something extreme. I don’t like to think I would go straight to killing humans and stealing their potential for life, but like I said, I can’t predict what I would do in such an extreme circumstance. People, and gods, are capable of much more than they ever thought they were when they are going through things like that. As I’m sure you know by now. I don’t think what the gods and goddesses do is right, but I don’t want to join a war against them, either. I just want to stay neutral and continue to live how I always have, and welcome anyone who may want to come to enjoy and indulge.”

      I understood. He was in a position no one could understand.

      “Do you think I have what it takes to get through it?” I asked.

      He nodded without hesitation.

      “I’ve never encountered a human who was capable of what you have done. You destroyed three gods and have their powers coursing through you. With the women at your side and the former demons behind you, you will be accepted and followed. You will get through this, Steve. I know you will. Remember, you aren’t just an ordinary human anymore, and you never will be again.”
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      I had been a god for three days when I decided it was time for me to leave my post for a short time. I had come all this way and gone through everything I had done with one purpose in mind, and I wanted to make sure it wasn’t done in vain. Though Cleo and Hela had assured me that breaking through the hourglass and letting the life-forces fly free was all I needed to do to restore life to my nephew, I knew I wouldn’t be able to feel completely confident it was done until I saw Titus again. The last time I’d laid eyes on him, his tiny body was broken and empty, and I couldn’t bear for that to be the last image I had of him.

      I felt a tremendous sense of responsibility and obligation to the Land of the Gods and the war that was in front of me. I knew I wouldn’t be able to go back to the normal life I thought I would be leading when I returned from the monastery, but that didn’t mean I had to just walk away completely and never check in again on my family. I needed to see them, to make sure Titus had not only been restored, but would be able to live his life the way he was meant to.

      Leaving the bedroom where I had been lying in the huge bed, looking out the window at the glowing sky, I went through the temple to the banquet room. My five women were sitting at one of the tables, laughing as they seemed to play some sort of game. Hela swigged from a jug of wine Dionysus must have brought for her, and a plate of fruit and bread on the side of the table showed the women had been taking pieces of it as they played. I walked up to the table and kissed each of the women on the cheek. I hadn’t yet been with Lily, but I felt the attachment to her I had to the other women and knew eventually we would get our chance. They all accepted the kisses with smiles, and I rested my hand on Cleo’s shoulder. She reached up to cover my hand with hers and grinned up at me.

      “Can I talk to you for a second?” I asked.

      Her eyes moved away, then back to me with a frown. The women were so accustomed to the harshness of the gods that their minds always went to something being wrong, another problem happening that they were either going to be blamed and likely punished for, or that they were going to be expected to resolve. I hoped, eventually, they wouldn’t feel that way. I wanted to give each of them such a sense of comfort, safety, and security that they no longer had the immediate sense of worry and fear that showed in their eyes.

      “Is everything all right?” she asked. “Did something happen?”

      “It’s nothing bad,” I said with a reassuring smile. “I just want to talk to you.”

      She nodded and took my hand, letting me help her up from the table. The other women looked up at us, but Ori made a move in the game and laughed, bringing their attention back to the table. They all gasped and shouted, but then joined in the laughter as they continued.

      “That wasn’t fair,” Gwen said.

      “Yes, it was,” Ori told her.

      We walked hand in hand out of the temple and down the steps. “It’s good to see the five of you having fun. I like seeing you together,” I said as we crossed over the water that had resumed its calm since the fight. Rather than looking like a foreboding way to keep others out of the temple, it now looked beautiful and serene.

      “Well…” She squeezed my hand and smiled up at me, “…that’s good since we will be always now.”

      “That’s actually what I wanted to talk to you about.”

      I’d led her around the back of the temple and across the court, so we were heading up a hill that bordered the back of the complex of temples. The rocks beneath our feet glittered in the sun, and even the individual blades of grass that grew up around them looked perfectly placed and deliberate. I didn’t know if I was imagining it, or if it was an effect of Apep’s power now being a part of me—possibly the fact that he wasn’t a part of this plane any longer—but the light around us seemed brighter, everything even more beautiful. I turned to Cleo and saw her looking at me with the worried expression again.

      “What do you mean?” she asked. “You aren’t leaving, are you?”

      “Not for good. I’ve been thinking a lot about Titus and my sisters, and I want to check in on them. I want to make sure they are doing all right and that Titus is recovering.”

      “He is,” Cleo said. “I can assure you of that. I told you, as soon as the life-forces escaped from the hourglass they were free to return to the bodies of those that had lost them or to go on to the next level of existence if their soul had already been taken.”

      “I know that. But what if it’s not enough?”

      “What do you mean?”

      We got to the top of the hill and looked out over the Land of the Gods. From this vantage point it looked like a model, perfect and serene. I knew somewhere in the distance was the ravine where the demons had lived in the miserable little alcoves. I hadn’t been back there yet, but I had been reassured they had been freed from that space and were coming up to the surface, finding other places to live. I liked the idea that those rocks would never again reverberate with the sounds of the cries and pleas.

      “He was so badly hurt,” I said. “And he was so little. What if giving back his life-force wasn’t enough to heal him? He could have been so badly damaged he hasn’t been able to pull through. I need to see him and make sure he’s getting what he needs and will be okay.”

      “You’re going back to the human world.”

      It wasn’t a question but a resigned statement. I nodded. “Yes. Just for a short time. Just to make sure he’s going to be fine.”

      “I know there’s nothing I can say to stop you.”

      “No,” I told her. “There’s not. But there is something you can do to make it easier for me.”

      “What do you mean?” she asked.

      “I want you to come with me. You are the one who brought me over to this side with you at the beginning, even if you didn’t realize what was happening. I want you to come back with me.”

      She nodded. “I will.”

      “I’d like to go today. It’s been impressed on me pretty insistently that we never know when the next move is going to be in the war between the gods and Death, and I want to make sure we are ready when it happens. Seeing Titus and my sisters will put my mind at ease, and I’ll be ready to do what needs to be done.”

      “We can leave whenever you want to.”

      “How are we going to move around when we’re there?” I asked, thinking about the logistics of trying to navigate the human world with someone who looked like Cleo.

      Even if I was to be able to change back into human clothes, there was no way someone like her was going to go unnoticed as we walked down the street.

      “We won’t have to,” she said. “I can bring us directly to where he is.”

      “You can?”

      “Yes. Since I’m the one who took his life-force, I have a link with it. I stay connected to every life-force I ever take. I try not to think about it or to tune into them at any point. It’s just too difficult for me. But I can with him.”

      “Even though the life-force has been returned to him?”

      Cleo nodded. “Yes. The link is still there. I can connect to him and bring us right to where he is. There’ll be no need to travel around there if you don’t want to.”

      I nodded, and we looked out over the view for another second before I took her hand and led her back down the rocky side of the hill toward the temple. We didn’t go back into the banquet room with the other women. I didn’t intend on us being gone for long enough for our absence to really make an impact to them, and I didn’t want to waste any more time explaining what I wanted to do. I just wanted to get back to my family and feel like I could move forward.

      Though the women spent the night in my bedchamber with me, I made sure each of them had their own space in the temple as well. After the years they had spent under the scrutinizing eyes of the gods, I wanted to remove the oppression in as many ways as possible, and that started with them knowing they had the freedom to go anywhere they wanted to, when they wanted to, and could have time and space to themselves. Only Hela had this luxury in her own temple, but she was given a place there as well. Cleo brought me into the room set aside for her and closed the door behind us. I didn’t know what to expect. This would be the first time I had traveled like this with any level of awareness of what was happening, and I didn’t know how she would accomplish it.

      Cleo got on her knees on a rug in the center of the room and closed her eyes. She clasped her hands in front of her and whispered something. I knew if I was close enough to her, I’d have been able to understand what she was saying, but it seemed like a private moment, so I stayed back until she opened her eyes and looked at me again.

      “I’ve found him,” she said.

      “Where is he?”

      “In a bed in a very bright, white room.”

      “He’s still in the hospital. Can you tell if there are others with him?” I asked.

      “No. I can only connect to the life-force I took. I don’t know if anyone else is there.”

      I nodded. “How do we get to him?”

      She gestured for me to come to her and brought me down to kneel beside her. She took my hand and closed her eyes again. “When I tell you to, stand up and take a step forward.”

      “Yes.”

      She started whispering again, and a few seconds later, she squeezed my hand.

      “Go ahead.”

      We stood up together, and I took a step forward. Opening my eyes, I saw myself surrounded by the same vibrant green light I had seen on the street with Titus. That felt like a lifetime ago, even though it had only been a few days. Everything had been so simple then; the most challenging thing was thinking about assimilating to being back in that environment and deciding what flavor of ice cream I was going to get when my nephew and I got to the shop. He had looked at me like a hero, and I had let him slip through my fingers. It seemed like so long ago, and yet I remembered every detail in sharp clarity.

      The light shimmered around us, and Cleo kept her hand tightly around mine. I felt like I was walking, but my body wasn’t moving. Suddenly the light around us disappeared and we were standing in the corner of a hospital room. Ahead of me was a bed far too large for the little boy sitting in it, a bowl of soup on a pink plastic tray across his lap. My breath caught in my chest, and emotion burned painfully in my throat when I saw Titus. Lila was sitting in a blue-cushioned chair with her back to us. She leaned across to rest on the mattress so she could be as close to her son as she could. She scooped up some of the soup and brought the spoon to Titus’s lips. He slurped the soup then took the spoon from his mother’s hand and scooped up a bite for her.

      I watched them share the soup for a few seconds before I looked over at Cleo. She was watching him with tears sliding down her cheeks. Titus laughed at the cartoons he was watching on the TV hanging above the bed, and Cleo smiled.

      “He’s awake,” she murmured.

      “He looks like his old self. He barely looks like anything happened to him.”

      It was true. With the exception of a few scrapes on his arm and a bruise fading on the side of his face, Titus looked like nothing had happened to him. If he was walking down the street, he would just look like any other little boy who might have gotten into a scuffle on the schoolyard or played a particularly active game of football recently. It was exactly how I wanted to see him.

      “We should go,” Cleo said.

      “Not yet. I want to do something for them.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “Neither of them have any idea where I’ve been, and they have to be worried about me. I don’t want them to think that I don’t care about them. I want to leave them something they can remember me by.”

      “You shouldn’t interact with them,” Cleo said. “It’s too much. It will be even more confusing to them.”

      “I don’t want them to think I just left them.”

      The door to the hospital room opened and both Titus and Lila looked up at it with a soft gasp, looks of hope and anticipation on their faces. Their expressions melted when a nurse walked in. She looked at them sympathetically.

      “I’m sorry,” she said. “I know you were hoping.”

      “Have you heard anything?” Lila asked.

      The nurse shook her head. “No. I’m sorry. I haven’t heard anything, and none of the hospitals have any information.”

      “That’s not possible,” Lila said. “It’s just not. My brother didn’t just vaporize after that accident. It’s been too long… He has to be somewhere.”

      “I promise we’re going to keep looking for him.”

      Titus looked crushed, turning his eyes back to the bowl and filling the spoon, then spilling the soup back in absently.

      I felt something tug inside me, a painful switch that let me know this wasn’t going to be the way I thought it was. I looked at Cleo.

      “I can’t do this, Cleo. I can’t just leave them.”

      “You are a god now,” she argued. “You don’t belong in this world anymore.”

      “I don’t belong in that one, either. Not as long as my family is here. Which means I belong in both. I have to split my life. I have to carry on both. That’s the only choice I have.”

      “No, Steve. You need to stay in the shadows. You can visit. You can watch him.”

      “It’s not enough. I need to be a part of their lives. Times are changing, Cleo. The Land of the Gods is different now than when I came, and it will keep changing. I’m not going to give up everything I have here because of what I have there. And I won’t walk away from what I have there just to stay with what I have here. I will live both lives. I need you to bring me somewhere else.”

      She looked at me reluctantly, but she knew she couldn’t defy me. She nodded, and I told her what I needed.
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        * * *

      

      Twenty minutes later, Titus’s eyes lit up when I walked into his hospital room, a towering ice cream cone in each hand. Lila gasped, her hands coming to her face and tears immediately pouring out of her eyes.

      “Uncle Steve!” Titus gasped.

      “Steve!” Lila said. “What’s going on?”

      “What do you mean what’s going on?” I asked. “I came to see Titus.”

      “Where have you been?” Lila asked.

      I sat on the chair beside the bed and handed one of the cones to my nephew. He dropped the spoon and took it eagerly with both hands.

      “I was getting ice cream,” I told her, turning to the boy, I cocked my head. “Chocolate peanut butter. That’s what you said, right?”

      Titus grinned even more, nodding, then filled his mouth with ice cream. I smiled and did the same. He ate for a few seconds then looked at me with his eyebrows furrowed together seriously.

      “Where have you been, Uncle Steve? What happened?”

      “That’s a story for another time,” I said. “Right now, it’s not important.”

      “Then what is?”

      I thought about it for a second then reached over to rub his hair. In the whole world, it was just the two of us.

      Giving him a wink, I said, “Ice cream,” and then put my hand on his shoulder, proud of him. For once, at peace with life. I had purpose, and my nephew and many others were safe.

      What would come next was sure to be a challenge, but I was ready for it.
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