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      A fresh wave of heat rolled along the surface of my skin as the door finally buckled against my ramming shoulder, crashing to the floor. Newly released smoke flooded my eyes and nose. I cursed, trying not think about all the reasons this was a bad idea. I was a firefighter, for fuck’s sake, I knew the statistics.

      Going in without gear was risky at best, and suicide at worst.

      But I couldn’t just stand by and watch a building burn when I knew someone was inside. It didn’t matter that I’d been off duty, didn’t matter that I was the first at the scene.

      When my vision finally cleared, I saw her. The woman was sitting on the floor in a wide nest of orange flames, screaming and grabbing at her leg, which had been crushed beneath a toppled bookcase, pinning her as the flames inched closer and closer.

      She looked up at me, terror and loss in her watery brown eyes. She began to shout at me in another language, pointing desperately at the wall to her right side.

      Coughing, I dashed over to her, hot flames nipping and biting at my heels. I gripped the edge of the case and started trying to pull it off her. Ignoring the chaotic trembling of my shoulder and a decade-old bullet wound, I finally got enough of a gap to help her slide out her foot.

      She was bleeding horribly, and I could tell by the way she looked down at her foot that she was as certain as I was she wouldn’t be able to walk on it anytime soon. But if I waited any longer for her to get her act together, neither of us would be making it out of this house alive.

      Looping one arm under her knees and the other around her waist, I lifted her off the floor and carried her out of the house and into the clear-blue night outside, dropping her onto the lawn and collapsing into the grass next to her. The fresh air seared against the smoke in my lungs, cool ice against fire, and I gulped it down happily.

      The woman poked my arm and said something in her language, but I ignored it.

      “I’ve never done anything like that before.” I laughed between pants. “I hope you can say the same thing. Phew! Let’s never do that again! My name is Huck, by the way. What’s yours?”

      She started hitting me, slapping her hands into my chest, and I looked at her.

      “What? What are you hitting me for?!”

      I stared into those watery brown eyes, and immediately my gut sank. She pointed desperately at the house and started shouting, “Qata! Qata! Quttay la tazal hunaka! My Onyx is there!”

      “There’s someone still inside?”

      She shook my arm again and nodded her head so fast I don’t know how her headscarf stayed on. “My Onyx! My Onyx! Please! Min fadlik ahfizha!”

      I looked around, but the only other folks who had gathered in the street were a couple of old Hispanic women in hastily put-on slippers, clutching at their tartan robes to keep warm against the cold night air, and a couple of red-eyed teens up way past their bedtime, poking their heads out of wherever they’d been hiding to come to watch the place burn. One of the kids appeared to be on her phone, but if she were calling the fire department, they wouldn’t be here in time.

      Slipping my cellphone out of my pants pocket, I thrust it into the woman’s hands and looked into her eyes, hoping to Jesus H. Christ she would understand enough of what I was saying. “Call 9-1-1. I’m gonna go back in there, and I’m gonna get them. I’m gonna get Onyx. Get the fire department here, okay?”

      She blinked before nodding again, giving me a look that said she had complete faith in me. I just hoped I could live up to the expectation. Or, you know, at the very least, live.

      In and out, I thought.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      I dashed through the flames, leaping up the last few steps at the top of the stairs and continuing into a run on the landing, refusing to stop for a single precious second.

      Flames reached for my feet and my face like the enormous orange claws of some horrible creature. The fire was an alive thing, a parasite, and it was consuming the house from the inside out.

      Room to room, I called out for “Onyx,” for anyone at all, but if there was any response, I couldn’t hear it. My breathing was getting ragged, my smoke-coated lungs scraping against themselves like gravel in my chest. The smell was awful.

      It was in the last room on the floor that I found her. Short black hair, large moonlike eyes, and… a tail.

      A cat. Onyx was her cat.

      Shit.

      A wall of flame separated me from the animal, an almost perfect line across the floor. The cat itself sat on a little wooden table decorated with dried flowers, herbs, and burning candles, the flames reflecting sparkles into its wide eyes.

      Behind it was a wooden picture frame holding a photo of a young Middle Eastern girl and a little black statue of a cat about as big as my fist. An altar. But to what, I didn’t have time to think about.

      I took off my jacket and threw it over a section of flame, giving me just enough of a window to leap over onto the other side. It was odd—the fire didn’t seem capable of spreading past this point in the room.

      The cat sat and stared, flicking its tail as if totally unaware of the house burning just beneath its feet.

      “Okay, cat,” I said, coughing. I could feel the dizziness starting to kick in, the oxygen seeping from my brain. “I don’t have time for any games. I haven’t had much success with cats in the past, so if we could be friends for just a second while I throw you out the window, that would be great.”

      I reached out a hand to pick it up and saw the flash of a dark paw. On instinct, I braced for the cutting of claws, but instead, there was the knock of the little cat statue against my knuckles. Onyx the cat watched me, silver eyes round like big shiny buttons as if waiting to see how I would react to its ill-timed gift.

      I threw the statue across the room and into the burgeoning fire.

      “We’ve got no time for fooling around, you little shit!” This time, I grabbed the animal successfully, and eighteen little claws dug as hard as they could into my flesh. I gritted my teeth while the cat carved me up, yelping and squirming against my grip.

      Another sound drowned out the screeching of the horrible cat. The moaning of wood preparing to snap. The floor shuddered under my shoes. Was that real, or just the lack of oxygen in my brain?

      I didn’t have time to answer the question before it was answered for me. The floor fell out from beneath us and down we went into the bedroom below. My legs twisted beneath me, and the cat disappeared from my arms.

      Dazed in the rubble below and agonizing over at least one broken leg, I blinked the ashes from my eyes. There was the cat, sitting in the rubble, licking its little black paw as if nothing had happened. It stopped licking, realizing I was looking at it, and stared at me with those enormous gray eyes. It flicked its gaze upward at something above my head, back up on the second floor. I looked and saw the altar table hanging dangerously forward over the new hole beneath its front legs. As I watched, it skittered, another candle tipping from it and falling to land by my shoulder.

      I thought about the woman outside, her big, brown eyes full of tears. Even if I couldn’t get her cat out alive, at least she was safe. At least she could go on, even if “her Onyx” and I couldn’t.

      I gasped as a sudden weight pressed onto my chest. I looked up into the wide eyes of the cat, close enough to almost touch its little square nose to mine. Beyond it, I saw the table above finally tip and fall. When it hit, everything vanished around me. The flames and the shattered wood and the pain, all gone into the dark. All was gone to the void except for the lingering image of two brilliant, silver eyes.

      Huck Langston. My champion, a woman’s voice said.
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      When I woke up, I felt sick, my insides squirming like an oarless rowboat rocked in a storming sea. Sobering air filled my lungs, clear and dry, though I could still taste the smoke on the tip of my tongue. Though I couldn’t move, I could feel my limbs awakening, arms at my sides and legs straight below.

      Everything around me was completely dark save for a small vertical sliver of yellow light shining beyond my bare feet, the same warm yellow as the sun.

      Was it the light of heaven? A gleam of what lay beyond slipping out from between Saint Peter’s infamous gates?

      “Peter?” I whispered into the void. As far as I could tell, I was alone. If the saint was here, he wasn’t showing himself.

      Unlike my mother, I had never been very religious. Susan Langston was more pious than the Pope. She had a mental selection of Bible quotes to pull from for all occasions, like the most intense greeting card section of a grocery store.

      However, I hardly bothered to retain a single one into my adult years. I tended to believe in the tangible things, in the powers that I could see and feel. Nothing could move a man like a good punch to the temple or a couple pints of hard beer. Special kinds of personal motivators, the likes of which I had never felt in all those hours spent rotting in a church pew. A god is no friend of mine.

      But now, faced with my own immortal judgment, I felt the shame burrow up into my throat, the chagrin of a naughty child being forced to confront his forsaken parent. Especially as no welcome came from the invisible angel at the sound of his name.

      It was at that moment I realized I was not lost in any void of space. I was lying sprawled out on a floor, ash brushing my fingertips and cool stone pressed against my bare back.

      My shirt was gone.

      I flexed my legs, not broken.

      What the hell?

      Everything came into focus around me. I was in a dark room the size of a walk-in closet and made of cold stone. The strip of light was not from the heavens, but from a crack around a wooden door. And it wasn’t the soft ashes of a recent house fire, but the sharp, glassy edges of scattered sand.

      This wasn’t heaven. But it wasn’t exactly the burning house, either.

      The house fire hadn’t felt like a dream, and even if it had been, this place definitely wasn’t any room in my tiny apartment.

      With the memory of the agonizing snap of my legs still fresh in my mind, I stood up slowly. But the expected pain didn’t return, even under my full weight. My body suddenly felt foreign to me.

      Through the dark, my hands felt for my chest, my arms, the rough early morning stubble thickening my jaw. I felt for the familiar strands of my hair, chestnut brown and a couple inches too long, hanging over my same old thick brow and long, angular nose.

      My fingers moved around to reach for my back next, searching for the old scars sewn over my right shoulder blade. There they were, the little protruding waves of flesh where the bullet had burrowed in all those years ago, exactly where they should be.

      It was my body. It was me. Bare chest, bare legs, no clothing at all except for some kind of skirt tied around my waist.

      “The fuck?”

      It had taken a bit for my brain to catch up to my body, but I shook the disorienting feeling of being in a strange place.

      That was when the woman, voice deep and sultry, said my name.

      Huck Langston.

      The rowboat in my stomach was tossed anew. I twisted around through the dark, searching for the mystery woman. She’d sounded close enough to be standing right behind me, but all that my wild searching unearthed was a painful crack beneath my foot.

      “Ouch!”

      Through the dark, I felt around on the ground for what I had stepped on. It was a clay bowl, now shattered into pieces.

      What the fuck was going on?

      While I am enjoying the show immensely, the invisible woman said, I hope you don’t plan to hide in that cupboard all day. You are needed downstairs, Huck Langston, and I’m afraid time is of the essence.

      “What the hell for, lady?” The only place left she could have been was on the other side of the door.

      Another soul needs saving, she said, and again her voice sounded as close as if her lips were pressed to my ear. Closer. And I have it on good authority that you possess certain skills in that particular area.

      I whipped open the door, but—a little to my disappointment—I found no beautiful woman hiding on the other side of it. Instead, after my eyes had readjusted to the light, who should I see there but that stupid black cat sitting on the ground at my feet.

      Onyx. Strange new place, but somehow, the same old cat. I was sure I would recognize it anywhere. Its big, unique silvery eyes gazed up into mine, and while I didn’t have the most experience with cats, I could swear it was making a face like it was trying not to laugh.

      Every time I looked at it, I couldn’t help but get the chilling feeling that there was an intelligence behind those eyes beyond what the average cat should have possessed.

      “Onyx?”

      In response to its name, the cat took off running, its long, black tail straight up like a flagpole, and in a flash, it disappeared around the corner of a sandstone wall. I tried calling for the woman, but, like the cat, her voice had gone. Once again, I was alone.

      This new room was made of stone as well, the same as whatever cupboard I’d just been shut in. It was obvious that, wherever I was, the interior designer had quite an obsession with the Ancient Egyptian aesthetic.

      Walls, floor, ceiling, all made of that soft yellowy-brown brick, the same color as the sand that lay in clumps on the floor. It was all lit only by the fiery torches hooked to the walls. Between the torches were images of men and women carved into the stone’s surface, dressed in little skirts or robes and elaborate headdresses. Some sported animal heads or other body parts in place of human ones, like heads or paws.

      Hieroglyphs had been scratched into the stone between them in rows upon rows of little pictures. As I watched, the hieroglyphs seemed to shake and shift, forming words and sentences and stories, and in an instant, I could read every symbol as fluently as if I had studied them from birth.

      In the center of the room stood an enormous black and gold sculpture of a man at least twelve feet tall, wearing a textured loincloth and the face of a long-nosed dog with large, pointed black ears. I walked over to him and easily read the hieroglyphic inscription at his feet.

      “Here forever stands our mighty lord, Anubis, the Dog Who Swallows Millions.”

      His eyes, which were hard and black like large beetles, looked down on me with aged disapproval, as if he were considering stepping down from his pedestal to hit me with the fifteen-foot golden staff he held in his hand.

      I couldn’t understand any of what was happening around me. The individual shocks of waking up alive after already accepting I was certainly dead, of finding my broken body repaired as if overnight, and of the discovery of such a bizarre new setting had all but waned, replaced by just a general sense of confusion.

      Was it possible that I hadn’t really died, but that with my injuries and the lack of oxygen reaching my brain, I was now hallucinating?

      From another room, somewhere far past where the cat had fled, I suddenly became aware of the low, resonant moaning of many voices.
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      I followed the sound—and the occasional kitten paw print left in the sand—until I came upon a long set of sandy steps leading down into a dark and cavernous room below. The edges of the room were lost almost completely to shadow, but what I could see of them was covered in more images and writings about the gods, particularly the one called Anubis.

      Casting my mind back, I vaguely recalled that Anubis had been the Ancient Egyptian God of the Underworld. I warranted a guess that this was some sort of an elaborate underground temple in his honor, athough who would pour this kind of money into something like this, I didn’t know.

      If people had really moved in here, my best assumption was that someone had stumbled onto an old movie set and took the setting a little too seriously. Pillars as thick as redwood trees stretched from floor far below to ceiling high above, the same sandy color as the walls and decorated with even more carvings.

      The only light in the room came from the brazier on the opposite wall, upon a raised sandstone platform overlooking an ovular altar below, which provided a little light of its own with a series of small white candles.

      The altar was more akin to a large table, made of a kind of marbled stone as black as the shadows surrounding it, the firelight of the candles along its edge casting a glow across its shining surface.

      Men in black robes stood around the altar, chanting in unison. They all had dark-chestnut skin and smooth, bald heads. As they bustled around the altar, I could see the glints of various golden facial piercings. From what of their chanting I was able to catch onto, they seemed to be calling on Anubis’s presence for some sort of ritual.

      Definitely taking the setting too seriously.

      Some robed men held clay bowls and heavy metal basins full of smelly water and gold paint. Lying in the center of the altar, stretched out along the length of the cold oval surface, was a young woman, her hands and feet bound with tight black rope. She was attractive, with long and curly black hair, soft curves, and gentle, pixie-like facial features.

      She was one of the most beautiful women I had ever seen.

      The men with the paint were using their fingers to adorn her naked body with it, careful to cover each inch of her delicate skin. Running fingers over her full breasts and exposed thighs until her whole body shone in the firelight. With her skin so smooth and covered in gold, she looked like an Emmy award.

      The woman did not watch the men as they painted her. In fact, she seemed to hardly notice they were there. Instead, she kept her eyes trained on some point deeper in the room.

      I followed her gaze and saw another robed man, one I hadn’t noticed until now. He stood behind the enormous brazier, which burned furiously with sweet incenses. Through the swirling of the flames, the man appeared to have his hand in the fire, though he didn’t act like he was in any kind of pain.

      I began to edge closer, down the steps. I was in enough shadow that I figured I could stay hidden from sight, but I moved slowly just in case.

      The man at the brazier suddenly held up his hand. “Enough,” he said, not quite shouting but with enough force to project his voice effortlessly throughout the entire room. “Let us begin.”

      Obviously, he was some kind of leader, as the other men immediately stopped their chanting and set down their basins, quickly coming to kneel around the altar. They kept their heads bowed and hands firmly on the dark stone floor as if trying to reach through to the depths of the earth itself.

      The woman still didn’t move, though I thought I saw her chin quiver. Whatever she was feeling in this moment, she was holding it in very well.

      “We gather here to call upon our forsaken lord,” the man said. His voice was hard. Gruff. His hood was pulled low over his face, but through a slight gap in the top of his robe, I could see the sparkling of many jewels.

      “Anubis, Lord of the Sacred Land,” the men chanted back in unison.

      “We gather here to feed his hunger, to quench his thirst, to satisfy his lust,” the man continued.

      “Anubis, Master of Secrets.”

      The man pulled his hand from the flame, and for the first time, I saw what he had been burning.

      It was an obsidian dagger.

      He began to walk around the brazier, holding the dark blade above his head. “We gather here to honor the dead who walk in his wake, who depend on him for the everlasting land.”

      “Anubis, Lord of the Dead,” the others continued to chant.

      “We gather here to honor he who weighs the hearts of men so that he may find ours worthy.”

      “Anubis, Guardian of the Scales.”

      The man stood beside the altar now, at the woman’s side, looking up and down her gleaming body as if taking it in for his own pleasure before her coming desecration. I paused at the bottom of the staircase, feeling the sudden pang of something in my chest, a hiss of anger buried just at the base of my throat.

      I wanted to protect this girl, to keep her from whatever they were building to, but going up against all these men in this unfamiliar place, the odds couldn’t possibly be in my favor.

      Besides, there was no telling what sort of weapons they may have hidden under their robes. People who would be willing to go to lengths like this rarely had any qualms about other kinds of violence.

      My internal hiss was echoed by a real one, and I looked down at my feet to see Onyx the cat, also watching the ceremony, its thin black tail flicking side to side with agitation.

      “We gather here,” the man said, his voice softened, “to honor him with the heart of an untainted soul so that the sins of our world may be outweighed.” He was speaking directly to the woman on the altar, appealing to her.

      He put the dagger between her breasts, positioned just above her heart. It wasn’t quite touching her skin, but judging by the way her toes curled, she must have felt the boiling heat radiating off it.

      The man raised the dagger, held now with both hands, as high as he could. For a moment, his hood raised enough to reveal graying lips and a smile with abnormally sharp canine teeth.

      The bound woman was shaking now. Her rock-hard disposition had finally cracked. With all the suddenness and violence of a thunderclap, she twisted desperately away from the knife, only to be met with the hard and gripping hands of the men surrounding her.

      “No! Please!” she cried as they pinned her arms and legs, holding her heart in the path of the readied knife above. Beads of sweat made her paint pucker. “I do not want this! Please! Let me go!”
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      “Don’t fight it, girl!” the man spat back. “You were promised to Anubis at birth. It is beyond any of us to deny such a destiny. And our opportunity wanes the longer you fight it.”

      She struggled again, tears streaming from her eyes.

      I needed to do something, and fast. I looked around for something—anything—I could use.

      “Anubis!” the man with the blade shouted upward, his entire body bracing to bring the dagger down. For a moment, the atmosphere of the room seemed to change. The air became warmer, the candles on the altar burned a little brighter, and the fire in the brazier flickered black. “He Who Swallows Millions! Accept our offering!”

      Whatever he was planning to say next never got the chance to leave his lips. I grabbed Onyx the cat around its scrawny middle and threw it as hard as I could at the man’s face.

      It was a perfect shot. The cat hissed so hard it sounded like the steaming of a ready kettle, and those eighteen claws my arm had become so familiar with did their work.

      The man screamed, “Argh! Filthy agent of Bastet!” He lurched backward, and to my immense satisfaction, the robed men holding the woman all went to his assistance.

      In the chaos, I snuck up to the girl without significant notice.

      She looked up at me with purple eyes wide with terror, and I quickly held a finger to my lips. Despite her obvious confusion, she gave me a quick nod and stayed silent, holding in her eyes a faith in me I had recently seen in another woman. But I tried to ignore the memory, as that rescue mission had ended in a way I didn’t exactly want to repeat.

      I tugged at the ropes around her ankles, but they were fastened too tightly, and the only knife in the room was in the center of a sea of frantic black robes. But those ropes weren’t tying her down. Grabbing her painted arms, I looped her bound hands around my neck, giving her something to hold onto, before wrapping my arms around her waist and under her knees, lifting her off the table.

      I took one last look at the men in robes. One of them had finally managed to pull Onyx from the leader’s face, but now the cat was doing its level best to tear up every inch of skin it could reach. As I tried to hold back my laughter, I realized that another pair of dark eyes had met mine.

      “Stop!” the man shouted, but I had already broken into a run.

      The woman tightened her grip around my neck, holding me close enough that I could smell her. Jasmine and I guessed probably rose as well, but most flowers smell the same to me.

      Concentrate, I thought.

      Flying up the staircase, I anticipated feeling pain in my shoulder and pulled the woman’s body closer. The woman was so small and slim, she barely weighed anything at all, so any parts of my body trying to complain would just have to get over it. However, the familiar ache didn’t begin, and I wondered at the change even as I reached a landing and another staircase.

      I suddenly felt a nip on my ankle as the cat zipped past us, making sure to land a couple claws on me as it did. In a flash, it reached the top of the stairs and was gone once again.

      As the girl watched over my shoulder, she screamed and pulled herself even closer to me, golden paint smearing all over my bare chest.

      “He is right behind you!”

      I pushed myself to go faster, hoping to outrun him. My bare feet weren’t used to this kind of abuse, and I cursed to myself, almost wishing that I had woken up in someone else’s body.

      “He is right there!” she shrieked again, and at that point, I could hear the man behind me, the rustling of thick robes and the ragged panting of his breath, trailing a few steps behind. We still had about a third of the staircase left to go.

      We wouldn’t make it.

      Not sure what I was planning to do, I stopped and set the woman on the step above me, turning to face the man head-on. Charcoal coated his eyelids, and a golden lip ring sat in the middle of his bottom lip, which was twisted in a furious grimace. He ran with fingers splayed, as if planning to attack me with his fingernails, followed closely by a wave of the other men behind him, also with empty fists raised.

      They had no weapons other than the dagger, I realized, and that was nowhere to be seen.

      An unknown instinct rose inside me, a large bubble filling up in my chest, a self-assuredness I hadn’t really felt before. All at once and despite present circumstances, I felt good, and I felt powerful.

      With all the confidence of a man who actually knew what he was doing, I reached out a free hand and, just as our pursuer came close enough, I grabbed his robe at the collar.

      In one swift motion, I lifted him off his feet and tossed him like a football back down the stairs. He sailed into the row of men behind him and took them all down with him like dominoes, tumbling back to the bottom of the stairs into a big pile of dark cloth and twisted limbs. I picked up the girl again—she was standing there in shocked silence—and started back up the stairs.

      At the top, I paused, stuck at an intersection between three identical hallways.

      “What are you doing?” the woman cried.

      “I don’t know my way around, okay? Do you know where to go from here?”

      “No, I do not! I am not from this temple! Please just pick a direction!”

      “Well, seeing as I’m doing all the heavy lifting around here,” I said, readjusting her weight in my arms with a grunt, “I thought you could, you know, at least help out with the directions? You know more than I do. I just woke up in a closet this morning. I don’t know where the hell I am.”

      She looked at me, tears sparkling in her eyes. “Please, Grecian, if you intend to save me, you cannot waste time! The wrath of Anubis is greater than any other god’s, and if we stand here, we both shall die!”

      Not knowing what to say to something like that, I was preparing to wing it and hope for the best until I saw a flash of something in the dark behind her. Onyx had reappeared from the shadows, looking right into my eyes.

      Just like back at the burning house, the cat jerked its head in an almost human-like way, as if motioning for me to follow.

      So I followed, no questions asked. Seemed to fit right in with all my other decisions today.

      The cat led us through the underground temple, which was much bigger and far more elaborate than I had assumed it to be. Hallways led into staircases, which would lead up a level only to reveal even more rooms of carved stone and sandy floors. At one point, the cat led us into a room with three men in nothing but black loincloths sitting around a table, drinking from goblets. As they started to realize what was going on, I pulled a nearby torch off the wall and threw it, setting their table ablaze and causing enough of a distraction to turn and run again.

      Dashing around the next corner, Onyx appeared at my side, and I looked down at the little shit. “I thought cats were supposed to be smart! Don’t do that again!”

      “Please do not disrespect the cat, Grecian,” the woman begged. “We are in enough trouble as it is!”

      Up the next set of stairs was a sight that made me stop short. The hallway was blocked by a group of what looked like Ancient Egyptian guards sporting spears and shields. They stood dutifully, facing yet another staircase, but this one shone a little brighter from above, the sun peeking in through the top.

      Finally, it was the way out to the surface. I counted eight men, clad in black kilts and golden chest pieces, spears poised and ready to aim for anything that moved in a way it wasn’t supposed to.

      Something like a white man carrying a golden naked woman, for example.

      Hidden around the corner, I set down the woman. “Okay, let’s stop and think about this for a minute,” I whispered.

      “It is likely we do not have that minute to spare,” the woman whispered back. “But I will trust your judgment.”

      “I don’t know how we’re going to get past all of them. I mean, I really don’t think the cat is gonna let me throw it again.” As confirmation, Onyx gave me a ferocious kitten glare.

      “But you have your amazing strength. Surely you cannot be afraid of them.”

      I looked down at the woman, her lavender eyes wide and trusting. The gold paint had started to rub off her cheek, revealing a patch of warm caramel brown skin. “My strength?”

      “Yes!” She smiled, her left cheek dimpling. “You have carried me all this way. You ripped a torch out from the wall. And you threw a Priest of Anubis down the stairs like he was nothing but a toy. I had heard of Herakles, Grecian, but I did not think his people would send him to save me!”

      Flattery can take a beautiful woman very far, so I struggled to swallow down everything she was doing to my body. “Grecian. Why do you keep calling me that?”

      “The Greeks have come to visit us here in Waset many times, though perhaps you do not know it by that name. I have heard your people call it Thebes instead. Grecians come in many shades, but they run far paler than our kind here in Egypt. And you are as pale as they.”

      Her brow furrowed into a worry line when she saw my confused expression. “Have I assumed wrong? Perhaps I have. Not many Grecians speak our language as well as you do—”

      “Wait, wait. Stop,” I said, pinching my nose, struggling to recall my freshman history classes. “Thebes doesn’t exist anymore. It was destroyed three thousand years ago along with most of Egypt.”

      Her bottom lip pouted in defiance. “If that is what you have been told, it is a foul lie. Amun-Ra protects us, and we shall stand for a million years and many more after that.”

      “Jeez, that cult downstairs really brainwashed you, didn’t they? Don’t worry. I’ll get you out of here, and then I’ll take you straight to the police, and hopefully, they can find your—” I stopped, realizing that something was missing. “Where’d the cat go?”

      I poked my head around the corner to look for it, and out from the hallway came the sharpened edge of a spear, pointed directly between my eyes. “Oh shit.”

      The guards stood already poised, expecting to see us, a wall of shields blocking their fronts and a series of angered scowls beyond that. Out from between the guards’ ankles poked a smug furry face.

      “Onyx. You little asshole. You led them to us?”

      The cat’s only response was to stick out its pink tongue and then disappear down the hall again with the flick of a tail.
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      When I was a boy, about five years old, there was a night when my family was out camping. Unbeknownst to my parents, I had wandered away from the cabin and gotten lost in the woods.

      I remembered the feeling of being lost so clearly, a tangible and sickly thing filling my body that ached for relief. All too quickly, my childish mind had forgotten the way back. Dirt paths began to bleed into one another, leading everywhere I didn’t want to go, and wooden signs with names and arrows were only so helpful if you could understand their little alphabetic letters.

      Surrounded by the soft mossy rocks and shading trees, all lit from above by a graceful afternoon sun, I began to feel some comfort. It was easy to forget the fear and to allow myself the awe of the majesty of nature. Growing up in the city, it felt as if I had just stumbled onto something prehistoric, something I had always been guarded against but that, deep within my soul, my nature knew that I belonged to.

      I spent hours out there until the sun had set and I was cast into total darkness.

      Being here, in this Ancient Egyptian temple, was a little like that. Beautiful to look at but hiding a danger in its darkest places. And the worst danger darkness had to offer was fear.

      The guards dragged us back through the underground Egyptian temple until we arrived at a room with a wooden hatch sunk into the floor. When they opened it, I could see the deep and dark hole dug out beneath. Wordlessly, the guards pushed me in, and I fell the full ten feet to the dusty floor below.

      They did not send the painted woman in after me. They dragged her off somewhere else, and even though she kicked and screamed with every ounce of strength she had, I doubted she’d be able to get away from them.

      The hatch was closed, and my narrow view of the world disappeared completely, and like the setting of the sun, the light went with it.

      That night in the woods so long ago, it had taken my family until about midnight to finally find me. And though I was no longer a child, on some level, the instinct to sit and wait to be found was still there.

      Here I was, trapped by the dark once again. I didn’t know how long I’d be stuck down here.

      Trying to ignore the sting of failure, I took to exploring my holding place, my prison cell, for any way out I could find. But no matter how much I searched, there was nothing helpful to my situation. Four stone walls, a sandy floor, and a hatch too high above to waste time figuring out how to reach it.

      The words of the golden woman echoed in my head. She’d insisted this was ancient Thebes, a land lost for millennia, and honestly, even I had to admit I hadn’t seen any evidence thus far to suggest otherwise.

      Either someone had gone to a lot of effort to convince her and their other victims of this, or….

      What was the other option? It being the truth?

      The whole thing seemed so utterly farfetched that I put it out of my mind. Better to focus on the physical realities around me and worry about the explanations later.

      I remembered the other thing the woman had said. The way she had spoken about my physical strength, comparing me to Hercules. Or “Herakles,” as she had called him.

      It was true that I’d done things today that, if I had seen a man do them on TV or in a film, I wouldn’t have believed were real. Such things weren’t possible without green screens or a rigorous active lifestyle, and while I tried to do my best, I was still no athlete.

      And yet, undeniably, I had picked a man up and thrown him down a flight of stairs.

      Inspired, I tried punching my way through the cell wall, but the only thing I got out of that was a set of bloody knuckles. There was nothing to do but wait and hope that the Ancient Egyptian circus upstairs didn’t plan to leave me down here forever.

      Time passed as I sat there in the sand, wearing nothing but my white woven kilt. Who had put this on me, anyway?

      The more I thought about it, the more I realized how bizarre the whole charade was. If this were some kind of obsessive cult, they had gone through a lot of effort to take me from that burning house, bring me here, dress me in a new set of clothes, and then… what? Dump me in a closet with a bunch of bowls?

      Thinking about it further, I realized that when the men had chased me down, running after me with fingernails raised for the attack, there had been no recognition in their eyes. They didn’t pause to explain to a known man, their kidnapping victim, what they were doing with the woman and their future plans for him.

      They were pursuing a stranger, a robber.

      But if they didn’t bring me here, then who had?

      The same person who fixed my broken legs overnight, I thought to myself. But that train of thought was interrupted as the hatch above my head suddenly creaked open, firelight raining down on me and stinging my unaccustomed eyes.

      “Who’s up there?” I called, but no response came. “Pretty nice way to treat a guy. Kidnap him and then leave him in this place to rot.”

      Oh, Huck. You truly think so little of me? It was the woman’s voice again, as close as if she were sitting in my lap. Obviously, there was no one there.

      Oh, that’s right, I thought to myself. I was hearing voices, too.

      “What do you want?” I asked.

      Such things are not safe to discuss at the moment, in this hallowed place.

      “You wanna talk about ‘safe?’ I’m stuck in a hole in the ground in my own filth.”

      The mystery woman laughed then, and it was an amazing sound, making something deep within my gut tighten. I ignored the feeling. I wasn’t about to let my guard down now, not for some creepy woman buzzing around in my head.

      I promise, she said, that all the answers you seek will come to you. I have brought you here for a purpose, and it has cost me greatly to do so. You will not be wasted.

      “So it was you? Why the hell would you think I wanted to come here?”

      I told you, all will be explained.

      “That’s not good enough for me.”

      We don’t have long to speak. Anubis has sent his servants after you, and they will come for you shortly. They have orders to kill you. With what I have given you, Huck, you should survive, but you must prepare yourself. He has made his servants quite powerful, and they are loyal to him. Loyalty is a form of strength I have come to realize is very, very precious.

      “What the fuck are you talking about?” I shouted. “And what the hell have you given me?”

      Something dropped through the hole and fell to the floor on four little feet as light as feathers. It was the cat again.

      “Oh no, I don’t want to see you,” I said to it. “You sold me out.”

      For a second, I thought maybe it was a wholly different cat. This one started rubbing its face against my leg, purring so loudly it vibrated against my skin before curling up in my lap in a little warm ball.

      “Onyx?”

      It looked up at the name, and I could have sworn it was smiling at me. I gave it a gentle scratch behind the ears, and it leaned its head into my hand, relaxing until it was just a puddle of hair in my lap. I hated to admit it, but this cat was starting to grow on me in some small way.

      I remembered the altar where I had found Onyx, trapped in the middle of a burning house. Surrounded by flames that couldn’t get any closer. Next to a bunch of candles, flowers and herbs, and the statue of another black cat.

      No, I realized. Not just any black cat. The image of a carving among hieroglyphs I had spotted earlier appeared in my mind like a cork bobbing to the water’s surface. It was a woman with cat-like features.

      The goddess of fertility, of the home, and of cats.

      Bastet.

      That was what the statue in that burning house had looked like. The statue that I threw into the flame. The cat form of the goddess Bastet.

      If I believed in gods myself, I might have assumed she had cursed me for throwing it or something. That sending me here, on this physical and mental journey, was some kind of exercise in moral punishment.

      I continued to pet the cat until the hatch above suddenly slammed shut again and I was back in total darkness. It wasn’t long after that that the hatch was reopened, this time by a couple of guards, and during the brief time of darkness, the cat in my lap had disappeared.
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      They dragged me up the stairs and out of the temple. To my death, as the mystery woman had said, at the hands of some kind of “servants of Anubis.”

      I rolled my eyes, refusing to believe that such things were possible, that they weren’t just the insane machinations of yet another man looking to sap as much money as he could out of innocent believers.

      But my denial died quickly as we came up the stairs and out into the breeze. I finally saw where we were, and the land that surrounded us on all sides.

      It made me stop short. My legs felt weak and my head felt like I was back in that burning house, like the air was thin and my brain and lungs were clouded with smoke and ash.

      One of the guards growled, “Keep moving,” and pushed at my back. My putty-like knees gave way, and I fell, scraping my chin on the stone landing. Two of the guards picked me up by my upper arms and got me onto my feet and moving again.

      But I was hardly in a state to care what they did to me.

      We were in Egypt. There was no other way to describe it. It was the kind of Ancient Egypt only seen in children’s cartoons and history books, with rolling golden sands as far as the eyes could see, split through the middle by the rushing turquoise waters of the beautiful Nile River.

      A robin’s egg-blue sky hanging above and a brilliant and hot African sun beating down on all who were either brave enough or unfortunate enough to stand beneath it.

      The monumental sandstone structures, the buildings, the pillars fifty feet tall, imposing statues of the gods and symbols like ankhs and spiky lotus flowers, decorations made of gold that would have been worth a fortune back home.

      And in the distance, pyramids rising out of the horizon like enormous earthly teeth.

      A crowd of people had gathered, their brown skin shining with oils and golden jewelry, their hair done in intricate variations of knots and braids clacking with beads. They were all adorned in white robes, kilts, and sashes tied around waists or across chests.

      Altogether, it was Thebes as it had once been. Before the world had come to crush it into dust and crumbling remnants.

      The guards moved me through the crowd, which hissed and groaned as I passed between them. It was a forest of scowling brown eyes that surrounded me, that recognized me as an infiltrator in their home and in their way of life.

      I heard more whispers describing me as “Grecian” or even “Roman” as I passed. They eyed the scrapes on my chin, the sand caked in my disheveled hair, the metal shackles clanking between my bound hands, my bare feet made pink and raw from the harshness of their environment, and, most of all, they looked at the gold paint smeared across my arms and my chest.

      It was the mark of someone who had committed a terrible crime.

      I was moved up a short set of stairs, the spear-wielding guards still keeping tight grips on both of my arms until they stopped me in the middle of a group of other bound or shackled prisoners. We stood up on a stage above the crowd, where all could view us, a sandstone platform beneath our feet and a tall wall decorated with huge carvings of scarab beetles interspersed with turquoise curtains.

      In the middle of the stage was an enormous brazier, wider than my body was long. It was like a thick metal bathtub overflowing with fire and the charred remains of several burned things, unidentifiable as a collection of black and shriveled masses.

      In the assortment of prisoners around me, I saw several priests from the ritual before, bound in chains just like I was but not accompanied by guards. They stood in just their loincloths, robes gone, and they stared at the floor in quiet acceptance of whatever was about to happen. Toward the front, I recognized the one with the lip ring I had thrown down the stairs, but the leader with the gray lips and the sharp teeth was the only one who seemed to be missing.

      “Where are they?” the guard to my left asked the other. “Crowd’s not going to wait forever.”

      “Patience,” replied the other guard. “Their minds and their bodies work on a level far above ours. No doubt their sense of time does as well.”

      To my left, still covered head to toe in luminescent gold paint and still completely naked, was the woman I had tried to save, bound in chains the same as the rest of us but gagged as well, a cloth tied too tightly around her mouth. Tears fell from her eyes in a near steady stream, and the sight of her broken like that made me sober from my shock quickly.

      Anger ballooned in my chest, and my hands tightened into fists. Subtly, I tugged on my shackles, but they had very little give. These wouldn’t be easy to break.

      Just then, the crowd began to shout and cheer, fists pumping in the air, small children being lifted onto their fathers’ shoulders to get a better view. They weren’t looking at the stage, however, but at some point beyond the wall behind me. I tried to turn and look, and the guards shoved me back around to face forward again.

      “See? What did I tell you?” the second guard said to the other, smugness thick in his voice. “It’s not that the guardians are late. It’s that they enjoy the spectacle.”

      A shadow zipped across the stage. Looking up, I saw nothing but two birds circling overhead, massive vultures, perhaps, waiting for the coming feast of flesh. The crowd watched them, screaming with morbid excitement and shouting for blood, so I kept watching. They slowly descended through the air, twisting and flying over buildings until suddenly they dove, shooting out of the sky like golden missiles and landing hard on the stage, the platform trembling beneath their feet.

      Their human feet.

      Maybe “human” wasn’t the best way to describe the women now standing on either side of the brazier. They both stood seven feet tall at least, waving their arms in a showman greeting to the crowd below as their expansive golden wings folded neatly into their backs and disappeared into their skin-tight, golden body armor.

      They looked like superheroes mixed with pageant winners’ DNA, and even the armor they wore was cut like strapless bathing suits, showing every curve and angle of their celestial bodies.

      Their exposed arms and legs were tight and muscular, and their hair as dark and shiny as strands of carved obsidian stone.

      They each wore intricately woven circlets of gold on their heads. Some sense I had deep inside told me that dark power radiated from the circlets, but I didn’t know whether to listen to it or just take it as another one of the many new voices rattling around inside me these days.

      The woman on the right—or “guardian,” as the guard had called her—stood with her back a little straighter than the other, and her body was a little curvier as well. She waved enthusiastically to the crowd below, blowing kisses and standing up on her sandaled tippy toes, making herself look even taller.

      She reminded me of a chirping bird or an excited puppy wagging its tail at all the good attention.

      Her hair fell from a single high ponytail, and when she turned around to look at the buffet of prisoners prepared for her, the face she revealed looked like a sculpture or a painting of what the ideal woman might look like.

      She was completely, spectacularly unreal. Warm brown eyes set into a heart-shaped face and two rose-like lips beneath a slender nose. Her skin was smooth and soft brown, compared to the other, whose skin was a little darker but no less shiny smooth. And her breasts were amazing, too, of course. They were almost too large to fit into her armor, bulging out from the top of it like dough squeezed between hands.

      The guardian on the left stood a little shorter than her companion, but everything else about her, from her compact posture to her hard-set features to her lack of willingness to engage fully with the crowd below, was easily more intimidating.

      Her eyebrows arched low, giving her a permanent look of anger or annoyance, and her dark hair hung in a mixture of loose locks and artistic braids and glass beads. Her eyes were dark, practically black, and stood out from the lightness of her tense lips and her tight cheekbones.

      Despite her attitude, she was no doubt an ideal beauty as well, and in fact, her stoniness seemed only to add to my growing desire. Compared to her bubbly companion, she reminded me of a swan. Tall, beautiful, and elegant, but carrying a ferocity behind its night-black eyes.

      Looking at the two of them, I wasn’t sure if I wanted to spend the night with them or run for my fucking life.

      They kept their attention mostly on the crowd, drinking in the energy of the cheering people below, though I noticed that they snuck many glances at the painted woman, eyeing her distastefully as if she were a giant slug they had to share the stage with.

      I didn’t think it was because she was naked. Nudity would have been a cause for embarrassment, not the kind of ire they were shooting her way now. And every once in a while, they snuck the same look in my direction, especially the shorter guardian. She eyed the paint splattered across my bare chest, carrying her look of disdain up to my eyes and face.

      “Thank you, everyone, for showing up today!” the taller guardian shouted to the crowd with a sweet, tinkling voice that did not match her Amazonian body. “I can’t believe how many of you are here! This is an amazing turnout!”

      The crowd cheered back, and she blew a few more kisses. I wasn’t the only man who noticed how attractive they were, of course, and a few shy women seemed to notice it, too.

      “Anubis sends his love,” she sang.

      “Ugh.” The other guardian rolled her eyes. “Sharifa, stop it. We don’t have all day. We came here to do one thing.”

      “That’s right, Aziza! Anubis keeps his guardians very busy. Now, who have we got here today?”

      She turned around to survey the prisoners again, a little more closely this time. Her eyes skated quickly over the golden woman and me to land on the cluster of priests, who had not looked up from their feet once since the guardians’ arrival.

      “Anubis told us it was someone very important. And it looks like, as usual, he was right!”

      She lifted a delicate hand and pointed to each of the priests in turn, her mouth moving silently as she counted. “Ooh!” she finally squealed. “Eight betraying priests from the Waset Temple of Anubis!”

      The Guardian Aziza rolled her eyes. “Nine, Sharifa.”

      A glint of something shot through Sharifa’s eyes, and she smiled like a hungry wolf being handed a delicious dead rabbit on a silver platter.

      “Even better,” she said. “It’s only every hundred years or so that the planets align exactly how Anubis needs them, and you only had one job, gentlemen. To sacrifice an untainted soul to Anubis and to feed him her heart. Simple really. The women’s temple in Mennefer provides you the souls, and all you have to do is hold them down and poke them with a teeny, tiny blade. Easy!”

      Sharifa paused as if waiting for one of the priests to react to her shaming, to defend themselves, but not a single one did. All nine stood still, heads down and completely silent. To her pleasure, they had accepted their fate.

      “So,” Sharifa continued, her voice climbing to an even higher pitch. “Anyone want to tell us what happened?” She smiled. She already knew the answer.

      A guard stepped forward and bowed low. “Lovely Guardians of Anubis. The priests were doing just as the noble dog had instructed when the ceremony was disturbed by an unknown man.”

      Aziza stepped forward. Having her stern visage look down on him like that made him appear to shrink at least a few inches. “And is this man present?”

      The guard bowed low again. “Yes, Guardian. We intercepted his escape, caught him and the girl, and brought them both here for Anubis’s rightful vengeance.”

      He gestured to me, but both guardians already had their eyes trained on mine. It was all part of their little game show. They knew who the contestants were—they were standing before them splattered with paint. And even if I weren’t so obviously marked, I, as a “Grecian” man, stood out in this town like the moon stood out against the stars.

      As Sharifa looked down at me, she put her hands onto her hips. When she smiled, I felt the desire stirring again, and I had to look away.

      “And what a catch he is. Let’s save him for last, shall we?”

      “Yes,” Aziza said, and for the first time, humor sweetened her voice. “Our little treat. For him to see what his misbehavior has wrought for those around him.”

      “Or….” Sharifa paused before turning her gaze to the golden woman. “We kill them both together.”

      The golden woman whimpered.

      “Ooh, much better.” There was the scraping sound of a metal knife being unsheathed, and I hazarded a look up just in time to watch Aziza run her tongue along the full length of the curved blade before using it to gesture to the first priest in line.

      It was the man I had thrown down the stairs. I watched as he stepped forward obediently, stopping inches from the burning brazier. Sharifa put her hands firmly on his shoulders in what could have been a comforting gesture but for the tightness of her grip.

      She gave Aziza a delighted wink and a nod. On cue, the knife swung through the air and sliced the man along his belly like a fish, a blur of shining silver and spilled blood. Drops of blood scattered into the fire, making a sizzling sound. The crowd cheered in delight. The priest’s knees gave way, but Sharifa’s hold kept him standing. He let out an involuntary grunt at the pain, but still, he didn’t scream.

      Not until Aziza shoved her hand through the fresh hole and, with a horrible resonant popping, ripped out a red-drenched fistful of his intestines.

      She held the fist up to the crowd below, blood streaming down her arm, before tossing the whole thing into the fire. The people below watched enraptured the whole time, cheering at the display like they were at a death metal concert, not a gory execution.

      Aziza thrust her hand into his belly again, going deeper, and pulled out another bloody mass, which included at least one of his kidneys, and these also made their way into the fire. The man shrieked, and his body began to spasm in agony.

      Deciding he’d had enough, Sharifa began to lift him into the air by his shoulders as easily as if he weighed nothing at all, but Aziza stopped her.

      “Wouldn’t want to waste this,” she said, emphasizing the last word by gripping his golden lip ring and tearing it from his mouth, soaking his face and teeth in blood and causing him to scream again.

      Drops decorating her face like crimson freckles, Sharifa grinned and tossed the man into the brazier, waiting for his horrible, gurgling shrieks to finally die with him before calling for the next priest to step forward.

      One by one, the guardians did this, gutting the priests like gory Halloween pumpkins and relishing every blood-soaked minute of it until the floor between them was a puddle of blood and bits of organs, and their beautiful shining bodies were splattered.

      Only once the last priest had been tossed onto the fire with his blackened fellows did they finally turn their attention to the painted girl, and to me.

      Aziza’s eyes were dark and thirsty like a shark’s as she looked me up and down, taking in my body like I was some kind of chocolaty dessert that had been served before her for her consumption. She ran her tongue along the length of her blade again, the blood filling her mouth, and then she pointed it at me, calling me forward to meet my fate.

      I did not move. The guards tried to push me, but I shoved my body back against their hands.

      The guardian just laughed. “You really are a troublemaker, aren’t you?” she asked. “Fine. You’ll come over here willingly, then.”

      “Doubt it,” I replied. “I like it where I am. Seems a little unhygienic over where you’re standing.”

      Her humor quickly faded, and she gripped the leather-wrapped handle of her blade until her knuckles turned white.

      “You will come over here,” she growled, “or you will have your feet cut off and you will be dragged over!”

      Blood smeared beneath her sandals as she started to stalk over to me, preparing her knife. The smart thing would have been to back away, to run, but some instinct urged me to stay, told me I would be safe.

      Against all other instincts, I listened to it.

      She stalked closer and closer, both of us certain she would kill me right where I stood, until she stopped in her tracks as suddenly as if she had walked straight into a wall. Her eyes widened, and I saw the golden circlet on her head crackle with black electricity.

      I felt something deep inside me, a pinch in my gut. Like two magnets fighting against each other with some invisible force, a force she also seemed to feel. She stepped back, and the feeling immediately went away.

      Concerned by the sudden change, Sharifa approached her fellow guardian. The crowd stood quiet as if collectively holding its breath. I wasn’t sure they had ever seen one of their beloved guardians stopped in her tracks when she was determined to kill. Aziza certainly hadn’t ever experienced something like this before. Her eyes were wild.

      Afraid, even.

      “Aziza?” Sharifa asked, reaching out a gentle hand. “What’s wrong?”

      The smaller guardian shook her head, coming out of her shock and confusion to scowl at me again.

      “Nothing. Don’t touch me. I don’t need your help.”

      Taking a bracing breath, she started to approach again, digging her heels into the ground so that when she got close enough to me that the force between us returned, she kept on moving. She growled like an animal, a predator urged by nothing more than her growing need to murder me where I stood.

      The force in my gut grew stronger and stronger as she approached, and I felt a sudden urge to move that force around, like that pinch inside me was something under my control.

      Aziza got close enough to take a swing at me with her blade, but it did not land. Instead, as silver and red blurred toward my skull, I tested the feeling inside me, and she was blown back with a sudden force like a bomb going off. Her body was thrown from the platform, soaring through the air over the heads of the crowd and into one of the immense stone pillars on the other side of the street.

      Limp, she slid down the edge of it, falling to the ground below and sending a cloud of sand into the air.

      She did not get up.
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      The crowd began to scream in terror at the sight of the guardian’s unmoving body, and a few of the onlookers immediately turned heel and ran. The guards stood shocked, mouths open, and the painted woman fell to her knees.

      Emboldened, I watched Sharifa, waiting for her to make the next move. For several moments, the guardian stared at her friend, crumpled in the sand some seventy feet away.

      Turning her reddened and infuriated gaze on me, Sharifa materialized two short swords in her hands and began to dash toward me, her feet hardly touching the platform beneath her, as if she were being carried by an angry wind. When she got close enough, the pinch in my gut returned, and so did the crackling in her golden circlet, just as Aziza’s had done. Her look of rage fell, and in her shock, her sword went wide mid-swing. I easily ducked.

      She stood in front of me, looking me up and down with new fear and interest.

      “Who… who are you?” she asked.

      Instead of an answer, I pulled on that pinch in my gut again, and it was like I had thrown Sharifa from a slingshot without even touching her. She flew back into the wall behind the stage, hitting the stone so hard that she cracked one of the intricately carved scarabs, and she fell back down onto the platform below in a tangle of torn curtains.

      Dashing over to the brazier, I intended to heat my shackles in the flames while I had the chance, but the guards had already shaken their disbelief. They began to run after me, spears poised and ready to attack. Not sure what I was thinking, I smashed the chain against the brazier’s metal edge with all the force in my body.

      Somehow, it broke, falling away from my arms and clinking onto the stone at my feet. But I didn’t pause to wonder how.

      Putting my hands against the hot brazier, I tipped it over, like a strongman lifting the edge of a car. Embers and flaming charcoal bodies spilled into the guards’ faces. They collapsed, screaming as their throats and eyes burned, and the remaining members of the lingering crowd screamed and fled deeper into the city.

      There was no time to dwell on all that had just happened. I ran over to help the golden woman with her shackles. Listening to another new instinct, I grabbed the thick chain in my fist, and, unexpectedly, the metal crumbled like dry clay in my hands.

      Maybe she was right. Maybe I was like Herakles.

      I took her by the hand and pulled her off the stage. As we landed in the sand below, five guards approached as if intending to stop us, but I could see their spears shaking in their grips.

      “Hey!” I yelled, putting my hand out toward them. They cowered away from it as if I were holding a hot grenade in my fist. “Don’t come near us, or the same thing will happen to you! And I don’t think you’ll hold up as well as your precious guardians did.”

      Over the shoulders of the crowd, I saw Aziza across the street, slowly stirring. I wasn’t sure what I had done to the guardians, or if I could do it again. But if they caught up to us, I figured they wouldn’t give me a second chance.

      So I pulled the girl behind me, and we ran off into the city. The guards did not follow.

      We ran between buildings, around watery pools full of blue water lilies, and through a busy marketplace that definitely was not accustomed to seeing a Grecian and a naked golden woman dashing between rickety wooden carts. People gaped at us as we passed, but I didn’t have time to even utter apologies or excuses as we hurtled through the crowds.

      I had no idea where I was going, and the young woman didn’t pipe up with any suggestions, so we just followed any safe path we could see and stuck as close to any overhangs we found.

      I snuck a glance behind us and saw two golden birds looping through the sky, a few buildings away. They seemed to know what direction we had run off in, but not exactly where we had gone. They hovered over alleyways and ducked around pillars, hawks hunting for tricky prey.

      I took a hard left into what looked like a residential area. Neat, almost identical rectangular stone and mud houses lined the sandy street, with glassless window cutouts for venting heat. Wooden barrels and crates had been stacked up between, full of fresh fruits and stinking fish. It was like an Ancient Egyptian suburban area, or maybe more like a trailer park.

      Luckily, no one seemed to be around, so I pulled the woman between two of the houses. I brought her over to the only good hiding place I could see. It was a stack of crates full of what looked like mullet and tilapia.

      I helped her step into a small gap between them, squeezing in behind her, and pulled one of the crates in front of the gap, shielding us in its shadow. The woman panted, her golden stomach rising and falling, her arms curled around her breasts as if to protect them. Thankfully, she seemed physically unharmed.

      It wasn’t long before the hawks zipped overhead. I slunk down farther into the shadow, and the painted girl held her breath as we watched them.

      The winged Sharifa circled lower, scouring the street for us, while Aziza hovered above, hands clenched into fists.

      “They’ve got to be here! I sensed them running this way!” Sharifa said, her voice loud and clear from where we were hiding.

      “Sharifa, they’re. Not. Here!” Aziza shouted. “I don’t know what you think you’re sensing, but I told you, they’re going to be seeking refuge in the Temple of Bastet—”

      The taller guardian swooped up to get face-to-face with her companion. “You don’t know that!” she insisted. “You’re only guessing.”

      “You and I both felt the power within him. He has her blessing. Don’t tell me you didn’t feel it too. I don’t think he knows how to use it properly yet, but if those whore priestesses teach him how, we’re going to have a real problem.”

      “All right, if you’re so smart,” Sharifa said, puffing out her blood-splattered chest, “we’ll just check the stupid Temple. But if he’s not there, we go hold council with Anubis. This man and his golden girlfriend are both marked for death. If anyone can find him, it will be the Dog. Agreed?”

      Aziza gave a single, stiff nod. “Agreed.”

      Immediately changing her tune back to her bubbly self, Sharifa put her hands together. “Love you, babe,” she said sweetly.

      “Shut up.”

      And then they both sped off and disappeared from sight.

      The painted woman let out the breath she had been holding and laughed. I scooted back to sit next to her, leaning against the house at our backs, and allowed myself a sigh of relief as well. I had no idea what the hell would come next, but for just a moment, we could breathe easy, hidden in a stinking pile of fish.

      I turned to say something to her, but she suddenly took my head in her hands and smothered my mouth with a kiss. She smelled fantastic, and her lips were soft and delicate against mine. I wouldn’t have minded keeping her there a bit longer, losing myself fully in the moment with her. We were full of adrenaline, and with one piece of clothing between us, we weren’t that far from sex anyway. But she was quick to pull back and the moment was over.

      As she pulled away, she smiled at me, her cute dimple perfectly on show. I just stared at her, a little dumbstruck.

      “You saved me!” she squealed. “Thank you! I do not know how you did it or where you came from, but you are a god among men!” Her lavender eyes shone into mine, beautiful pools of quartz that wore her emotions clearly on their surface. “I owe you my life, Grecian. The wrath of Anubis is great, but if your magics were so effective on his guardians, then there is hope for us yet!”

      I took her hands in mine, the rough texture of dried paint cracking beneath my fingers. “Sure. Magic. I can definitely do that.” Clearing my throat, I said, “So, I didn’t catch your name earlier. I think we’ve been through enough together that we should at least be on a first-name basis.”

      She laughed again, a sweet little giggle, like the comforting singing of wind chimes. “You just wish for me to stop calling you Grecian. Very well. My name is Femi. And yours?”

      “Huck. Huck Langston.”

      Her brow furrowed a little, but that charming smile did not disappear. “I have never heard a name like that before.”

      “Well, I’ve never heard a name like Femi. I think that makes us even.”

      “Where do you come from, Huck Langston?”

      I paused. “West Philadelphia, born and raised.” At least I can make myself laugh.

      Gripping my hands tightly, Femi gasped excitedly. “So you are Egyptian?”

      Crap. Of course, there was a Philadelphia in ancient Egypt as well.

      “I thought the Grecians had sent you to help me,” she continued. “They live similarly to us, you know, but they disapprove of our gods. I thought you had come just to upset the ceremony and to lessen Anubis’s power. That is what you were sent to do, yes?”

      “I….” I looked into her eyes, big and full of childlike wonder. I didn’t want to disappoint the person behind them, the person who saw me as her Superman. “Yes. I was sent to help you.”

      She gave a proud nod. “I knew it.”

      “But I don’t completely understand what exactly I saved you from, Femi. I know there was the whole ritual with the guys and the candles and that they were planning to feed Anubis your heart—” I couldn’t believe I was saying the god’s name out loud like he was some regular Joe, but after what I had seen today I knew it wouldn’t do me any good to keep denying the existence of some kind of deity—“but why you specifically? You’re just a young woman.”

      Sadness softened her gaze, and I immediately regretted asking.

      “It is because I was chosen. And when you are chosen for Anubis, you must have a worthy soul, or the ritual will not work. I am nineteen years old, probably older than most who are sacrificed to him this way. But we must be young, as our souls are more likely to be corrupted with age.”

      “So they just plucked you up as an infant and decided to raise you to die young?”

      She dragged a finger through the sand at our feet, drawing little meaningless lines. “For years, I was excited to have been chosen for the ritual. As a child, I used to dream of meeting Anubis, of offering my body to him and losing myself in becoming a part of him. I would be the only one in this lifetime to experience such ecstasy. I imagined it would be like floating up into the sky and being scattered among the stars, given a place of honor to live for all of time and watch from above the good that I had given the world.

      “Every century or so, the planets align in such a way that Anubis’s influence can be felt the strongest here on Earth. When he is here, he must feed on the heart of an innocent soul so that he may consume the power of her purity and gain her strength. And so that she may dispel his wrath and absolve her fellows, and thus allow them an easier rest in death.

      “Anubis is the weigher of souls. When we die, he takes your heart and weighs it against an ostrich feather. Lighter hearts get to enter the heavenly afterlife. Heavier hearts are fed to Ammit, Devourer of the Dead, and are lost to the world. They lose all sense, all self. The offering of a good, unencumbered soul to the great god would make him more generous to the rest. To earn favor with Anubis is to ensure a kinder sentence in his kingdom.

      “I was raised from the moment of my birth to be consumed by him. Until this morning, I had seen it as an honor. I could do something no one else could do. I was raised with nothing but the purest foods. No sweets, no wine, as both temper the consciousness. I was raised with little entertainment in toys and art, as creative fantasy would make me less grounded to the Earth. And I was raised around few people, especially men, lest one tempt me and bring me the pleasure of the flesh.”

      She brought her knees up to her chest and wrapped her arms around them. “But the moment Head Priest Inyotef had the blade positioned above my chest … I saw at that moment everything that would be taken from me if my soul went to Anubis. To live a life in service of death is not to live at all. I had been denied all the pleasures of life to keep me worthy of his consumption, but… I realized that what I would be leaving behind was an empty life, and what I would be going to would be an equally empty and abyssal death, hardly better than being consumed by Ammit. I would live my life as the most worthy among men, only to die like the most unworthy. Faced with the death by the black blade, I never wanted to live life more than I did at that moment.”

      Her eyes found mine again, sparkling with unborn tears. “Do you think that is selfish of me, Huck? To want to live, no matter the consequences?”

      “No. Of course that’s not selfish. You deserve to live as much as anyone does. In fact, any god who needs you to do something like that isn’t a worthy god, in my honest opinion.”

      She gasped at the blasphemy, her hand flying up to cover her golden mouth.

      “No, it’s true!” I said. “A god like that is no friend of mine.”

      Her gaze lowered, getting lost again in the sand at our feet, her mouth tracing the words I had just said. I watched her in this moment of quiet, the way her dark eyelashes flickered with thought. This perfect specimen of a girl, chosen from thousands and then raised from birth, to be just that way. Bred and molded to be good enough for a god, and in the end, all they had done was make her unworthy to herself.

      Looking beyond her naked, golden form curled up in the sand behind a stack of stinking crates, I pictured the young girl that she must have been. Round face with her caramel skin, long, dark hair like the guardians but with the noble eclecticism of natural curls, a missing front tooth in her youngest years of girlhood but still with those enormous purple eyes.

      I had never seen eyes like that before. Were they a product of magic, or something all her own? And what else about her would have been changed to suit the god of the underworld’s taste? She hadn’t mentioned physical things about her that had been molded for him, but that didn’t mean that such changes hadn’t happened.

      No candy, no dessert, no entertainment, no pleasure. I felt guilt swirling in my chest as I thought about how my life had been rich with these things. Apple and peach pie fresh from my mother’s oven, rocky road ice cream, GI Joe and FPS games when I was too little to even understand the ramifications of wielding a deadly weapon. And then there had been the girls in high school and at university.

      And as I sat there in the sand next to this girl who had been denied all of this and recalled my own life, I felt like the wealthiest bastard in the world.

      Fuck Anubis.

      I wanted nothing more than to punch the stupid person who came up with a tradition like this. Whether it was some priest millennia ago or “the Dog” himself, I wanted to protect Femi from them, as they had done their best to protect her from herself.

      The words of the guardians as they had flown overhead came back into my mind. According to Anubis’s own goons, Femi and I were “marked for death.” Me, for interrupting his precious ritual and escaping his brazier, and her for daring to live a life for herself.

      We had a bounty on our heads in this world. No matter how much I desired to protect Femi from those who had hurt her in the past, I wouldn’t be able to focus on that. It was her future that needed protecting now, as well as mine.

      I wanted her to have all the things she had missed out on. Who could she have been with the right opportunities? Not somebody hiding under a crate of raw fish covered in paint, that was for sure.

      At the end of the alleyway and out of sight, I could suddenly hear a person making a strange shuffling sound, like rolling a maraca in your fingers slowly instead of shaking it. I pressed Femi farther against the wall, flattening myself in the shadow of the crates as well, and waited for the sound to pass.

      Instead, it grew louder, scrape, scrape, scrape through the sand like a rake. I wondered what sort of bizarre mummy skeleton had been sent our way when the sound stopped and a fuzzy, black face poked up over one of the crates.

      “Onyx?”
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      Femi gasped next to me. “Oh! That is the cat you threw at Inyotef!”

      “Yeah, it is.” I reached out to scratch behind the little asshole’s ears, and it leaned into the touch, purring. “I don’t know how the hell it found us, though.”

      I think the question should be why you’ve chosen such an easy hiding spot for a cat to find.

      I paused mid-scratch.

      “What is wrong, Huck?” Femi asked from behind me.

      “Did you hear that woman’s voice just now? I’ve been hearing it all day.”

      She raised an eyebrow. “No, I did not. Are you feeling all right?”

      Of course she can’t hear me, Huck, the woman’s voice said, vibrating in the depths of my ears, emanating from my mind. I only speak to those who have pledged their loyalty to me or my cause, and Femi is a woman without cause.

      Finally, I decided I couldn’t take it anymore. “Okay, lady. You said before when I was stuck in that hole in the ground that it wasn’t a good place to talk. Well, as you can see, no longer in the hole. So tell me—who the hell are you, and why have you taken up real estate in part of my head? I don’t remember pledging my loyalty to any crazy-voice-in-your-head causes.”

      Yes, you did. When you saved me from the fire, Huck.

      Onyx, the cat—the stupid cat—rubbed its face on my frozen hand. The little shit was smiling.

      “Holy shit. Of course.”

      It was the cat. Of course it was.

      It made as much sense as anything else in this world.

      The woman, or Onyx, or whatever, laughed again with that amazingly deep laugh, which ran through my whole body. Onyx rolled onto her side and squirmed happily on her back on the lid of a crate. You saved me from that fire, Huck, she said when she’d finished her fun. You came back into that house to save me, despite the numerous risks to yourself. I knew then that I had found my champion.

      “Champion for what, you stupid cat?”

      “You… you are talking to the cat?” Femi whispered nervously in my ear.

      The cat got back into a sitting position, looking down at me with two round silver eyes like iridescent rings. A very businesslike look and posture, all things considered.

      You have proven yourself beyond worthy already, but the task I have for you will require more. Even if you were to convince the girl, Femi, to join me. The cat narrowed its eyes, almost distastefully. I didn’t know what everyone had against Femi, but it was really starting to get on my nerves. She could be a good asset, but she is not very powerful. And I need powerful allies.

      “I’m not sure how powerful I am when I don’t even know what the fuck is going on half the time. What task? What the hell are you talking about?”

      In due time, Huck Langston.

      “Oh hell no, you little shit! I’m not helping you until you give me a straight answer!”

      And this is neither the place nor the time for the answers you seek.

      I rolled my eyes. I wanted so badly to do whatever slingshot magic I had done to the two guardians to this little furball and send her flying. “Well, when is it gonna be a good time for you, cat?”

      Onyx licked her little paw. I want to give you your answers, Huck Langston. I promise I do. I have come to take you to a place where we can talk and where you can get your answers. But you must follow me.

      “Last time I followed you, I ended up at the wrong end of a spear.”

      Yes, and it was very funny.

      Onyx leaped down from her perch and out of sight. Taking one last look at a still-confused Femi, I assured her I would explain later before standing up and climbing out of our hiding place. The scraping sound we’d heard had been Onyx dragging a shirt for me and a lovely white hooded robe for Femi, and suddenly my heart softened to the little hairball.

      I suppose you will just have to trust me, she said.
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      The cat led us out of the little residential area we had found ourselves in and back toward the center of town. Femi was unrecognizable in her floor-length white linen robe, the hood pulled low over her face, looking like a beautiful ghost with golden feet and hands.

      As we got deeper into the city, more and more people were out and about, doing their Ancient Egyptian business. Even though they hardly paid us any attention, I felt Femi’s hand slip nervously into mine.

      As we passed by the numerous people milling around, we heard snippets of ongoing conversations. Most of the ones I caught were excitedly recounting what I had done to the guardians.

      “Yes, that’s what I said! A woman and man painted in gold, attacking the Guardians of Anubis!”

      “—threw the guardians across the stage with his eyes—”

      “—burned the guards alive?”

      “If there is any justice, Anubis will have their souls!”

      Femi tugged her hood lower, but even through the deep shadow it cast, I could still see her frown, could feel her shame and worry from the way she lightly squeezed my hand. I squeezed back.

      “So, Onyx?”

      Yes?

      “Where are you taking us, exactly?” I asked. “Somewhere safe to talk, right?”

      Indeed, the cat said as she leaped up onto the lip of a barrel of water and began to lap at it with her little pink tongue. Swallowing down my growing impatience, Femi and I stopped to wait for her.

      “This doesn’t seem to be the safest part of town for us. Everyone knows who we are.”

      That’s precisely what the clothes are for, Huck. The cat looked up at me, droplets of water dangling from her facial fur. I told you to trust me.

      “I only trust those who are trustworthy.”

      She chuckled. Don’t worry. We’re on our way to the Temple of Bastet if you must know.

      The cat landed gently back on the sand with the graceful characteristic of her species and slipped between the legs of the milling crowd, Femi and I following behind in her little wake.

      “The exact place that the guardians are looking for us?” I hissed, not wanting to be overheard. The people were becoming more numerous the farther into the city we went, and we began to enter some kind of bustling marketplace.

      The guardians may try to look for you there, but they are not permitted to enter as servants of Anubis.

      I pulled Femi out of the way of an oncoming cart weighed down by crates and clay pottery full of goods. The area we were in now was the center of the marketplace, a circular space at least fifty yards long, surrounded by pale stone walls. Numerous entrances were carved into them, large enough to allow men riding on camels loaded with trinkets and gear to pass into the circle easily.

      Wooden stalls lined the outside of the ring, with men and women peddling their wares. In the center, a round divot had been dug and lined with white stone, in the middle of which burned three small braziers. I didn’t realize how hungry I was until we walked past and the smell of cooking meats and soups wafted over to us. Older men with scraggly silver beards and heads covered in colorful turbans stood around the braziers, stirring pots and adding ingredients and turning skewered meats over on the flames.

      I am bringing you to the Temple because that is the safest place for you to be, Onyx said. And I promise that all your questions will be answered once we are there. But we do have one little stop to make in the marketplace first.

      “I hope it’s for whatever they’re cooking over there,” I said, pointing at the men. “I’m starving.”

      “Yes. Me too,” Femi said next to me.

      The cat chuckled again, the sound vibrating in the back of my skull. Under normal circumstances, I wouldn’t say no to a bite of whatever they were cooking. But I’m afraid we’re on a tight schedule today. Besides, I think all three of us forgot our purses at home.

      “A magic, psychic cat can’t conjure something up for us?”

      But Onyx was ignoring me at this point. I could hear her voice mumbling to herself in the back of my mind, humming her way across the market and toward the thinner end of the crowd.

      Come, Huck. You and Femi must stand here, she finally said, sitting herself down in the sand. We were away from the ocean of pushy shoppers now, nothing around us for several feet but sand and rocks and discarded skewers, as well as a nearby pile of trashed crates and broken pottery.

      “What do you need from right here, Onyx? The stalls are way over there.”

      Hmm. A little more to the left. I rolled my eyes and guided Femi one step to the left. Perfect! Now stay right there!

      “I don’t want to play any more games with you, cat.”

      She wiggled her long black tail at me, then started turning her little head around as if she were watching a fly buzzing around her. You look great. It shouldn’t be long now before—ah! Never mind! There they are!

      I turned my head to follow her gaze and spotted what she’d been waiting for hovering in the sky above us. Hearing a horrified gasp next to me, I knew Femi had spotted them, too. She gripped my arm and pulled herself close to me, though hiding seemed fruitless at this point. By the cat’s design, we were out in the open. And even with my shirt and Femi’s hood, there were two people in all of Egypt who had no doubt cemented my visage into their brains.

      “You know what, Onyx? You’re lucky I don’t kick you,” I said. “You’ve got a real shitty sense of humor.”

      This time, it’s not just to be funny. They have something I need.

      “Fuck off.”

      The shadows circled toward the ground around us like shark fins from beneath the sand, scenting the blood of their intended prey. Marketgoers began to take notice of them, shrieking with excitement and pointing to the sky.

      Flapping their long, metallic wings and still covered in nine men’s blood, the guardians started to laugh.

      “So there you are! Trying to sneak your way to the Temple of Bastet, huh?” Sharifa asked in her baby-sweet voice. “But we would know that face anywhere, right, Aziza?”

      “Pale, ugly, and with that scraped-up chin. Of course we would!”

      Aziza held out her hands in front of her, and a golden bow materialized within them, arrow at the ready. “Let’s teach him and his girl a lesson straight from the mouth of the Dog!”
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      Whipping my head around, I looked for the stupid cat, ready to throw it again. But she had long since disappeared, abandoning me with nothing but the shirt on my back and the trembling girl next to me. I would have to take on these overpowered vultures alone.

      Fuck. Fuck, fuck, fuck.

      Aziza’s arrow whizzed through the air with a sound like a coach’s whistle. I pulled Femi into a run just before the arrow made impact, impaling the sand with enough force to crack a skull. Another arrow flew past us as we kept running toward the crowded end of the market, this one just missing Femi’s ear, and the girl sobbed. She kept looking back at the guardians in the air, slowing her pace and stumbling every time, and I knew there was no way I could get us both to safety with her slowing us down like this.

      I had to try a new tactic.

      The closest thing to us was a collection of camels slurping muddy water from a trough and the discarded pile of empty wooden barrels and broken clay plates.

      “Here!” I shouted to Femi as I swung her around and turned her in the direction of the trash.

      She looked at me with wide and fearful eyes, and it was a good thing that she did because just behind her, another arrow hit the ground with a poof of sand. Bringing her quickly over to the trash pile, I ducked behind a barrel as I helped her climb into a small gap between discarded crates, just as I had hidden both of us in the fish.

      Looking her directly in the eyes to hold her frantic attention, I told her, “When you see your chance, run!”

      There was no time to get a response. As expected, a glint of a golden wing swept across my periphery, and I grabbed a chipped plate and threw it like a frisbee at the flapping guardian. It turned out to be Sharifa, some twenty-five feet away.

      The crowd behind her cheered with excitement as the clay plate went zipping right at her face. She sliced it in half with one of her swords like a piece of fruit.

      I grabbed two more plates within reach before ducking to my left, away from the barrels, hoping to draw the guardians away from Femi. I would keep them busy and give her a chance to get away. Today was the first day of her life, and I refused to let that be taken away from her so soon.

      Another arrow whistled as it was released, and I skidded my bare feet painfully in the sand to avoid it. I threw the next plate back at Aziza, but it went wide and disappeared beyond the marketplace wall as a stiffening twinge ached through my shoulder and carried down through my arm.

      Not now, I begged myself. Not fucking now!

      It wasn’t safe out in the open, especially with my own body fighting me like it was, so on a whim, I ducked toward the cluster of camels. I peeked over at the guardians just in time to see one of Sharifa’s swords sailing at my head. I tossed my last plate at it, and even though it hit this time, the sword blasted through it and kept on moving. At the last second, I slid down against the sand like a baseball player desperate to reach home base, and the sword flew over me.

      On instinct, I rolled underneath the nearest camel, and the second sword landed in the sand right where my neck had just been. I reached for it, but my fingers touched nothing as the shining metal evaporated against my skin.

      An arrow clipped my exposed thumb, and I reeled my arm back in. I looked up into the sky from between the camel’s bony legs to see a pissed-off Aziza about ready to snap her bow in half and a gleeful Sharifa fluttering next to her, wholeheartedly enjoying this game of cat and mouse.

      Sharifa materialized a seventy-foot-long rope in her hands and began to swing it above her head like a lasso. Neither of them had even attempted to come near me, and based on what had happened the last time they did, it was obvious why.

      Crawling between the snorting camels, I heard Aziza scream. “Coward!”

      “If anyone’s the coward,” I shouted back, “it’s the two guardians who refuse to get close to me! Try and see what happens! Maybe this time, your heads will explode!”

      The watching crowd let out an “ooh” over that. It was entirely possible I had just given them an empty threat since I still didn’t know if I could pull off the magic slingshot move again. I wasn’t sure how it had worked last time. It was just something that had happened, but as long as they thought I was in control, they would keep their distance, which was good for Femi and me.

      For excellent fliers, the guardians definitely weren’t as skilled with their long-distance weapons.

      The crowd screamed in amazement again as Sharifa’s rope wrapped around a camel’s neck and yanked it up into the sky like a ragdoll. The camel was thrown violently through the air and outside the wall of the marketplace, where it landed out of sight with a sickening, resonant thump.

      I saw another glint of gold out of the corner of my eye and turned to spot Aziza hovering far above me, a look of rage in her black eyes and a golden arrow pointed directly at my head. I ducked underneath one of the camels again, but I wasn’t fast enough: the arrow sliced my left arm, just breaking the skin, but painful all the same.

      Aziza roared and gave up on keeping her distance. I felt the strange pinch in my gut again half a second before she landed by my feet and sent a cloud of sand into my face. Rolling out from under the camel, I got back to my feet again, standing just outside of the cluster as Aziza swung her knife at the camel’s neck. She beheaded the creature in a single slice of her curved blade and kicked its gushing body over.

      It was then that the tone of the watching crowd seemed to change, no longer an enraptured audience at a meaningless play. They started flooding out of the marketplace to safety, like ants beneath a lifted log, scrambling for the protection of the dirt.

      Aziza paid them no mind, her eyes trained on mine as she leaped over the fresh corpse at her feet and ran toward me, swinging her blood-stained knife at my head. I jumped back, and as her blade swung past me, I jammed the heel of my hand up into her nose. She shrieked and stumbled back, clutching at her face.

      The pinch in my gut had grown impatient and twitched without any input from me. The guardian went flying, landing sixty feet away in a pile of unopened crates, cracking them open and sending figs and pomegranates spilling across her lap.

      “AAIIIIIEEEEE!!!!”

      I whipped around at the sound of the scream. To my dismay, I saw that while Aziza had been keeping me busy, Sharifa had spotted Femi trying to escape and had gone after her instead. The girl was caught in the guardian’s lasso, the rope tight around her chest as she pulled desperately against it, fighting a losing battle.

      Not knowing exactly what I planned to do, I ran over as fast as I could and took a firm hold of the rope, wrapping my arms around Femi while keeping hold of it to add my weight to hers. I started pulling against the guardian and dug my heels into the sand to stop Femi’s feet from sliding. Sharifa pulled her end as hard as she could, and I pulled harder, ignoring the strain on my shoulder and the stinging from the cut on my arm.

      My muscles were shaking, and I could feel my heels beginning to slide, but I held on. Sharifa growled and dove from the sky to land on the ground, digging her own feet in for more purchase. It was the most ridiculous game of tug-o-war I’d ever been part of.

      But as she pulled us, I felt that pinching in my gut. Despite her distance and despite Aziza still over by the crates angrily pulling figs out of her hair, I felt it.

      Gripping the rope in my raw hands, I gave it one last big tug before I released the pinch, and suddenly, the rope was gone, vaporized in my hands just like I had done with Femi’s shackles.

      I kept a tight hold on Femi as we slid across the sand, but Sharifa had gotten the worst end of the deal. With her rope suddenly gone, the power of her pull had thrown her backward. She crashed into one of the wooden stalls, disappearing within a pile of beads.

      Helping Femi back onto her feet, I saw that her robe was disheveled and her face caked with sand, but otherwise, she looked fine.

      Over her shoulder, I saw Aziza had recovered and was soaring through the air on golden wings, all seven feet of her toned body angling toward us, blade in hand. She raised it as if to strike, and I prepared to use my power on her once again, feeling untouchable and unafraid.

      But I saw a strange, sneaky glint in her eye. Before I could do anything, she pulled herself into a sudden stop and began to beat the air with her enormous wings instead, sending up a storming cloud of sand right into my eyes and nose.

      I coughed as the tiny grains scratched at my insides. My sight was nothing but a blur of orange dust and stinging pain. Femi’s warmth disappeared from my side, and I couldn’t see where she had gone, awash in a hellish dusty sea. My legs shook against the power of Aziza’s storm, and my knees finally gave out, sending me into the sand.

      When the storm cleared and the involuntary tears had blinked sight back into my eyes, I saw where Femi had gone. She sat on her knees at Aziza’s feet, curved blade wrapped around her throat and the dark smile of a triumphant guardian above her head.

      Femi gasped in shallow breaths, and each time she did, her throat bumped up against the knife, causing her to panic even more.

      “There,” Aziza said. “Finally. Maybe now that I have your girlfriend where I want her, you’ll act like a good little boy.”

      Shakily, I tried to stand, but Sharifa had landed behind me, pulling me up against her by my hair and pressing one of her rematerialized swords to my throat.

      “Ah-ah-ah,” she said disapprovingly. “I would play nice if I were you. Try to use your powers again, and these blades go right through you and your little girl.”

      They were right. With the swords directly up against our necks like that, a blast backward would only bring more harm to us than it would to them. Caught down on our knees, caked in sand, and blinking through grainy tears, there was nothing Femi or I could do. The hungry cats had finally succeeded in catching their mice in a trap, and all the beautiful guardians had to do now was bring down the hammer.

      Aziza panted. “Now. We would like to know where you come from and how you got your powers.”

      I coughed, and a little cloud of sand came out of my mouth. “I don’t know,” I choked out.

      Sharifa shook me by my hair. “Don’t lie! You’re not from around here, and you hold within you the powers of Bastet! We sense her within you.” Her already high voice was screeching now, peaking with what I assumed was fear. “Did she bring you here? Where did she bring you from?” She shook me again.

      “You wouldn’t believe me even if I told you.”

      “Try us,” Aziza growled, gripping the leather handle of her blade even tighter.

      I tried to swallow, but there was no saliva in my mouth. “I’m from the future. Or something. From a place called Philadelphia, across the world from here. I woke up in a closet in the Temple of Anubis with powers I don’t know how to use and decided on a whim to save a girl from a deadly ritual. I don’t know anything about what’s going on or about Bastet. I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

      “Liar!” Sharifa screamed, shaking my head again, and I felt her blade cutting into my skin.

      Coming out of my sandy daze, I became aware of another powerful feeling. With both guardians so close to me, my gut was wrenching inside of me, painfully, begging for me to use the power I so desperately didn’t want to.

      “I warned you that you wouldn’t believe me.”

      “We will ask you one last time,” Aziza hissed.

      Femi whimpered at her feet, and the feeling in my gut flexed at the sound. I swore I saw a few grains of sand float up off the ground around me but couldn’t tell if they were remnants of Aziza’s cloud or not. The guardians didn’t seem to take notice.

      “We can feel Bastet’s blessing within you. Tell us what we want to know!”

      “I’ve never met Bastet. I’m friends with a cat, but that’s about it. I’m as confused as you are.” The growing feeling within me began to press up into my throat, trying to escape from my body. I felt nauseous. I closed my eyes and tried to keep it down. I wasn’t going to be the end of us.

      “Well,” Aziza said darkly, “since you’re going to keep lying, we’re just going to kill you.”

      “Aziza….” Sharifa looked at her fellow guardian, her voice softening. “I really don’t think he’s lying. You know how Bastet is—if she were to choose a champion, she might try to do it this way. We don’t know.”

      “We don’t have time for this, Sharifa! Anubis wants them dead! That’s our job!”

      “Azi,” Sharifa entreated her companion again. “We’re not going to find out what Bastet is planning if we don’t keep this man alive.”

      But Aziza wasn’t going to hear it. The hand holding her blade began to tremble, with anger or with the desire to kill or with both, and there wasn’t anything I or Femi or even Sharifa could do to stop her.
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      Well… maybe there was one thing.

      The powerful feeling pushed up into my throat again, and this time I did not hold it back. It began to rumble in the depths of my stomach, rattling up through the ribs in my chest and into my throat and erupting from my mouth in a scream.

      It was an incredible shout, like nothing I’d ever done before, a long and eardrum-popping one that kept going far past what my lungs should have been able to handle. I closed my eyes as the power burst from my body, feeling it vibrating in my every pore.

      I was vaguely aware that Sharifa’s knife was no longer pressed against my neck, and her hand was gone from my hair. I was alone in a vicious earthquake of my own making. If this was the power that had been given to me by some kind of god, they didn’t know who they were dealing with.

      After several moments, the feeling eventually subsided, and the scream with it. I felt completely wrung out but forced myself to keep upright. I opened my eyes.

      Both guardians were sprawled on the ground, writhing in agony and touching their hands to their heads and faces. Their circlets were crackling with dark magic, just like they had back on the stage, but now it had become so thick that the circlets had both turned fully black, as charred as the bodies in the brazier. The metal was beginning to chip and crack.

      Femi ran to my side and put her hands on my cheeks, her eyes shining purple and wide with worry.

      “Are you okay?” she asked, her voice sounding distant.

      “Yes,” I said. “Are you?”

      She responded by wrapping her arms around me, and I held her back, feeling her warm body against mine. Even coated in sand, she smelled amazing. Flowery and perfumy.

      We turned to look at the guardians on the ground, still lost in their pain. I got up and grabbed Aziza’s curved blade from where she’d dropped it, and this time it did not dissolve under my touch. I grabbed both of the guardians by the hair and pulled them up onto their knees, then held the blade above them like a threat.

      “Huck, no!” Femi cried.

      Beneath me, the guardians moaned and sobbed. Sharifa clawed at her circlet with her fingernails as if trying desperately to scratch it off, but it wouldn’t budge. I didn’t know what would happen if she got it off, but I wasn’t going to let her get that far.

      “Why not? They’re just going to kill us if I don’t.”

      Femi curled into herself, edging away from me. “I… I do not….”

      Looking down on her, I realized the thing that she was too afraid to say. She could smell death coming, a death aimed at women pinned against their will, something she herself was all too familiar with.

      But if I didn’t kill them, then this fight between us would never end. She was marked for death just as I was, so this would be to her benefit, too. Why couldn’t she see that?

      Good work, Huck Langston. I knew you would be able to incapacitate them easily enough.

      “Onyx,” I growled. The cat pranced over to us across the sand, walking around shattered wood and bloody bits of camel fur to stand a couple yards away from me, a wicked gleam in her little silver eyes.

      Now, she said, businesslike. We have no time for dilly-dallying, and there is no need to kill the Guardians of Anubis. Quick—while you have them detained, remove the circlets from their heads.

      “I don’t know why I should listen to you anymore, cat. You almost got us killed.”

      As I said before, I require powerful allies, Huck Langston. Show me two women more powerful than these. Now, as I said, remove their circlets.

      I paused. The guardians were still in pain, but their whimpers were becoming softer, and I knew my chance to take care of them wouldn’t stay forever. But there was something else on my mind, a realization that had bubbled up and that I could no longer ignore.

      It all made so much sense.

      I wanted to hit myself.

      Turning to look Onyx right in the eyes, I said, “Show yourself first.”

      The cat stared at me, unmoving. It went on for so long that I started to wonder if I really had been crazy, if this were just a normal black cat, the single roommate of a lonely woman with a feline obsession. That a cat called Onyx had been sucked through some kind of time loop alongside me and hadn’t been understanding a single word I was saying to it. If, all along, I really had just been hearing the voice of an imaginary woman.

      Because if I were wrong about this, this one detail I had so far missed but that brought the entire scattered world into focus around me, then I might as well just be crazy after all.

      Onyx slowly nodded and winked a little kitty wink.

      As you wish, she said.

      Silver light began to emanate from the cat’s tiny body, swirling around her, sparkling with glittering magic like big fluffy pieces of snow as she began to transform within the cloud of it. Fur shortened back into warm black skin. Where her square nose and hairy chin had been manifested a round human nose and full smiling lips.

      And where a little cat no bigger than a loaf of bread had slinked now stood a gorgeous and yet still feline woman, standing barely over five feet tall but carrying with her a presence far beyond earthly measure, as if her real power covered the entire cosmos.

      Draped in a thin, glittering gold mesh, her body was essentially fully on show, displaying heavy breasts tipped by dark nipples and her feminine wiles beneath a soft patch of dark hair.

      Even in her human form, she still resembled the playful kitten I had known her as, with pointed ears poking out through her curly beetle black hair, gray cat eyes split by vertical pupils, and the long black tail that had sassed me so much the last few hours, elongated to match her shifted proportions.

      Femi fell to her knees in a deep bow before her and stayed there on the ground. We were in the presence of a goddess.

      I only needed one guess to figure out which goddess. Bastet.

      She smiled at me proudly, revealing the four points of her sharpened canine teeth.

      “Excellent work, Huck Langston. I knew I had chosen my champion well.” The taut, slitted pupils of her eyes moved back to the guardians at my feet, who had finally opened their eyes enough to look upon the goddess before them. “Now, as I said, while you have them like this, if you could remove their circlets for me, that would be just perfect.”

      “As far as I know, my power over their circlets is the only thing keeping them down right now,” I told her. “Give me one good reason why I should do what you say.”

      Her cat ear twitched. “The circlets are what keep them under Anubis’s influence. Removing them would release the guardians from his power and make them… available.”

      “Then go ahead. I’ve got them here for you. Do it yourself.”

      “I cannot.”

      “Why does everything have to be me?”

      “Because I cannot remove another god’s gift, just as he is unable to remove the gifts I have given to you.” Bastet’s ear twitched again, and despite my shaky history with cats as a species (especially humanoid ones), I recognized the motion as an otherwise invisible impatience. “I cannot touch them myself to harm them, just as Anubis sent them to hurt you as he physically could not.”

      “For all-powerful beings, gods sure do seem to have a lot of rules.”

      “I’m sure it seems that way. Now please. Do as I ask, and I promise the answers you seek are on the other side of this.”

      Her eyes held mine for a long moment as I considered what she had said. As much as I was aware of the guardians’ growing strength at my feet, I kept my eyes on Bastet, watching her closely.

      Of course, I couldn’t really be sure I could actually trust her after everything she had put me through today. She had given me powers, sure, but to use for her own ends, ends that she had refused to be candid about thus far. She had brought me to a time and place unfamiliar to me that I had only barely begun to navigate, without providing me with any knowledge or context as to what she was getting me into.

      And she gave me a position in the universe that I did not ask for. She saw a man stumbling through smoke and flame and had decided to make him hers. She had witnessed me die there, broken on the ground and milliseconds from being crushed to death, and she had decided in her infinite power that the only mercy she could offer me was to possess me.

      “Awww.” She pouted out her full bottom lip, pupils widening. “Look at that sad, sweet little face.”

      Bastet put a hand through my hair, her fingernails long and pointed like claws, following the lines of my face to land her finger on the forgotten scrape on my chin.

      “Look what they’ve done to you already,” she whispered. Her breath smelled sweet, honey and chocolate. “You’ve already proven yourself to be so strong. Think of what we could do if we worked together, with the guardians at our side. This world could be ours, Huck Langston.”

      Her hand slithered down my neck, lingering on my chest, her clawed finger feeling along the ridges of my muscles before edging its path down to my waist. She stopped right along my hip, fingernail nestled in the divot of my V line, inches from the part of me her hand seemed drawn to the most.

      Leaning forward and raising on her tiptoes, the goddess Bastet pressed her face toward mine. Despite myself, I could feel my body reacting to her play. I could feel myself growing harder under my kilt. Yearning for her against me.

      “All I need is for you to take the circlets off their heads to release them from Anubis and then to put them back on. Then, my champion….” She paused, her red tongue peeking out from between her teeth, feeling the word in her mouth as if she had just said “my love” or “my heart,” and not merely my title. “Then, my champion, the guardians will belong to you. Then no one will dare to ever do this to you ever again.” She pointed to my chin, to the cut on my neck, to the blood slowly dripping from the slice across my arm, all in turn, feeling the angles of my body again as she did so.

      “I promise,” she whispered heavily. “You and I will own this world. And what better way for you to get revenge on Anubis for what he did to Femi than to take his precious guardians from him?”

      I looked into her eyes, feeling the power radiating from her skin against mine. Something told me it wasn’t just desire. There was something else between us. Some kind of power that we shared, given to me by her blessing.

      She had given me everything I had here in this world, down to my very life, made me her champion under her thumb, and yet … there was still something drawing her to me.

      Even before my powers, when I’d rushed through a burning building to save her, I’d had something that made her want to bring me here with her. When I looked into her eyes, I saw that. I saw an inescapable need to own me. Every part of me. Not in a way a mistress owns a slave, but in the way a lover yearns for knowledge about her partner.

      I lowered the blade and threw it back into the sand. Before the guardians had time to react, I grabbed the edge of a circlet in each fist and pulled. For just a moment, I felt the dark magic buzzing against my palms within the metal, stinging my skin.

      Once freed from their circlets, Aziza and Sharifa breathed deeply. The two of them looked the same as they had before, still tall and slender and toned, still with wings wrapped within their golden armor.

      The circlets in my hands still looked black and charred, but as I held them, the dark power I had felt within them ebbed away, and then they were as cold and lifeless as pieces of driftwood.

      Placing the circlets back onto the guardian’s heads, the metal crackled into life once again. As I watched, it smoothed over, the blackness flaking away to be replaced by Bastet’s shining silver, and the gold sheen of their armor and sandals dissolved into the same.

      The guardians turned to kneel before me, bowing to their new master as if compelled to do so. Sharifa with an excited gleam in her eye and Aziza with her ever-enduring scowl.

      I looked back at Bastet, right into her moon-silver eyes.

      She had given me the power. All the power I could ever want. And I intended to use it how I saw fit.
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      The Temple of Bastet was an icy-cool drink of water on a boiling summer day.

      Away from the sand and the burning African sun, we passed by man-sized statues of black cats perched on their hind legs and entered the shadows beneath the canopy of a brilliant pale stone entryway. The inside of the temple was made of the same pale stone, and unlike Anubis’s temple, which was shadowy, sterile, and dark, Bastet’s house of worship was brimming with life.

      Truly the goddess of fertility, she used living things and other treasures of the natural world as simple decoration.

      Plants grew all around the space. Twisting viridian vines blooming with pink and red blossoms. Lush and leafy plants with their many green reaching fingers. Little watery bowls filled with floating blue and pink lotus flowers and smooth lily pads.

      Unlike Anubis’s temple, which had been lit throughout by torches, Bastet’s worshippers had offered the space the gleaming-white clarity of the sun. It was carried from an open point far above and reflected throughout the temple by several well-placed mirrors and the various luxurious crystals and gems that hung from the arched ceilings by pure white string.

      The walls were still covered in carvings and hieroglyphs, but these read more like poetry—stories about patient wives and doting husbands, of the flowing of the seasonal rains over grains and grasses, giving life to the world below, and more stories of Bastet’s many personal godly successes.

      Several priestesses, all beautiful young women, bustled around the hall, maintaining the greenery and sweeping the sand from the floors brought in by our weary feet. The whole temple radiated with female energy, as I was sure was by Bastet’s own design. Her priestesses’ bodies were voluptuous but healthy beneath wrapped white cloth, their brown skin unblemished, and their hair as dark and soft as if they used the most expensive modern products American money could buy.

      Impossible as that seemed in the setting, I knew firsthand that Bastet could appear in pretty much any time or location she liked, so something like that wasn’t completely beyond the realm of possibility.

      Her girls got the best.

      The priestesses bowed deeply at Bastet’s feet, which she waved them up from. She insisted they bring some food and drink to her personal chambers right away, in honor of her special guests. The rest of us were being treated like major celebrities or famous billionaires, the priestesses hovering around us, excited to serve.

      Femi had refused to leave my side since Bastet had revealed herself to us, clinging to my arm and watching the goddess through softly lidded and wary eyes. It was as if she expected her to live up to Anubis’s promised feast and toss her to the dogs.

      In contrast, Sharifa floated nearby like a happy seven-foot butterfly, practically skipping while bubbling over her new armor and petting the plants as we passed them. And Aziza….

      Aziza was silent as we followed Bastet farther into the temple. When I glanced back at her, her eyes were trained on mine, dark and guarded, but loathing radiated from her like a bad smell. She hung back from the group by several feet and only seemed to be half-listening to what Bastet was saying, the way the goddess gushed about the carvings and the feathery bundles that hung around the walls for her to paw at while she passed.

      It didn’t escape my notice that I was surrounded by at least two dozen young and beautiful women. It was the first time all day that it felt like the goddess had given me a gift by bringing me here. All morning, it had been nothing but chaos and confusion, death stalking me around every corner. But here, in the safety of her temple, I had the opportunity to appreciate the bounty around me.

      The sweet and doting priestesses. The inexperienced Femi. And the guardians, tall and strong and built like models. One that was bubbly and charming, and one that liked the taste of blood. Not exactly my thing, but not totally off the table either, if it came down to it. Danger was sexy too, after all.

      Even Bastet was an option. I remembered the way she had touched my body. Possessive, and sensual. I would take her to bed, too. But it would have to be on my terms. She controlled enough of my life already.

      Eventually, we came to a set of double doors carved from expensive dark wood, and beyond them was revealed Bastet’s personal chambers. The room was spacious, like a concert hall, and every surface gleamed like a car after a fresh wax.

      The priestesses had kept it clean and tidy for her, the pastel pillows on her bed fluffed and lined up perfectly in rows, and her woolen blankets folded and tucked. All their hard work was undone as she flopped down onto the bed on all fours and stretched her body across it like the cat she was.

      Despite my assumption that she didn’t spend much physical time in the temple, there was plenty of leftover evidence that she had stayed here before. Little scratches from both kitten claws and sharpened fingernails, here and there—into the bed’s footboard, in little clusters along the pale walls, and even scratched into the carved gray stone basin of a little fountain spurting clear water in the center of the room.

      Femi seemed fascinated by the fountain in particular, and I realized with a jolt that, of course, those weren’t common back in Ancient Egypt.

      Bastet rolled onto her side to look at the four of us. She propped herself up on her elbow and gestured to some nearby lush benches around a low stone table.

      “Please sit down and make yourselves comfortable. I’m sure my priestesses will tend to you soon.”

      Right on cue, half a dozen priestesses entered the room. They were carrying baskets and wide clay platters covered in boiled fruit and vegetables, roasted quail, little cakes, bread slices smothered in honey, bites of fish, crumbling goat cheese, clusters of pomegranate seeds and whole bunches of round red grapes, and goblets of date wine and beer.

      One of the priestesses, who styled her hair as one large braid dangling down to the small of her back, smiled at me. She introduced herself as Olabisi as she poured me some beer from a clay jug. I took a sip and, while it was a lot more earthy than what I was used to drinking back home, I figured it would do very nicely.

      When our meal had been served and the priestesses had left the five of us alone, Bastet sat up on her bed.

      “I’m sure you all have a lot of questions, and I have promised to answer them. You are safe to ask anything you would like while we are here, but of course, there are some things that it is not permitted for mortals to know.”

      She grinned at that, her sharp teeth gleaming white against the darkness of her skin. “I will answer any questions as truthfully as I can.”

      I opened my mouth to go first, but Aziza beat me to it. “Why involve us?”

      The others turned to look at her, but she did not shy away under the attention. She stared at Bastet lounging over on her bed, not even blinking as the goddess stared back at her with those unnerving cat’s eyes.

      “Why involve Sharifa and me in any of this? Was it just to get us out of the way?”

      “A little, to be honest,” Bastet replied. “Anubis chose well when he bestowed you with his blessing. He gave you your physical prowess, and of course, your enhanced sensual beauty. But he knew he could only give you such a gift if he kept you tethered tightly to his chain.”

      Bastet’s pupils narrowed as she eyed the silver circlet in Aziza’s hair. “You and I both know how he feels about me, Aziza. If he caught wind of any of my plans, he would have sent you to destroy them. Perhaps it was purely tactical on my end, but are you honestly going to tell me that a part of you didn’t yearn to be free of him?”

      “Yes,” came the response, but it wasn’t from Aziza. Sharifa played with a grape in her hand, rolling it delicately between her fingertips. “Yes, I wanted to be free of him.”

      “Shari,” Aziza started to scold, but Sharifa continued. “Of course I enjoyed a lot of what we did, Azi. But some small part of me always felt unfulfilled. The killings were entertaining, and you and I always knew how to make it a fun time, but after so many, it’s like… fuck, I wanted to do something else for once! All he knows is death and destruction. And he never has a good time himself. Such a conspiracy theorist. He always thinks someone is out to get him, so he sends us all over Egypt to put an end to this person, an end to that person. And it wasn’t like he was just killing whoever, either. You and I both know that. He was always strategic about it. If you’re going to own someone’s soul after they die, you want to bring in the good ones while they’re still young and flexible, and I get that. But he had one trick, and I wanted to do something else.”

      Sharifa’s shoulders sagged as she turned hesitantly to look at her friend. “And, I don’t know if you noticed, Azi, but between the two of us, he definitely had a favorite. And it wasn’t me.”

      Aziza blinked, but she kept her fists clenched.

      Femi held her breath next to me while we all waited for Aziza’s response.

      The guardian swallowed hard and turned away from her friend. “Be that as it may,” Aziza said in a hard and distant tone, making Sharifa look sadly back down at her grape, “it wasn’t like both of us felt that way. It’s presumptuous to just take us from one god and hand us over to another. Loyalty has to mean something.”

      “If you’re worried I won’t use you for your intended purpose,” Bastet piped up again, “there’s no need. I assure you that I know your value. As the guardians of Bastet, you will enforce a similar kind of justice. But I promise, if creative assignments are what you’re looking for, I can most certainly provide them!” The goddess chuckled at herself, wrapping her arms around one of her plush pillows.

      “You’re calling them the ‘guardians of Bastet?’” I asked. “I was the one who put the circlets on their heads.”

      Bastet really laughed then, rolling around on her bed with the pillow in her arms.

      “No, no, Huck!” she giggled. “No mere mortal can place guardians under his power. Ha! No, they are definitely assigned to me. The only reason you were able to manipulate Anubis’s circlets at all was because of the powers I bestowed upon you. Therefore, my power runs through you, and now it runs through them. Or, at the very least, they are connected to my power.”

      “Yeah, about that,” I said. “I’d like to know at least a little bit more about this power you gave me. And also, probably the more helpful question to answer would be what the hell is going on? One moment I’m rescuing a stupid cat from a burning house and the next, I’m in Ancient Egypt wearing a skirt, and I’m suddenly hired as a head manager for a goddess.”

      I felt Femi’s eyes on me, but I didn’t meet her gaze. Bastet knew what I was talking about, and at the moment, that was the only thing that mattered to me.

      “I told you before, Huck Langston,” Bastet said. She had deepened and softened her voice on purpose, and I had to concentrate to ignore the way the sultry sound of it made me feel. She knew exactly what speaking in this voice would do to me, and I refused to let her control me. “You went into that burning house to rescue me, despite the risks to yourself. And for a cat, no less. Not many people would risk their lives for someone else’s cat. I knew then that I had found someone special.”

      “I didn’t know I was going in for a cat. I couldn’t understand what the woman—uhh, your owner, I guess? —was saying.”

      “Still, you rescued me.”

      “No, I definitely died. And you would have died, too.”

      At this, Bastet’s pupils contracted, becoming thin slits hardly wider than the edge of a quarter. Her expression made it apparent that I was playing with fire here, but I didn’t care. I’d been doing that all my life.

      “Would you have preferred I left you there to get crushed and burn away?” Bastet asked. “Would you really have preferred that I let you die there? When you could have all of this instead?” She lifted her clawed hands to gesture to the room in all its Egyptian splendor. “When you could have powers and status like you never could have imagined?”

      I let out a deep breath. “Thank you,” I finally said, and I meant it. “Thank you for saving my life. I just wish I had known what you were signing me up for.”

      “You weren’t completely without the information. When you came upon me in that house, was I not protected from the fire by a magical barrier? And was I not seated on an altar with a statue of myself clearly on it? I even brought your attention to it, tried to make sure you had seen it. Apparently, you ignored all of this.”

      “I didn’t know shit about Ancient Egypt! Or at least, not that much. Besides, who the hell has an altar to a three-thousand-year-old goddess sitting in their house?”

      “Plenty of women do.” She seemed to have calmed down again, her pupils rounding as she ran her claws across the fabric of her pillow. “Didn’t you ever wonder why lonely women get so many cats? In your world, I am relegated to the body of an animal, tasked with comforting the lonely and forgotten women of the world. The owner you happened to see was a lovely immigrant from your Egypt who had lost her daughter tragically. She knew what I was when I came to her doorway one night, scratching for a cup of milk. She took me into her home, and I provided her the same comfort I give all the despondent women of your world.”

      She looked back up at me. “But that is neither here nor there, Huck Langston. I require a champion now, in this Egypt.”

      “Is this another dimension? Where the gods are real?”

      “Does it matter?” she asked, shrugging. “It wouldn’t change the fact that you are here, that this place around you is real to you, and so am I. The where does not matter to me so much as the why does.”

      The goddess tossed down her pillow and stood, her golden mesh jingling and tail swinging. Chest puffed out as if she were in a downtown boardroom conducting a very important business meeting, she slowly stepped off the edge of the bed and walked over to where we were seated.

      “The reason I have brought you here, Huck Langston, is—”

      “To take down Anubis,” I offered. The goddess and the guardians all looked at me, as horrified as if I had just said I wanted Santa to explode.

      “Never,” Bastet insisted.

      “But I thought he was your enemy? Your rival? Something like that. And he’s apparently been killing anyone he wants to for a while now. Sounds like he’s a real menace to everybody.”

      Bastet hissed. “I will accept that you are new to this world, but I do not want to hear such talk again. Even if such a thing as killing a god were possible, the effects of such an act would unravel the entire world as we know it to be. Especially when considering the god of the underworld, of mummification. The one who weighs the hearts of the dead.”

      I turned to Femi then, at the cracked gold paint adorning her cheeks and hands. “Maybe that wouldn’t be so bad,” I said, looking right into her eyes. “Maybe it’s not that fair to weigh people’s hearts.”

      She blushed and looked away.

      But Bastet remained unmoved. “Such things cannot be so, Huck Langston. You come from a world where the highest authorities may be questioned without repercussion. But here, such things do not apply. We gods are not simple authority figures, like your president or your governor. We are the systems that run the universe. Picture the universe as an immense woven cloth. Everything is set in its own place and, if it has been crafted correctly, then everything should be interconnected with everything else. Pull out one of its threads, and you may well unravel the entire thing. So, I will tell you one last time…”

      She leaned over me, her nose close to mine and her hands gripping the edges of my chair with her clawed hands. “Take that thought from your mind and let. It. Go.”

      Blowing a puff of her honey breath across my face, she stood up again, her breasts level with my eyes, before she turned away and resumed her businesslike stance.

      “I have chosen you, Huck Langston, to help me lessen Anubis’s power. Interrupting his rituals, as you have already done, and things of that nature. To be a thorn in his side rather than an existential threat.”

      “What’s going on between you and Anubis?” I asked her. “Why are the two of you so set on hurting each other? Aren’t there other gods?”

      Her eyes narrowed. “He knows why. We have had this rivalry for centuries, but up until recently, it was kept to a minimum. I always thought of it as more playful, like the teasing nature of fights between siblings. But apparently, he saw it differently. So instead of letting him run around and exert his power wherever he sees fit, I have sought to try to balance him out. Maybe teach him a lesson, if we can.”

      I wanted to say, “You can think you’re teaching him a lesson all you want, but the god of the dead isn’t going to let himself be humiliated for long.”

      Instead, I said nothing.

      After what I saw his priests do in his own temple, the lengths they were willing to go to appease him, I knew there was a darkness within the god that mere rivalry and strange pranks couldn’t solve. Maybe Bastet was willing to wait and see if Anubis got his way, but I wouldn’t be so foolish.

      Maybe Bastet was above killing, but Anubis was not. And a man like that, god or no, wouldn’t stop until someone made him.
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      The bath was in the underground portion of the temple. With Bastet’s tweaking, the bath was entirely self-cleaning, the clear water sipped up by the vines that grew along the stone sides and recycled back out through a series of fountains spouting from the walls.

      Olabisi told us all about it as she sweetly escorted Femi and me down there at Bastet’s direction. We were still covered in paint and sand, and as the goddess’s “champion,” I had to look the part. I had insisted Femi come with me, especially since she had become so quiet and distant during our conversation with the goddess, hugging herself and hardly eating.

      Bastet had given her a room at the temple just like the rest of us, but Femi’s had seemed like an afterthought, and I refused to let her be forgotten again. She was in as bad a physical state as I was, after all.

      As Olabisi was explaining the details of the bath’s history and construction, I glanced at Femi to see her still nervously holding the sash of her sandy robe, as if afraid to remove it and to expose herself. It seemed silly to me, as she’d been exposed all day and all across town at that. But maybe being here, being tended to by all these kindly priestesses preparing scrubs and oils and perfumy soaps to bathe her, Femi had finally reached her limit.

      Or, I realized with a sinking feeling, it reminded her a little too much of home.

      I thanked Olabisi and the other priestesses for their help, but reassured them that we wouldn’t need any assistance, and they happily agreed to give us some privacy. They laid out a stack of clean, folded clothes for us before bowing their way out of the room, and then it was just me, Femi, and the soft trickling of the running water.

      Even after they left, Femi still didn’t move, her shoulders squeezed in, and her head bowed. Slowly, I came up behind her and put my hands gently on her arms. Wordlessly, she let me undress her, and I tossed her sand-caked robe to the floor, revealing her shining golden body once again.

      She really was beautiful. The curve of her little waist into her soft hips, the puckering of her belly button, and her full breasts with their pert nipples hardened now from the chilly air of the room.

      I guided her down the stone steps into the pool below, and she seemed to melt against the water. She picked up her feet and floated onto her back, eyes closed. The water began to glitter with specks of gold paint as it lifted slowly from her skin, but water alone wouldn’t be enough to get her completely clean.

      Removing my shirt, I made sure to toss it on top of her robe, and my kilt was soon to follow. I was fully exposed now, and I looked down at Femi to find her watching me, nothing but her eyes and the top of her head poking up out of the water. Her eyes traced carefully around the shape of me, lingering on the things she had never seen before, following the V of my hips to their point at the unfamiliar organ between my legs.

      There was no judgment in her eyes. Just honest curiosity.

      I climbed down into the water with her and handed her a porous stone to scrub herself with, and I did the same with myself. We stood in the shallower end, the warm water reaching just above my hips, and for several minutes we worked like this in silence. I washed the sand out of my hair and off my cheeks with soap and oils, then went to scrubbing the paint from my chest and arms. It took a bit of extra work, as I’m sure paint like this wasn’t meant to cover those who were still living. By the end, my flesh was rubbed nearly raw, but at least I was clean.

      “Umm…” Femi mumbled, and I turned to look at her. She had already cleaned most of her face and front, but she was having trouble getting the gold still on her back.

      Taking her scrub, I ran it across the planes of her back, the swooping edges of her shoulder blades and the delicate bumps of her spine. Despite the way my body reacted to her, just at the look of her and the smooth lines of every inch of caramel-brown skin I uncovered, I realized that maybe I shouldn’t be so keen to touch her. She had never been this close to a man before, this intimate with one. It had to be strange for her. I didn’t want her to feel uncomfortable with me.

      As if she could read my mind, she said, “The Temple of Anubis, where I grew up… I wonder what they would think of something like this. I do not think they would like it very much.”

      “How does that make you feel?” I asked.

      “I … do not know. Men were kept from me my whole life out of fear that they would seek to pleasure me and to lessen the value of my skin. It was as if men were purely sexual, no better than an animal. An animal does not know why it fucks, only that it is in its instinct. Anubis is a man, and he sought only to consume me as well. But I do not think that is true now.”

      “Because of me?” I massaged her tender skin with soft oils, something I quickly regretted as they masked her natural scent.

      After a moment, she nodded shyly. “Yes. Like Bastet said, you have put yourself at terrible risk to protect me. Even… even when I did not deserve it.”

      My hands traced the back of her neck, the soft curve of her shoulders, and she continued.

      “I could not walk, so you carried me. I could not run, so you hid me. When I tried to run on my own, I was captured by the guardian, and you freed me. You could have let me die. You would have lived either way.”

      “I would never do that, Femi. I promise.”

      Letting out a sigh, she suddenly turned around and held out her hand for the scrub. Raising an eyebrow, I handed it to her. She took to exploring my body the same way I had hers, running the stone across my skin, along my chest and the ridges of the muscles nestled in my stomach, and along my arms, even though the paint there was pretty much gone. Her hands were set on exploring me, and I let them. Her fingers fell to trace the muscles along my hips, and a shiver of pleasure ran through me.

      “So,” I asked, “you haven’t had sex… ever?”

      “No,” she replied.

      “You haven’t even… pleasured yourself?” The question seemed to embarrass her. I had asked her about something sensitive. Something on the edge of vulgar.

      “Never.”

      “Is that something you would want?” I asked. “Sex, I mean.”

      Her eyes met mine, large and lavender and crystalline. That question had been her limit. Her fingers trembled against my skin, and after a moment, she pulled her hands away, blushing furiously.

      “I… I do not know,” she murmured breathlessly. “If that is an invitation—”

      “No, no. I was just asking.”

      At that, she gave a little nod and then went back to her scrubbing. She signaled with her finger for me to turn around, and I obeyed. I hadn’t even considered there would be paint there, but of course, there would be. Right where her arms had hung around my neck.

      Her fingers traced the edges of my back, too, until they came to land on the sensitive spot of flesh along my right shoulder blade.

      “What is this?” she asked softly.

      “Just an old wound.”

      “How did you get it? It looks like it was very painful.”

      “I got hurt a long time ago. It was an accident, and obviously, these things heal over with time, but sometimes this shoulder still has trouble doing the things I would like it to do.”

      Femi’s fingertips lingered on the scar tissue for a while, tracing the spot where my body had been cracked open and sewn back together, and though the skin there was sensitive, her touch didn’t bother me.

      “What happened?” she asked.

      “I got hurt saving someone.”

      “You’ve saved others besides me? I mean…” she blushed.

      I smiled. “I guess I have. It’s just instinct, most of the time.”

      Maybe it was the musky scent of the oils or the closeness of our two bodies, but the memory of her kiss came back into my mind. It had been so rushed and awkward, sprung on me when I had least expected it, that I hadn’t given her my best. I wanted to show her what a real kiss felt like, this woman who was so unfamiliar with my body and with her own. I wanted to turn around and hold her in my arms, press her curves against mine, and kiss her with all the tenderness and lust I felt for her at this moment.

      I wanted to show her the pleasures of the world, the things that she had missed, the things that had been taken from her.

      She asked me, her voice so soft that it was barely audible over the fountains behind us, “You … you are not from this world?”

      Fuck. “No. Bastet brought me here.”

      “Are you married? Does your wife wait for you while you are here?”

      That’s what was bothering her about this?

      I turned around to look into her warm purple eyes, heavy with sadness. “No. I almost married a girl a few years ago, but she wasn’t good for me, and I haven’t seen her since I broke it off.”

      “Do you miss your home?”

      “A little.” Even though I had been here only a short time, I already missed good beer and pizza and the internet. I missed taking the morning bus into downtown Philadelphia for work each day. I missed my brother and, probably more than anyone, my mother. “But I’ve gotta say, so far, I like here just fine, too.”
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      “Where have you been?”

      That was Aziza’s growled greeting as I entered the dining hall the next morning, clad in a fresh white kilt and clean sandals.

      Breakfast was an array of fresh fruit, bread, and beer, prepared for us by the priestesses. They bustled around the hall, tending to emptied mugs and grapes lost beneath wooden tables. I didn’t know if they were normally this happy or if they were just extra excited that Bastet had put a new champion under their charge. But judging just by how they took extra care of my cup and gave me the warmest smiles as they did so, I figured it was mainly the latter.

      For the first time in my life, I was a minor celebrity, and I saw no reason not to enjoy it.

      Aziza didn’t seem to agree. “Being chosen as a champion is an honor and one you better not forget.”

      “Don’t worry, Azi, I won’t forget.”

      Livid at the use of her nickname, she looked about ready to murder me. Materializing her curved blade in her hand, she stabbed it into the table, causing the bowls and mugs to shake.

      “You’re lucky I can’t hurt you anymore, champion,” she said, sneering. “It would make my life a lot easier if I could.”

      “You can’t?”

      “Guardians and champions bound to the same god can’t hurt each other,” Sharifa explained.

      “Oh. Sweet.” I popped a plump red grape into my mouth. “So. What are our plans for the day?”

      At the table with Aziza and me also sat Sharifa, and a still very shy and quiet Femi. Across the room at another table all her own, lounging across it like a classic movie starlet or a lounge singer on a piano, was Bastet, still boldly naked beneath her golden thigh-length mesh and nibbling on a slice of melon.

      I couldn’t help but feel like she was taunting me. I let her have her fun. As long as she stayed playful, it meant she wasn’t suspicious about my actual plans.

      Sharifa was the first to answer my question. “Maybe we should stay around the temple today? Get to know each other and our new home a little better?”

      “We’re not safe, even in the temple,” Aziza grumbled in response. “Because some goddess decided to rope us all into this, all four of us now have big targets on our backs. We need to nip the opposition in the bud as soon as possible.”

      “Oh, I don’t know, Azi,” Sharifa said sweetly, reaching for another piece of bread. “It’s only been a day. We haven’t had a chance to relax in years! Not since Anubis made us his guardians. And this temple just seems so nice.”

      “It won’t matter how nice it is if we can’t protect ourselves. Without us, Anubis will be looking for any allies in the city he can. Bastet made a big move yesterday, and it won’t sit well with him. We have to strategize while we’re still ahead.”

      “Oh,” Bastet moaned from her table. “So negative, my darling Aziza. It’s too early for that.”

      One of the priestesses, called Muminah, gave me a wonderful smile as she poured more beer into my cup. Her dark bangs were cut in a straight line across her forehead, and her hair was shorter than most of the other priestesses, coming down to just under her chin, but there was a lovely girlish charm about her. I smiled back, making her blush.

      “I think we could spend the day here,” Femi said softly. Her body seemed to lean toward me ever so slightly, though she did not look up from her plate. “We can afford just one day, right?”

      At this, Aziza crossed her arms over her chest, pouting. And it wasn’t that I exactly agreed with her. Not really. But if she was the only one wanting to get me out of this temple, I would play along.

      There were still questions I needed answered, things that Bastet hadn’t told me. Or things that she had expressly told me not to pursue. If I were going to figure out the end to this Anubis problem, I wasn’t going to find it here in the temple. I needed answers somewhere else.

      And, I realized, having allies on my side wouldn’t hurt. Let Bastet believe I was merely carrying out her orders, trying to make myself a thorn in Anubis’s side.

      A thorn that could become a sword, I thought.

      I was looking for a way to end him as a menace once and for all.

      Because I’d done some thinking overnight. My initial negative reaction to Anubis had grown into seething but controlled anger. A god who reveled in death and destruction didn’t deserve to be a god at all. The more I thought about everything Bastet had told me—and what she hadn’t told me—I just knew that Anubis didn’t take this as a simple game. He meant to harm people. And the more Bastet played into his hands, the more people would get hurt.

      And also, he would still be looking for Femi. If we could have allies in the city, I would feel better about our overall setup. It would be easier for me to protect Femi.

      So I shook myself from my thoughts and spoke up. “I agree with Aziza. But I think we should take a slightly different approach. What we really need are allies. People on the ground who can spread the good word about us and who can alert us if they hear anything about what Anubis and his allies are up to. It would make disrupting his plans that much easier.”

      There was a moment of silence as the others considered my words. “Allies like a priest of the Temple of Anubis?” Aziza suggested. “They would be best placed to know what the Dog is up to. But those assholes are so far up their own butts that it would take a hell of a lot of convincing to get one of them to switch sides.”

      “We could start with easier targets,” I said. “Maybe start with someone who is a follower of Bastet but who isn’t associated with the temple directly. Someone with connections, the more the better.”

      “I might have someone in mind,” Bastet said, stretching on all fours, her ass in the air. “I have a sense for those who are loyal to me, after all. I think you should talk to the man called Satemi. I have a list of others, but he’s certainly what we need.” She paused, and looked at me with uncharacteristic seriousness. “I’m glad you have chosen this path, Huck. It’s what I was looking for.”

      “Oh?”

      “For a goddess—or a god—support equals strength.”

      Sharifa smiled. “Yes! The more prayers Bastet’s supporters send up for her, the more her power will grow.”

      “So that’s how you want to play this?” I asked the goddess. “Will it be the thorn in Anubis’s side you are looking for?”

      Bastet nodded. “You are catching on.”

      I shook my head. “Why didn’t you just say so?”

      “What would be the fun in that?”

      I wasn’t so sure that the solution was as simple as Bastet wanted to believe, but it seemed that what she wanted and what I wanted were completely compatible. So I didn’t argue anymore.

      “Awesome,” I said. “Let’s do it, then.”
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        * * *

      

      After breakfast, I stood in the entryway of the temple, a new leather bag slung over my shoulder. Inside it, I carried a skein of fine wine, a loaf of hearty bread, and a couple wedges of fancy cow’s cheese wrapped carefully in cloth. I was waiting for the priestess, Muminah, who had sweetly offered to take me through the town to visit the man called Satemi.

      I didn’t mind taking her along. She was cute, and I was still a foreigner in this world. Having a local face by my side wouldn’t hurt.

      While Muminah was somewhere deeper in the temple, changing out of her wrap into something more suitable for a day spent in the town, Sharifa appeared next to me, also making her way out of the temple.

      She’d decided that, as a known and beloved figure in Thebes, if she spoke about Bastet (or at the very least against Anubis), she might be able to convince some people to worship the goddess. If prayer and numbers equaled strength, then we could use all of them we could get.

      I asked Sharifa why Aziza wasn’t going with her. I hadn’t known them for very long, but even then, I had never seen the two of them apart.

      As if on cue, Aziza appeared, looking as irritated as ever about her new position.

      “Cheer up, Azi,” Sharifa said. “It’ll be fun!” The bubbly guardian clapped her hands and then dragged her silent friend out the door.

      It was obvious Aziza was still stinging from her sudden change of loyalties. Or perhaps spending the day greasing wheels and being nice didn’t sound like much fun to her.

      Either way, shortly after they left, Muminah approached me, dressed in a hooded berry-pink robe, a basket on her arm filled with fruit and a wrapped pad of honeycomb. I put the guardians out of my thoughts for the time being, and the two of us stepped out together into the sun.
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      The house Muminah took me to was at the far end of what seemed to be the residential area of the Ancient Egyptian middle class. These estates were made of good quality sandstone, all built into large flat rectangles. They stopped short of being palaces, however, and looked comfortable yet functional.

      The man Satemi appeared to use most of his sizable estate to breed camels. Several of the adult beasts roamed his yard, tended to by a few servants, and several children ran among them, ducking between the camels’ legs and playfully echoing the snorts and other animal sounds. Many of the camels had given birth recently, and Muminah ran ahead to pet the little fluffy babies whose heads barely poked over the top of the gate to greet us.

      As she squealed to them in baby talk, one of the servants approached, and I told him we had come to speak with the master of the house. The servant nodded and disappeared inside.

      A minute later, a man stepped out of the house wrapped in clean white cloth, his ears dangling with intricate golden earrings. He was tall and carrot-shaped, and his mouth was hidden behind a long, black beard flecked with gray.

      “Cute, aren’t they?” he called out to Muminah as he approached the gate. She was still rubbing the noses of the baby camels, as happy as if she were in a pile of puppies. “We’ve had very good luck this year.”

      “Oh, they’re adorable!” she called back, standing to greet the man properly. “So nice to see you again, Satemi!”

      “Lovely to see you as well, Muminah.” They embraced each other over the wooden gate. “That temple has been treating you well.”

      “I’ve never been happier. The goddess is very good to us.”

      Satemi’s eyes found me for the first time, and his stance completely changed. He stood up straight, shoulders braced to look wider, more intimidating. I stood out in this town like a fox in a chicken coop, and most of the locals had taken to treating me so. This man was no exception.

      Looking me up and down as well, as if trying to size me up, he simply said, “And who is this friend of yours? He doesn’t seem to be local.”

      “He’s not from around here. But he’s good. I promise.”

      I stepped forward. “Not here to cause trouble. Just here to talk. Privately, if that’s all right.”

      “Asking for privacy spells trouble to me, stranger,” the man said, his eyes narrowing.

      Muminah elbowed him in the arm. “Oh, stop it, Satemi. We brought wine.”

      At the mention of the drink, his entire demeanor melted back into the happy, smiling man he had been moments ago. He grinned widely behind his long beard, revealing a missing front tooth and his earth-brown eyes shining.

      “That fancy temple wine? Well, why didn’t you say so? Come on in!”

      The inside of Satemi’s house was sparsely furnished, probably even minimalist by modern standards, but from what I was able to figure, it was moderately fancy by Ancient Egyptian ones. It didn’t gleam like the Temple of Bastet, nor was it decorated with living things and crystals, but it had its own charm.

      Muminah pulled the wine and a wedge of cheese from my bag and laid them out on a table for Satemi, who licked his lips in anticipation. As he ate and drank from our offerings, he sat down on a wooden stool and leaned across the table on his elbows.

      “So. Why have the two of you come to bribe me today?”

      The priestess giggled beside me. “It’s not a bribe, Satemi. Don’t make a fool of yourself.”

      “I have been a businessman long enough to know when someone is trying to bribe me. Usually, they try a little harder than this, too.”

      “This trip was very last minute,” I said. “We didn’t have much time to plan. But if you help me, I’ll get you whatever you want.”

      His eyes bored into mine as he moved the skein in his hand, swirling the wine within. “And what is it that a man like you would need my help with?”

      Muminah began to answer, but I cut her off. “Information.”

      The man laughed. “You want information? How about this? A pale Grecian man attempts to kidnap a sacrificial girl from a ritual at the Temple of Anubis, and during his execution a few hours later, he throws Anubis’s guardians from the stage and escapes. Later that day, he is spotted again, this time in the marketplace by the Temple of Bastet and takes both guardians head-on.”

      “You’re right,” I said. “Doesn’t look good, does it?”

      “I’m just surprised to see that he survived. The guardians of Anubis are ruthless. They are good at what they do. Few men could go up against them singlehandedly and survive.”

      “I’m not here for compliments.”

      He winked. “No. Of course not.”

      Swallowing another gulp of wine, he wiped his mouth with the back of his hand. “Are the rest of the rumors true, then?”

      “That depends,” I said, “on what those rumors are.”

      “Well, it’s not that difficult to figure out, really. Anubis and Bastet’s growing rivalry is well known around the city. He’s had his guardians for years, sending them across Egypt to exact his will. It seems only about time that Bastet should get a champion of her own to counter them.”

      “Actually, the guardians work with me now.”

      Satemi’s eyes widened with youthful excitement. “Really? Now, that’s amazing! So, I suppose it’s true, then? You’re her champion?”

      “It’s true.”

      There was a weight behind the statement that hung in the room. It was a tangible thing, something we could all feel. The weight of standing on the brink of a major change and knowing things wouldn’t be the same afterward. That change was already here, with me. I wasn’t just someone who had power—I was power.

      The man Satemi broke into a hearty laugh, one that emanated from deep in his chest, and I couldn’t help but smile with him. He was so giddy over the whole thing, it was difficult not to be charmed.

      “And actually, Satemi,” Muminah said, beaming. “Bastet herself sent us here to talk with you. She thought you would be able to help us with something very important.”

      His eyes sparkled, and I knew that this was the same reaction I would have if someone told me Natalie Portman or Angelina Jolie knew me by name. “She did?”

      “Yes, my friend. Huck’s reputation needs a little boosting, as does Bastet’s holy word. She needs more prayers sent up to her, more worshippers. Do you think you could—”

      Before she could even finish, Satemi had leaped from his seat and wrapped us both into a tight bear hug, squeezing my breath from my lungs with his thick, camel-wrangling arms and laughing again.

      “Of course! Anything!” he declared through a mouthful of cheese. “I will do anything she or her champion ask of me!”

      Before I could ask him anything, he swept into the other room, returning with two clay mugs and pouring wine for the two of us to enjoy.

      He took hold of the conversation, chatting away, and we sat around his table, drinking good wine and enjoying his company for much longer than Muminah and I had originally planned. There was something special about Satemi, something warm and fatherly, that would make anyone comfortable in his presence.

      Satemi recounted his life to us, sharing stories about growing up in Thebes. For generations, the majority of his family had worshipped the god Amun-Ra as their main deity, and he showed us old artifacts and holy symbols from his father’s days running the household. Little clay symbols of the sun painted glassy white and yellow, now scratched, dusty, and forgotten.

      After his father’s death, Satemi had started to worship the goddess Bastet, not wishing to follow in his father’s footsteps. This change had been a success, as between two wives, he had sired seven healthy children.

      Before we left, I finally found my opportunity to ask him the questions that had been sitting in my tongue since my chat with Bastet yesterday. The quandaries that had kept me up all night. Things she didn’t want me to know.

      “Satemi, why is there such a big rivalry between Anubis and Bastet? How did this all start?”

      Muminah whipped her head to look at me, eyes wide. But despite her worry at the question, she said nothing to discourage an answer.

      Satemi leaned back a little, thoughtful. When he answered, he was methodical, almost clinical, in contrast to the carefree flow with which he had delivered the stories of his own life.

      I figured that I’d stepped on something sacred.

      “The lives of the gods are complicated, my boy,” he said. “We here on the sands are living, and they are something else. Alive, yes, but in their own special way, lacking the physical constraints you and I find ourselves burdened with and without the spur of death hanging forever on their heels. A god’s greatest fear is not the emptiness of their bellies, nor the constant strain to keep breathing until they’ve ticked their last tick. The only thing they truly fear is being forgotten. The only thing they eat is prayer, and when we deny them their attention, they starve themselves into nothing.

      “Thus, a lot of their conflict occurs here on the ground, where they can hurt each other the most. Wars are fought between champions and guardians. For centuries, many gods have been drained into obscurity until only the strongest have remained.

      “These two in particular… well, it is difficult to tell exactly when the conflict began, or why. Perhaps, after all this time, it is simply in the gods’ nature to hurt each other and to use those of us down below to do it. Most of what we have seen in recent months has come from Anubis. Until yesterday, Bastet was fairly silent. I will not pretend to know what goes through a goddess’s mind, but if she’s chosen a champion now, it’s either because Anubis’s efforts have truly begun to hurt her or because she’s worried that they eventually will and has chosen to fight. Either way, lowly human man as I am, I would choose life and fertility over the underworld any day.”

      “So,” I began, “the only way to kill a god is to take away all of their believers or make everyone too afraid to believe in them?” I asked. “There’s no other way a god could be killed?”

      “Well…” Satemi looked at me with a keen eye, but in a flash, the look disappeared. “I suppose there is an old legend of a weapon from long ago, lost to the sands of time, that is said to be powerful enough to hurt and even kill a god. It is known only as the ‘God Killer.’ But these are just legends, my boy, crafted and spread by those too fearful to accept their status. It is foolish now to believe that such a thing could be possible.”
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      Before we left Satemi, he promised to tell his friends, neighbors, and business associates about Bastet and her new champion. The man was excited beyond what I had even hoped for, but he seemed genuinely happy to subvert Anubis’s dark hold over portions of the population. I learned that people were afraid to not pray for Anubis, but there was a strong network of those who would pray to Bastet. And it’s these people we thought to visit next.

      Muminah and I went to a few more houses, spreading the word of Bastet and gaining the support of a couple blacksmiths and the owner of an expansive grain farm down by the Nile.

      They were all people with social sway, people of importance. We had asked them all the same questions. Muminah would ask them to strengthen their support for her goddess, and I would ask them about the nature of gods. Only Satemi had bothered to mention the existence of a weapon capable of smiting a god. I was beginning to lose faith in my own plan. Instead of valuable information and strategy, the best I had gotten was hardly better than speculation.

      But all the same, I felt surprisingly good. Despite what Aziza had said about the town this morning, paired with Satemi’s initial wary greeting, I didn’t think I would be able to fit so easily into Thebes. I was a foreign thing, and I had only ever felt that way since I’d appeared here.

      But once you got to know them, the people here were friendly enough. And they cared about Bastet. They were all happy to meet her champion and send up more prayers in her honor. Anything to help make her stronger.

      Maybe this new job wouldn’t be as difficult as I thought. And, if all the gods needed were followers and hers were already so devoted, maybe I could cool it on my plan to destroy Anubis. At least for now.

      But this assurance didn’t last for long.

      Later in the day, Muminah and I knew something was wrong as we rounded the corner onto a new street. From down the way, we could see furniture broken and scattered across the sand and something else laid out beside the pile, red and squirming.

      Rushing closer, we saw that they were the beaten, mangled, and gutted bodies of a house’s servants, left out under the sun to boil and bleed out.

      A pair of guards, spears readily in hand, came out of the house as we approached, heaving with them an entire bed complete with bedding. As soon as she caught sight of them, Muminah started to push me back across the street again.

      “What the hell are you doing?” I hissed at her.

      “Those guards will kill us both if they see you here!”

      “But they’re not from the Temple of Anubis.” Those had worn black kilts, while these were dressed in crisp blue kilts and helmets.

      Muminah kept pushing, and I let her. With the extra strength given to me by Bastet, I didn’t know what would happen to her thin wrists if I tried to push back. She was so petite and gentle that hurting her physically would certainly break her spirit as well.

      She looked up at me with frantic eyes. “These are worse, Huck! These are royal guards, sent here by the Pharaoh! They can’t see you here!” I let her hide me behind one of the houses, and then, making sure I promised to stay put, she scampered off to get a closer look.

      Distantly, I could hear the guards shouting and people screaming, but I couldn’t catch any words or any other details of what was happening. What was the point of being a champion if I was relegated to hiding behind walls while the action was happening on the other side?

      So, despite her warning, I decided to take the risk. Holding myself close to the house wall, I snuck along it to peek around the corner.

      A small crowd had gathered, and I had to peer through them to see what was happening.

      While I’d been hidden, the guards had taken more furniture and other décor out of the house and thrown it into the sand, breaking legs off of tables and benches, ripping leaves from plants, shattering pottery.

      They were completely ransacking the place. The servants had long since grown still, the yellow sand washed red beneath their swollen and misshapen bodies. They looked like enormous dead slugs on the ground, wet and unmoving.

      A few of the guards came out the front of the house, holding a man by his ear and a woman by her long, black hair. They had also been beaten, the man’s cheek swelling to cover his eye and the woman’s nose definitely broken, their arms and legs covered in marks and bruises.

      They had not been gutted like the others, but they were still covered in plenty of blood.

      Based on what I could see of their clothes beneath the red stains, it was an easy guess that these were the heads of the household.

      They were thrown, landing hard on the bodies below, sending more blood into the sand.

      One of the guards raised his bloodied spear to the gathered crowd and shouted, “Take this as a warning! These maggots were devout followers of the goddess Bastet! By order of Pharaoh Kamon, followers of Bastet will no longer be tolerated in the city!

      “Heed their example, lest ye die a miserable rodent, trembling for mercy in the sand!”

      “Fuck,” I said.

      I didn’t have a weapon, but I thought to try using my magic again. I flexed my hands, hoping to feel something like the pinch I’d felt before. However, I needed to make sure I didn’t hit any bystanders. My targets were the guards.

      Before I could so much as take a step toward them, however, a hand grabbed my arm. Muminah gripped me so tightly that her knuckles turned white. Then I realized that the rest of her dark skin had turned pale, as well.

      Her gaze was fixed on the bodies on the ground, and she wobbled on her feet. I grabbed her just before she slumped to the ground in a faint.

      As much as I wanted to fight the guards, I couldn’t leave Muminah out here like this. Instead, I scooped her up in my arms and made my way back toward the Temple of Bastet, cursing Anubis and the Pharoah all the way.
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      Although she woke before we reached the temple, Muminah was quiet all the way back, her face hidden beneath her hood and tucked into my chest. Any attempt I made to talk to her was either met with silence or a mumbled response at best.

      When we arrived, she insisted I put her down and then made her way to her chamber without a word, refusing help.

      Later that night, she wasn’t among the priestesses serving dinner, and, when asked, Olabisi said that Muminah had chosen to stay in her chambers, as she hadn’t been feeling well that afternoon. I considered offering to visit her, to make sure she was okay, but it had been made very clear to me that the priestesses’ chambers were one of the few places in the temple I was not allowed to go.

      My attention was quickly taken by other things. I wanted to tell Bastet about the attack on her followers, and to ask her about the powers she had given me. But she hadn’t been seen in the temple since she’d directed me to visit Satemi.

      According to the priestesses, she never hung around for very long. Presenting in her physical form was apparently taxing for her, and seeing as she’d appeared for me the last couple of days as both cat and cat girl, there was no telling how long she would be away this time.

      I asked them if her timing was always this bad, and they just laughed, brushing the question off. I guessed in the goddess’s temple it was probably considered bad form to question her.

      The next few days were spent mostly around town, enlisting the support of any more underground followers of Bastet we managed to sniff out. Some weren’t as willing to meet with us, not after the display by the Pharaoh’s guard. I didn’t blame them.

      But since support equaled strength for Bastet, I had no option but to try.

      When most of the people saw me and heard about all the things I had done in my short time here, they seemed to calm a bit. It was an effect on people I’d never had before. Satemi and the others had kept their word to Muminah and the temple, singing the praises of Bastet and her champion Huck Langston whenever they could, and I could feel it. The people started to feel safe around me. I hoped I could keep them that way.

      After that first outing, Muminah chose to remain at the temple, and so Sharifa and Femi began to take turns playing the part of the familiar face during these house calls. Aziza begrudgingly joined me a couple of times, but after her mood soured a few meetings, I made her stay outside after initial introductions.

      Sometimes I asked them about the gods, and if things felt right, even the fabled God Killer. But there was no other information to be found. A few mentioned the weapon, and one man even said it might be better to ask the Pharaoh or his daughter, Princess Nuru, these kinds of questions. But mostly, people just weren’t that interested in slaying gods, nor understanding how to lessen their control.

      So, eventually, I stopped asking. Maybe Bastet was right after all. Maybe I was better suited to biting off a reasonable amount of the god’s power, rather than going after the whole shebang.

      Maybe.

      Of course, every time we left the sanctity of Bastet’s house of worship, there was always a chance we would run into palace guards again. But we never did. I did hear rumors, though, of more surprise visits from Pharoah’s guards, more people beaten or killed. All for daring to worship Bastet.

      It was infuriating.

      In the evenings, I spent much of my free time with Femi. There had been a few times when we had found enough privacy to sneak another kiss or two. Despite the fact that we had already seen everything we each had to offer each other, she was still very timid with her body, and I didn’t want to pressure her.

      But holy shit, I wanted her. I thought I was having an effect on her, that she was opening up to me more each day. But I knew that she was having an effect on me.

      A few days into our stay at the temple, Femi and I went up to the rooftop to watch the sun dip below the edge of the earth and begin its nighttime journey through the underworld. We sat on a low stone wall together, her head on my shoulder, my bare skin feeling the softness of her curls.

      Femi was describing the trials of Amun-Ra to me, everything he endured in his efforts to return each morning to lighten the world above, when suddenly she shrieked and leaped into my lap.

      I carried her away from the wall, the image of the anticipated guard’s spear flashing through my mind, only to look down and see that all she’d been afraid of was a little spider.

      When I couldn’t stop myself from laughing, she punched me in the chest with her little fist.

      “I’m sorry,” I said. “But I didn’t think that, with all the other stuff you guys have to deal with here, you would be scared of a little bug.”

      “I am not scared!” she insisted, but still, she clung to me, refusing to leave my arms. “I am not normally scared of spiders, but I am scared of this one.”

      The strangest thing about this spider was that it happened to be missing a couple of legs, causing it to limp around. I assumed that it had just escaped a run-in with one of the local cats, but that didn’t put Femi at ease, so I squished it for her with my sandal.

      When I stood up again, she was still standing very close to me, her eyes low and almost coy. She stepped forward and wrapped her arms around me again, her head against my chest. And I held her close like she wanted, smelling the sweet flowery scents of her hair and her caramel skin, and wishing I could kiss every inch of her.

      As the sun had disappeared beneath the edge of the horizon, casting a fiery red and orange glow across the sky, she hopped up on her tiptoes to kiss me on my lips.

      The first time she had kissed me, hidden behind the crates, the only emotion behind it had been a thankfulness for her own survival.

      These kisses were different. I was becoming more to her than a superhero who had swooped in and saved her from the villain’s red lasers. The way she touched my body, kissed me, said my name, looked into my eyes—it was all something more. I drank in every moment of it.

      Instead of deepening the kiss, as I wanted to, Femi pulled back a little.

      “Huck,” she said.

      “Yes?”

      She blushed prettily and averted her gaze from mine.

      “You can tell me anything,” I said, tipping her chin up so she was looking at me again.

      “I… like you.”

      I smiled. “I like you too, Femi.”

      I would have said more, but at that moment, Aziza appeared on the rooftop. As soon as Femi noticed, she pulled away from me, smiling apologetically. Aziza seemed to have turned up at random, but when she realized she had interrupted something, she smiled knowingly and hopped up to sit on the edge of the rooftop. As if she was there for a show.

      “Do you mind?” I asked her.

      “Not at all,” Aziza said, waving her hand dismissively. “Carry on. You won’t bother me.”

      I glared at her, willing her to be decent for once and get the fuck off the rooftop.

      But Aziza only smirked.

      Turning back to Femi, I took her hand, thinking to find somewhere else that wasn’t so public, to finish our conversation.

      But the moment was gone. Femi cleared her throat and shyly asked if we could see each other again tomorrow.

      I wanted to see her sooner than that, preferably in my room, but she looked so innocent, and so embarrassed at having been caught in my arms, that I thought maybe she wasn’t ready.

      Aziza was still smirking as we left the rooftop, and I resisted the urge to shove her off the edge as we passed her. Then her smile flickered, just for a moment, and I saw a bitterness beneath it. I had no idea what caused it, but it wasn’t any of my concern just then.

      I wanted Femi to come to me, to want to join me in my bed. Maybe she needed me to broach the subject, but looking at the way she didn’t meet my gaze on the way down the stairs, I decided against it.

      For now.

      In the meantime, though, I was getting the bluest case of blue balls I’d ever had.

      For a man who hadn’t dated seriously in years, I’d found myself smack dab in the center of an array of beautiful women, and once again, my frustration with Bastet was temporarily forgotten.

      I had only her to thank for all of it, of course. She had given me a fancy house and, in her sudden absence, my choice of women.

      It was obvious to me that Femi was my favorite. But what was harder to figure out was whether that was only based on the sheer amount of time we spent together. I knew the most about her life and her quirks, but there were still physical barriers between us that I knew would be difficult to cross. There was no telling when she would be ready for more.

      While I respected her need to establish her own relationship with her body before she could share it, I didn’t think I could wait forever. Not with the rest of the women in the house so ready to meet my needs.

      Sharifa was terribly attractive, but with her hyper personality paired with her size, there was no telling what damage her excitement in the bedroom could do. That didn’t mean I wasn’t up for trying, though. Tall and gorgeous and giggly, every room she stepped into warmed to her presence instantly, and her enthusiasm for Bastet’s word was infectious.

      Aziza was, well, Aziza. Always perched in the shadows and waiting for doom. She had not taken to Bastet’s employment as easy as Sharifa, and it had made her sulky more often than not.

      Olabisi, on the other hand, was sweet and charming and would probably be more than happy to share a bed with me. I didn’t see her the rest of the evening, though, and had been told she was checking on Muminah. After witnessing Pharoah’s guards beat that family, the sweet and charming priestess had been keeping to herself, and I hadn’t seen her in several days.

      Hoping Olabisi could help Muminah, I went to bed by myself.

      Only to wake in the morning to the sound of someone screaming.
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      I rushed up the stairs to the front hall, and saw the priestesses gathered around the open doors, sunlight flooding in and bleeding across the body lying at their feet. They shook and cried around her, lost in their fear and mourning.

      The woman was almost unrecognizable. Her body had become shapeless, swollen, and bumpy like all the bubbles in a bath and dotted with little bloody marks from a hundred sets of tiny, biting teeth.

      I stared down at her swollen, purple face for a long time before I realized with a jolt that I recognized her. Short black bangs and hair cut to just below her jawline now splayed across the floor from where she had fallen and struggled to suck in her final breaths.

      Muminah.

      I asked what had happened, and pieced the story together from what the priestesses said even as they continued to wail in their grief.

      After the last few days of her hiding away in her room, melancholic and weary after what she and I had seen in town, Olabisi and a couple of others had had enough. They finally banded together and convinced her to take a walk outside.

      If only for the sake of her health, she had shuffled up the stairs and made her way to the door. She had barely taken two steps outside when an ambushing swarm of spiders and scarabs and locusts, and even a shining, copper-colored snake, had attacked.

      They leaped on her, biting away at her flesh, and she screamed in agony until she collapsed, her skin so swollen that she’d suffocated.

      When I asked what had happened to the creatures, the priestesses who saw the attack swore up and down that as soon as Muminah had tripped back over the threshold, they had burst into powdery ash and were scattered across the stone floor, gone as quickly as they had come.

      Poor Muminah. I couldn’t claim to have known her well, but what I’d liked her as well as anyone.

      Yet I couldn’t focus on my own sadness at the woman’s death. I hazarded a quick look outside, and my gut clenched at what I saw. The outer walls of the temple were nearly covered in the things, the pale stone turned black and fuzzy as if covered in a thick mold.

      They wiggled, a constantly moving mass, and they all looked broken and diseased. Bugs were missing legs or wings, and I caught sight of another snake, a hole torn in its side, exposing rotten flesh and several gray ribs.

      A small crowd of Thebans had gathered to watch, and while they kept a wide berth, the bugs hardly seemed interested in them at all.

      Someone grabbed me hard by my shoulder and pulled me back inside to safety. I turned, and the first thing I saw of her was her purple eyes, round like golf balls. It was Femi, too frightened to even speak. She just stood there and shook her head at me, silently pleading for me not to go out there and suffer the same fate.

      “Anubis,” Sharifa said, walking up to Muminah’s body. “He sent them here for us.”

      “Are you sure?” I asked. “Is this something he does? Sending plagues of spiders after his enemies?”

      Crossing her arms over her chest, trying to hide her discomfort with the shapeless body before her, she said, “Yes. He commands the undead, and he’s been known to send them out like this before.”

      “They’re undead?”

      “Broken legs, right? Most of them look like they’ve been half-eaten?”

      “Yeah.”

      She nodded her head. “He summons them up from the ground. He has more sway over those who have died unceremonious deaths or those who weren’t buried respectfully, as their souls are less at peace. Usually, he’ll just send a couple of spiders or a snake to kill someone quietly in their sleep, but this…”

      “The building is nearly covered in them, Sharifa. We can’t get out without being attacked.”

      “And they can’t get in, either. Like the priestesses described, they would be destroyed if they came inside, disintegrating into nothing. This is hallowed ground. As long as we stay inside, we’re safe.”

      “So what are we supposed to do about it?” Aziza asked from the shadows. I hadn’t noticed her standing there. “Shari and I can’t fly out, or the bugs will attack us in the air. But I’m not hanging around inside all day waiting to die.”

      “Well, you’re going to have to,” I answered. “No one can leave. Not until we get this dealt with.”

      “Oh yeah?” She raised an eyebrow at me. “Go on, then, Mr. Champion. What’s your solution? You’ve been brought here to solve all of Bastet’s problems for her. So go ahead.” She gestured toward the open doors. “Your enemy awaits outside.”

      I stood there and wracked my brain for anything that could be done. I waited for my magic to reappear, to let me slingshot the undead critters far into the sea, or to scream so loud that they all shriveled and died.

      But I felt nothing. Bastet had given me problems to solve but hadn’t given me any solutions to work with. I tried to think of something practical instead, but nothing was coming in the heat of the moment.

      I had been deprived of all modern solutions, and I realized how spoiled I had been by the commodification of old average problems. With no bug repellent and no exterminator to phone, I had nothing else in mind for such an unreal infestation as the one that threatened us now. In this largely pre-technological world, I couldn’t even put together a flame thrower.

      My silence seemed to prove Aziza’s point, and she half-smiled, knowing she’d gotten something on me.

      “Nothing? No ideas rolling around in that head of yours? That’s what I thought.”

      “If you’re so smart, Aziza, why don’t you help come up with something? You belong to Bastet, too.”

      Her eyes flashed. “And whose fucking fault is that?”

      I said through gritted teeth, “I’m tired of your fucking attitude, Aziza. Either help solve the problem or shut the fuck up.”

      I watched as her hands started to shake. She made a face like she was seriously considering pushing me out the open doors to my doom. Instead, with a flip of her hair, she stormed out of the room again. She wasn’t seen until later that night, after the sun had set and the rest of the temple had bunkered down for a night of restless sleep.
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      Thwack.

      Thwack.

      Thwack.

      I had been dreaming, but somewhere within that dream, I realized the sound was real and opened my eyes. To my surprise, I saw several arrows sticking out of the wooden headboard just inches from my eyes. Glancing down, I saw her standing there past the end of the bed, firing arrows through the dark with her bow.

      “Aziza? What the hell?” I rubbed my eyes and sat up, careful to avoid the embedded arrows.

      The guardian didn’t respond. I peered through the dark to find her face, but the only part of her I could make out were her two expressionless, black eyes.

      It was a little unnerving, to say the least.

      Robotically, she pulled back another arrow, this one pointed right at my forehead. I didn’t flinch as it was released. It bounced cleanly off my skin like I was made of impenetrable steel, ricocheting to clatter against the floor instead.

      As two people both bound to Bastet, we couldn’t physically hurt each other. But that couldn’t stop her from trying.

      “Why are you doing this, Aziza?”

      I heard her swallow before she finally said softly, “It’s you. Ever since you showed up, everything has changed.” Her voice was hardly above a whisper, in sharp contrast to her usual sharp demeanor.

      “I didn’t choose this,” I insisted.

      “You didn’t choose to come here, maybe. But you still chose to listen when she told you to take my circlet off. You chose to follow her orders to make me hers.”

      So this was about Bastet, then.

      Aziza’s distance, her quiet nights hidden in the temple gardens, it was all part of this mourning over her past life. I’d spent so much time with Sharifa, hearing her gush about how awful Anubis had been to her, that it had been too easy to forget the possibility that Aziza could have taken the loss of him as a reason to mourn.

      “I didn’t know what was going on, Aziza, but my intention wasn’t to hurt you.”

      “And I can’t even hurt you back.” Her voice cracked. “You took my one strength away from me, and now I’m stuck in here with you. I used to be Anubis’s favorite. Because of you, now he is willing to kill me just like any other dog. All for something I didn’t even choose….”

      She threw her bow to the floor with a clatter as she collapsed onto the bed in a heap, crying into my bedding, gripping at the blankets with trembling hands.

      My eyes were awake enough to see her fully now. She was an Amazonian woman, one of the most respected assassins across all of Egypt, now a broken girl in what was basically a stranger’s bed.

      Not knowing what else to do, I reached a hand over to comfort her. Her hand shot up like a viper to grip mine, her nails carving into the bones buried in my palm. Climbing up onto the bed on her knees, she pushed me over onto my back and, with her hands, pinned my arms down by my sides. I struggled, but there was hardly any point. She was as empowered by the gods as I was. We were well matched.

      Lowering her lips to my ear, she whispered, “There is still one way I can hurt you, Huck Langston!”

      Already, my body was responding to her, knowing instantly what she really meant. Although, ‘hurt’ might not have been the right word.

      “I’d like to see you try,” I whispered back.

      She straightened up, balancing on her knees over me to remove her armor. Her fingers traced subtle lines around the cups of her breasts and down the line of her stomach until the thing fell apart, a giant silver peel separated from the soft and delicious fruit inside.

      I ran my hands across her exposed skin, gripping the curves of her waist, as she tossed the armor to the floor and laid her body fully across mine to kiss my lips. Her tongue was quick to enter my mouth.

      My body was really responding to her now, hard and straining, pressing up against her belly through the blanket, and I let out a groan as she pressed her hips down against me. I ran my hands up and down her, feeling the smoothness of her skin, cupping her soft breasts in my hands and teasing her nipples with my fingers, feeling the buildup of her pleasure and mine.

      Pulling herself away from my mouth, she smiled wickedly. Sitting with her ass on my chest once again, she opened her thighs to reveal her pink petals between them, and as I watched, she began to pleasure herself with her fingers.

      Sweat began to blossom from my body as my woolen blanket became far too hot. I could smell the sweetness of her as she moaned, wiggling her ass against me for purchase as she quickened her pace.

      Finally, with a deep and guttural grunt, she came, and in response, my body pounded almost painfully, swelling with my desire to put myself inside of her.

      She knew exactly what she was doing.

      Coming out of her ecstasy, she lifted herself off me again. On all fours on top of me, she began to run her hands across my chest as she slid down the length of my body, fingers tracing the outlines of my muscles and tugging away my blanket to expose my naked body beneath.

      Unrestrained, my cock stood up, long and hard and wanting. She admired it for a moment before meeting my eyes through the dark and smiling once again. Without warning, she bent her head down to take me fully into her mouth.

      I groaned as pleasure ran through me, as her tongue had its horrible way with me. She took me into her slowly and then released me again a little faster every time, her tongue running up the underside with each stroke, hot and wet.

      It had been too long since it had been like this, and all too soon, I was there, ready to release into her throat. When she saw me gripping at my sheets, she spat me out, smiling up at me once again with that glint in her dark eyes.

      “Ah-ah-ah,” she said. “Not so fast.”

      I cursed out loud as I felt my body straining for her mouth again, blood pounding furiously in my ears and in my dick. She sat on my stomach once again, with her back to me this time and began to pleasure herself all over again, beads of crystalline sweat sliding down the lines of her back. Blocking me from her and myself, so I couldn’t even finish what she’d started on my own. Still, I ran my hands over her smooth butt cheeks, spreading them playfully and causing her breath to hitch in her throat.

      It was torture for my body, stuck beneath her as she played with me like this, pleasure-filled moans escaping from her once again. Maybe hurt was the right word. I wanted to take her right now, to fill her up, to show her the kind of pleasure that can only be given by a man to a woman. She moaned again as she was reaching her second peak, and it was almost my undoing. I couldn’t take it anymore.

      Feeling a surge of strength run through me, I finally toppled her over onto the bed, and before she could recover from her surprise, I had spread her thighs apart and, in one motion, fully entered her.

      Her pussy was glorious, wetter than her mouth had been, and she shrieked involuntarily as I struck gold within her. She held onto my arms as I thrust my hips against hers again and again, as I lowered my head to kiss her breasts, to gingerly bite at one of her hard brown nipples.

      She cried out as she came again, and as her body pulsed around mine with waves of pleasure, I found my release soon after.

      Collapsing onto the bed beside her, we both laid in the dark for several minutes in each other’s company, sweating and struggling to catch our breath. Despite her meanness, it had been better than any sex I’d had for a long, long time. The woman was a titan, a goddess in her own right, and though she had tried to deny me my release, she still knew exactly how to please a man in all the best ways.

      Or maybe it had really been that long since I’d been with anyone. All I knew for sure was that this was the most satisfied I could remember feeling in what felt like forever.

      Once her breathing had slowed, she finally said, “You’re good.”

      “So are you. Though a little mean.”

      She laughed breathily. “That’s my thing, right? I’m the mean one that no one likes. Except for Anubis. Maybe Shari was jealous of that, but in reality, it only counted for so much. Everywhere else we went, people loved her the best. Without Anubis… it feels like I have no one else.”

      “Well, I’m starting to like you just fine.”

      “Ew.” Aziza playfully pretended to slap my chest. “Don’t make me puke, Huck Langston.”

      “You know you can just call me Huck, right?”

      “Just wait and see what I call you in a few minutes.”

      She kept her word. After we’d rested and reset, she moved onto me again, though she was much gentler this time around. No funny stuff, no games. She did it the old-fashioned way, sitting on top with me inside, swirling her hips slowly to the delight of us both.

      And after she’d fallen asleep in my arms, I stayed awake for another hour or so, holding her and watching her face as she slept. She looked so calm, so unburdened after our night together. And I guessed that, for the moment, that’s how I felt, too.
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      As I made my way up to breakfast the next morning, I was stopped in a corridor by the priestess Olabisi. I had spotted her blurry form in one of the mirrors against the wall, set there, of course, to reflect sunlight throughout the temple. It was too early in the morning for the sun to quite reach all the mirrors. So rather than glowing the pale yellow of headlamps as they did in the afternoon, the early morning temple mirrors were dull and smooth, and the underground portion of the temple was usually cast into darkness.

      I held a little beeswax candle in my hand to light my way. She was holding one, too, and it was the small flicker of orange flame in the otherwise lightless mirror that had caught my attention.

      She looked startled to see me as I rounded the corner.

      “Oh!” she said, though it came out hardly above a whisper. “Hello, Huck. Did you… did you sleep well?”

      She seemed timid, which was fairly out of character for the sweet and motherly woman. Usually, she was very held together, observant and doting. As the long-serving head priestess, it was up to her to keep the ship sailing, even when Bastet and the other gods poked holes in its hull. She did so in stride.

      For an odd moment, I wondered if she somehow knew what Aziza and I had been up to during the night.

      As far as I knew, it wasn’t against the rules to have sex in the temple. But there was this unknown sense about it, about what the priestesses would do if they knew they could have me.

      But Olabisi wasn’t acting that way. She glanced down the corridor behind her as if worried we were going to be overheard.

      “What is this about, Olabisi?” I pressed.

      “Huck….” She bit her lovely pink lip. “I’m worried about Muminah.”

      I straightened my posture, a little taken aback. “What about her, Olabisi? Is it about what happened with the bugs yesterday morning?”

      After a moment, she nodded. “They’re still out there, aren’t they?”

      “From what we can see, yes.” I sighed, running a hand through my hair. “I know it’s horrible,” I said. “If you’re worried the same thing will happen to someone else, don’t worry. I’m working on what to do about our little undead visitors.”

      Shame swelled in my throat. After the events of last night, the hours I had wasted with Aziza, I had almost forgotten Anubis’s infestation waiting for me outside. As Bastet’s champion, it was all on my shoulders to fix it, like I was her personal magical handyman. But I was still utterly lost on what to do. And my night spent with the guardian, as satisfying as it might have been, hadn’t exactly helped with brainstorming solutions.

      Under the influence of Aziza, I had shed all my worldly worries, and any realities outside the four walls of my bedroom had been left forgotten. Standing here in the hallway with a shrunken and mourning Olabisi, it all came flooding back in. My shoulders sagged under the weight of all the responsibilities I had not asked for.

      Olabisi didn’t seem satisfied with my response. “Huck, it’s not just what’s outside. It’s about…”

      She glanced over her shoulder down the corridor again, and this time I realized it wasn’t that she was worried about spreading some kind of damaging secret. She was worried about bringing someone pain with the subject matter.

      “It’s about Muminah’s body.”

      “Her body?”

      “Yes, Huck.”

      “What about it? Did someone mess with it? I told them not to go in there.” After the attack yesterday morning, and with no way to properly bury the girl, Sharifa and I had moved her body into an empty room deep in the temple. At least until our bug problem could be solved.

      “No, Huck. No one’s messed with her. Everyone’s too afraid to go in there.”

      “Okay. Then what’s the issue?”

      Her lip quivered. “It’s just that… I know we’re trapped in here, and I know that you’re already doing everything you can to help us with that, but…. We need to bury her, Huck. As soon as possible. If Muminah isn’t buried properly, her spirit won’t be able to rest, and then—”

      “Okay,” I said, letting out a long breath. “And there’s no way to do that here?”

      “We don’t have a burial chamber in the temple, Huck. And besides, we don’t have the proper tools needed for burial. Bastet’s focus is on life, not death.”

      “What do you mean by tools? You guys don’t have a shovel?”

      A severe look briefly interrupted her sadness. Her eyes glared at me, sharp and dangerous, and I knew I had poked mama bear.

      “Don’t be crass, Huck. I know you come from a different world than us, but that is no excuse. Maybe all they do where you come from is put a body in a hole in the ground, but for us, burial is a sacred and necessary ritual.”

      “Sorry. I didn’t mean to offend.”

      Her anger melted back into mourning, and she gazed down into the little flame in her hands, watching it dance and waver inches from her delicate fingertips. “It’s okay, Huck. You didn’t know. This is just something that we take very seriously.”

      “So what do you need?”

      “When performing a burial, we focus on the deceased’s life on the other side, rather than mere disposal of the body. Certain steps need to be taken to ensure a proper life after death. You don’t want your loved ones weighed down by unnecessary things, particularly when you take Anubis’s scales into account.”

      “Yeah, I’ve heard a lot about those scales lately. The ones with the ostrich feather, right?”

      “That’s right, Huck.” She smiled up at me like a proud teacher, delighted that her student had finally solved a particularly tricky math problem. It could have felt patronizing if it weren’t coming from her. “So, upon death, we shed their bodies of these unnecessary things. In the process, they become—”

      “Mummies,” I added, suddenly feeling very, very stupid.

      “Yes, Huck.”

      “And that’s what you need the tools for.”

      “Yes.”

      Memories of the history classes of my boyhood came to mind, blurry and fragmented. Lessons detailing the ancient practices of removing organs from the dead and filling the open cavities with sacred herbs. Removed organs were placed separately into canopic jars to be laid to rest with the body.

      To a modern kid, it had all seemed so strange and silly. My friends and I had laughed at the idea of removing someone’s brain through their nose with a curved blade or removing a dead man’s penis and placing it in a jar for safekeeping. To us, it had sounded like a bunch of savage nonsense.

      I tried not to think that way now. Standing in the middle of an Ancient Egyptian temple surrounded by undead bugs sent by a god to kill me, I would have to be an idiot to assume I still knew better about some of these things. Maybe beliefs and traditions like these had fallen out of fashion where I came from, but here they were very real.

      “There is no way for us to do any of these processes here, Huck,” she continued. “And the longer we wait, the less likely it is that she will find peace.”

      “Well, who can bury her?”

      The answer hit me a second before she said it. “The Temple of Anubis.”

      My gut sank like a rock. “Yeah. I think I see the problem,” I admitted.

      “I don’t want her angry spirit trapped here in the temple, for her sake as well as for ours. She’s a sweet girl, and she doesn’t deserve a fate like that. No one does. But I worry that, with things as they are between Bastet and Anubis, the priests will refuse to help us. It’s not right.” Tears filled her coffee-brown eyes. “She doesn’t deserve to be treated that way,” she said, her voice cracking. “No one deserves a fate like that, no matter who they are or what god they pledge their lives to.”

      I reached out a hand to touch her shoulder, to comfort her. To my surprise, she leaned forward to lay her head on my chest, wrapping her arms tightly around my waist and enveloping me in a hug.

      Embracing her with my free arm, I put my nose down against her soft brown hair. She smelled faintly of citrus, and I didn’t know if it was from her work cooking in the kitchens or from some sort of hair product bestowed on her by Bastet. Either way, she smelled good, and I stood there for a long moment, holding her against me, her breath tickling my bare chest.

      “It’s going to be okay,” I assured her. “I’m going to get rid of the bugs, and then I’ll get Anubis’s priests to help with Muminah. Whether they want to do it or not, Muminah will be buried like a queen. For what it’s worth, I cared about her, too.”

      Olabisi sighed into my chest, the tenseness in her shoulders melting. I could feel the heat of her candle at my back, but she was careful to keep it away from my skin.

      We had never hugged each other like this before. It was tender but electric. I had to lean down a little to hold her properly as she was about a head and a half shorter than me, but there was something about our two bodies together that felt right.

      “She cared about you very much, Huck. We all do. We know that leaving your home to become Bastet’s champion hasn’t been easy for you. Your whole world has changed, and you’re responsible for all of us now. I know that you’ll do the right thing. But…”

      Her fingers traced along my back, almost nervously, and her voice had lowered to little more than a murmur. “If you need something, we are here for you. All of us. We will give you anything.”
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        * * *

      

      Breakfast was a quiet affair. The other priestesses were still in mourning from yesterday’s events, and without access to the local market, the meal was mainly composed of leftovers from the previous day.

      Femi was back to her shy self, nibbling at the same piece of bread for nearly twenty minutes and hardly taking a single bite, and Sharifa was hardly any better. The only person at our table who didn’t seem to be influenced by the heaviness of the air was Aziza.

      Sandaled feet propped up next to a bowl of grapes, she leaned back against the wall behind her, chewing loudly on a slice of melon. She kept her dark eyes on mine as she slid her next slice of melon slowly into her mouth and out again the same way she had played with my body last night. I remembered the feeling of her stroking tongue, and with the resulting surge of desire, I had to turn my attention away again. Otherwise, I might have jumped on her right then and there.

      When I had woken this morning, Aziza had been absent from the bed, and honestly, I had been disappointed to find myself alone.

      She was attractive as hell, and if last night had been any evidence, even in a bad mood, she was an excellent fuck. Still, the whole thing was strange. I knew that.

      Aziza had never shown any physical attraction to me before, only a sort of pompous disdain. And yet, there she had been, fucking my mind out until the early morning. So, on top of it being some form of punishment like she had said, a wonderful form of revenge, it was possible that she felt something else for me. Something maybe a little closer to the real attraction that I felt for her.

      With the weight of everything else going on at the temple, and with Femi’s timid unavailability and Sharifa’s so far lack of physical affection, Aziza’s body had been a welcome reprieve. A mean, vengeful, but amazing reprieve.

      Even now, as she wrapped her wet tongue around her breakfast, she smiled at me coyly, playfully, as if none of it was serious. I wanted to take her again and again, to wrap her around me too. To play.

      But right now, this morning, I remembered that I had a job to do. We were still trapped in the temple until I could deal with Anubis’ stupid bugs. I was the only one here who could.

      So, at least until the night, Aziza would have to wait.
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      I spent the remainder of my morning alone in the entrance hall, listening to the gentle clinking of hanging crystals and the echoes of outside laughter as I waited for my powers to return. I tried everything I could think of, all the way up to holding my hand outside the front door until a single bowlegged spider took the bait.

      Even with its prickly feet directly on my skin, I felt no magic surging within me. It was still something I didn’t know how to access at will, but rather something that always appeared of its own accord. And right now, my magic just didn’t want to get up and out of bed. I quickly shook off the bug, and it melted into ash against the floor.

      I couldn’t shake the feeling that this was all some cruel joke by Bastet for my failed rescue mission back in that burning house and for throwing her statue into the flames. Maybe this was just what she did—picked on men for her own entertainment by throwing them into extreme circumstances to see how quickly they died. Gave them a taste of power to get them hooked, to keep them around her, and then take it away again to see how quickly they cracked.

      I refused to beg. To any woman. Even a goddess.

      For her to bring me here and not give me clear instructions, not even so much as a manual, seemed like a bunch of bullshit. Her question and answer session earlier in the week hadn’t really answered all of the questions I had. If she really wanted me to get this job done for her, to mess with Anubis on her behalf, she hadn’t done much to set me up for success.

      Or maybe it was all a way to keep me from pursuing the god’s death. If she only gave me info she thought to be necessary, maybe she thought she could keep me away from things she didn’t want me doing.

      Disguised as Onyx, she hadn’t been much better. Although she had told me where to go and had even given Femi and me clothes to wear. Where was that helpfulness now?

      Even if I could access my powers, I still wasn’t sure what to do about these bugs. They weren’t normal bugs. They were undead like Sharifa had explained. Even if I could use magic to throw them off the building, they would likely just spring back up and try again.

      Their bodies needed to be destroyed as well. Though how to organize such an attack, I didn’t know. When I had put my full hand out, only one spider had taken a shot at me, while the rest had hung back for a better meal. They might be dead, but they were smart.

      My thoughts were interrupted by a sudden hand on my waist.

      “Having fun?” Aziza’s voice hummed in my ear.

      “Not really.”

      She swung herself around to stand in front of me, all seven feet of her glistening with oil in the late morning light. Pulling me against her body, she pressed her breasts close to my face and, even though they were covered now by her silver armor, I could see them in my mind as clearly as if they were bared before me. I could see every inch of her body that way, exactly as I had seen it last night, shining with sweat and twisting with waves of pleasure.

      When she kissed my mouth, I leaned into it, enjoying the experience of her.

      “What are you doing here?” she asked me. “And all alone, at that.”

      “I’m trying to work on this bug problem. I just….” I sighed. “I guess I’m just kinda lost on what to do here.”

      Raising an eyebrow, she said, “Really? A few bugs are a problem for you?”

      I smiled back. “I know, right? I’m able to defeat the guardians of Anubis, no problem. But these little critters are somehow stumping me.”

      “I wouldn’t say the guardians gave you no problems.” Lifting her toned leg, she rested her foot on the small of my back, pulling me closer into her body. Fuck, she knew what she was doing.

      “Come on,” she purred, leaning her head forward to plant kisses on my neck. “Forget about it. Let’s go down to the baths together to relax.”

      I could feel the desire for her growing, my body remembering how good she had felt and yearning to feel her again. But I also knew I had work to do. And if I spent all my time with the guardian, I would never get anything else done. The longer I waited to fix this Anubis problem, the more people would get hurt.

      As great as last night had been, I couldn’t shake what had happened to Muminah from my mind. My talk with Olabisi this morning had spurred me to work even harder to get us out of this temple. Being trapped in here wasn’t some kind of vacation from the rest of the world. I couldn’t afford to think of it like that.

      “I would love to, Aziza. But I’m trying to focus right now. This problem isn’t going to solve itself.”

      She groaned impatiently into my neck. “It’s not like the bugs can come in here to bother us,” she said. “And who knows—you’ll probably kill yourself while trying to get rid of them. As funny as that would be, I want to keep you around just a little longer. While we’re stuck in here, waiting for death, we might as well take advantage of it, right?”

      “I’d rather not wait around for death if I can help it.” I looked her right in her eyes, the way I would stare down a stalking wolf. And like with the wolf, there were boundaries that needed to be established. “Last night was a great surprise. We will have all the time in the world later, after I fix this. The longer we wait, the more painful it’s going to be overall for the whole temple.”

      Rolling her eyes, she said, impatiently, “And in the meantime, it’s painful for me.” Grabbing my wrists, she put both my hands on her breasts. “My body needs you, Huck Langston.”

      Planting her mouth on mine, her tongue instantly found its way through my teeth. I could feel her own teeth scratching against my lips, but I did not pull back. Despite myself, I wanted her. Oh, gods, I wanted her right here and now. I wanted her mouth around me again, her stroking tongue. I wanted her naked breasts in my hands. I wanted to show her all over again what a good fuck really was and to teach her to be careful what she fucking asked for.

      I could feel myself hardening, and I moved my hips against her leg, which was still wrapped tightly around me. She laughed into my mouth as she noticed my growing erection, and I put my hand on the back of her head, pulling her in for a tighter kiss to shut her up.

      It was an angry kind of attraction we had for each other. Like nothing I’d ever experienced back home. Aggressive, and powerful. Dominant from both ends. It was the kind of relationship that could be explosive, even damaging, if we weren’t careful.

      We made out like this for a little while until she pulled her mouth away, and I let her go. She looked down at me, panting and grinning widely.

      “Want to take this to your bedroom?” she asked.

      “I already told you what I want to do,” I whispered back.

      “What? Your stupid bugs?”

      I opened my mouth to speak again, but she wasn’t paying attention anymore. Her eyes had locked on something over my shoulder, and after a moment, she smiled her devilish smile.

      “Looks like we have company. Too bad,” she said.

      I turned my head to follow her gaze and immediately saw a pair of despondent, lavender eyes.

      “Femi,” I said.

      She stood there in her white dress and plum sash, her hair in shining, healthy curls. Watching me here holding and kissing Aziza and hearing whatever amount of our conversation she’d heard, she looked like a puppy that had just been kicked.

      “Femi—” I didn’t get a chance to finish the sentence before she turned heel and ran.

      Pushing myself from Aziza’s grasp, I sprinted after her. Shouts from the guardian echoed after me as I followed Femi into the next room, but I didn’t stop.

      Desperation filled my belly like a bag full of butterflies, urging me to catch the purple-eyed woman who now ran from me. We went through parts of the temple I had never seen before. A room with glistening fountains filled with live birds bathing themselves in the cool waters. A storage area full of half-empty barrels of fruits and grains and a small tower of freshly folded clothes. And what was probably the largest room in the whole temple, with pale walls stretched nearly fifty feet skyward and covered in sprawling clay mosaics.

      It was in this room that she finally stopped, and so did I. She seemed compelled in some way by the mosaic before her, keeping her eyes trained on the waves and rupturing lines of the inlaid tiles. It was the most impressive mosaic in the room, and I took this brief respite to take it in as well.

      The mosaic was a portrait of the goddess Bastet in a mix of her humanoid and cat forms. It was the same version of her I had seen carved on the walls of Anubis’s temple—the body of a voluptuous human woman and with the head of a black cat, its face noble and expressionless.

      Her breasts were bare, her only piece of clothing the white loincloth wrapped around her hips, a long end of it trailing before her with all the gentle beauty of a wedding veil. She was framed with silver spirals and rings, giving her the appearance of a protective angel. I supposed this was why Femi felt so taken by her. In this form, it was easy to forget what Bastet was and to focus instead on what she represented—cats, femininity, fertility, protection.

      Femi turned around to look at me, and though she had calmed some from her initial shock, I could tell she was still hurt. As usual, her face showed her emotions far too easily. Especially those lovely purple eyes.

      “Femi—” I started, but she stopped me by shaking her head.

      “You…. You like Aziza.” It wasn’t a question.

      “Well, sure. I’m not going to say that I don’t like her. I do. But it’s more complicated than that.”

      “How?” Her eyes pierced mine.

      “How what?”

      “How is it complicated? She had herself wrapped around you. You were kissing her and…”

      Femi’s eyes flickered down to my kilt, and she blushed.

      “Oh,” I said. “I didn’t know you had seen that part.”

      “I know what that means,” she spat. “When a man’s body moves like that. It means you like her. It means you love her.”

      “Not always, actually. You’d be surprised what can set it off.”

      Wrapping her arms around herself, she looked so small and cold. Wounded.

      “I don’t love her, Femi,” I said.

      “I know what I saw.”

      “Yeah, but you don’t know everything about that kind of stuff, do you? Like, I could read a book about a pilot, but that doesn’t mean I can fly a plane.”

      “What? What are you talking about?”

      I shook my head at my own stupidity. “I mean, fuck, what’s an analogy you would understand?”

      “I am not an idiot, Huck Langston.”

      “I didn’t say that.”

      “You always imply that I am. Just because I lack your worldly experience does not mean I am incapable of understanding you.”

      “And I didn’t say that you were, Femi. Could you give me a fucking second?”

      Nostrils flaring, she said, in a very hard tone, “I wish that you would not use that language with me.”

      “What? ‘Fuck?’ You’ve used it before. I’ve heard you use it.”

      “But you use it differently,” she said. “I use it rarely and only to emphasize. You only use words like that when you are angry. Or impatient.”

      I couldn’t help it. All worried butterflies were gone. All I felt now was anger gripping at my insides. What the hell did she know about me? What the hell did she know about anything?

      At the same time, I knew she was right. But I wasn’t in any mood to acknowledge that fact.

      “I’m not promised to you,” I said. “What is between Aziza and me has got nothing to do with you.”

      Femi opened her mouth as if to spit something back at me, but then she snapped her mouth shut again. Her eyes fluttered as she thought about what I had just said, the words dancing just behind her eyelids until finally, she looked back up at me, her jaw set.

      “You are right, Huck Langston,” she said. “You’re not promised to me. It is none of my business what you do with your body or who you fuck. But I’m not promised to you, either. So I wish for you to afford me the same courtesy. You will never ask me about my body or my pleasure again, and you will certainly never bathe me. I hope you enjoy yourself.”

      After she had made this proclamation, she left the room.

      This time, feeling irritated and disappointed in equal measures, I did not follow.
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      Drops of sweat tumbled down Olabisi’s naked skin as she sat atop me, moving up and down again and again and again. Low involuntary moans escaped from her mouth, and every time they did, she blushed furiously as if to apologize. But I didn’t care. It was good to know she was feeling the same things I was.

      When we had both come, she flopped down on the bed next to me, exhausted and panting. “It has been years, Huck Langston…. I had almost forgotten….”

      “Good, huh?”

      She laughed generously, and I smiled to myself. I’d sought her out after my conversation with Femi, and she’d turned out to be just what I’d needed. My body felt so relieved, so unburdened, and I never wanted that feeling to go away. Since coming here to Ancient Egypt, it wasn’t until after sex that I fully realized how tense I had been.

      “Want to go again?” I asked.

      “Give me a few minutes. I’m out of practice.”

      “Heh. Fair enough.”

      We were silent for hardly a few seconds before she asked, tentatively, “Do you know what you plan to do with Anubis’s swarm, Huck Langston?”

      I turned my head to look at her. Her breasts were cast in a soft orange outline from the candle behind her, and I watched them rise and fall with her steadying breaths. She really was very pretty. She might not have been physically altered like the guardians to be beautiful Amazonian creatures, nor had she been chosen and tailored for a god like Femi had. Her beauty was more subtle, and it came to her naturally.

      Somehow, at this moment, knowing that about her was comforting.

      She waited patiently while I thought about my answer. She was so easy to be around. “I want to be honest with you, Olabisi. I’m having trouble with this.”

      “Mm-hm.”

      “I come from a different place with easier solutions than I have here. Back then, if you had a bug problem, you could just call an expert to come and fix it for you. But I’m suddenly expected to be the expert who knows everything and solves everyone’s problems. And it’s not even like Bastet really explained what to do in this kind of situation. Also, I think she took my powers with her when she left.”

      I didn’t want to make this admission, really, but Olabisi was easy to talk to, and I trusted her.

      Olabisi frowned pensively at this. “She did?”

      “I used to have powers, and while I didn’t really know how to control them, at the very least, I could pull them out when I needed them the most. Mostly when fighting the guardians. But now that these little bugs are here, they’re completely gone. I don’t know what to do. I’ve been waiting for Bastet to come back and explain herself or give me something else that I can do, but what if it’s too late by then?”

      Olabisi’s gentle hand grazed my cheek, and she smiled at me with all the kindness in the world. “Why didn’t you just say so? I can help with that.”

      “You can?”

      “Of course!” she exclaimed cheerfully, hopping up into a sitting position once again, ready and recharged. “What sort of priestess would that make me if I couldn’t enhance Bastet’s power?”

      She climbed back on top of me until she was sitting over my thighs, her eyes trained on a very particular part of me.

      “What do you have to do?” I asked her hesitantly.

      “Don’t worry. It doesn’t hurt one bit,” she said as she started to stroke my dick with her hand. Despite whatever trepidation I might have felt, I began to respond to her. “I promise, it’s actually very pleasant.”

      I wasn’t quite sure what she was doing to me. All I know was that it felt good.

      Back and forth, she went between herself and me, giving each of us pleasure and building it up bit by bit until finally, we had both neared our peaks again. In one swift motion, she lowered herself onto me, and as soon as I went inside her, she came with a loud shriek.

      As she came, and as waves of her pleasure wrapped around me, I could feel it. I could feel the pinch inside me again, my magic, yearning to be released.

      I had missed it so much that once it was back, without thinking twice, I released it.

      Our bodies were tossed into the air as an invisible blast shot out from my body in all directions.

      Furniture rattled, and candles were blown out in an instant. I didn’t care what was happening to us. I was just riding the high of the moment. Floating feet above the bed, I came into the priestess for the second time that night. Her hands clung to my sweaty body, and she laughed with delight, swinging her legs through the air as I filled her.

      Slowly, as my high wore off, we lowered back onto the bed. I lay there catching my breath, my mind shaking in my skull with the wonder of it all.

      As she started to climb back off me, I grabbed her forearm. Her concerned eyes met mine through the dark. “What was that?” I asked. “What did you do?”

      “I enhanced your powers, Huck,” she said with a friendly smile. “Just like I said I would. Wasn’t that fun?”

      “But it’s gone again. I don’t feel my powers anymore. It was just for a moment.”

      “It doesn’t really work like that, Huck. It’s not exactly permanent.”

      Shit.

      “How do we make it permanent, then?”

      “Hmm….” She thought about it for a long and agonizing moment before eventually answering, “This is my first time caring for a champion, of course, so most of what I know about this is just theory. From what I know, in most cases, it would be up to Bastet alone to enhance your powers permanently.”

      “And in other cases?”

      “It’s never been done, as far as I know. But it’s possible that if we got all of the priestesses to participate in the ritual, all of our efforts combined might be strong enough to enhance your powers permanently. Or, at the very least, for an extended period of time.”

      “Whatever I need to do, Olabisi.”

      It was hard to see her through the dark, but I could feel her shifting uncomfortably under my grip. I knew I was asking her tough questions at best and asking her to go against the goddess she had dedicated her life to at worst. But if this was the answer to my magic problem, I honestly didn’t care what it took.

      “I don’t know, Huck. I don’t think Bastet would approve,” she whispered as if afraid the goddess would hear her. “I shouldn’t have said anything—”

      “No, no. I’m glad you told me.” Taking her hand in mine, I sat up so I was nose to nose with her, breathing in her wonderful scent. “You don’t need to worry about Bastet, okay? If anything happens, you can blame it all on me. What the hell is she gonna do to her champion?”

      “That’s another thing I’m afraid of, Huck. You don’t know her as well as we do. I’m not exactly scared of her, but I’ve never really seen her angry. Everything is so new and unknown right now. It frightens me. I don’t know what to expect if we go against her will. When the gods get angry at us, it doesn’t really matter who they are anymore. All gods are to be feared, Huck.”

      “Well, I’m not afraid. And if it’s done for a good purpose, does it really matter if she wanted us to do it or not? If it helps people, that’s still better than doing nothing, right? Waiting for a sign from a goddess that may never come?”

      “I suppose.”

      I gripped her hand tighter. “I need us to do this ritual as soon as possible. I think this is how we get the bugs cleared, Olabisi, and then we can begin working again. I wouldn’t ask to do it if it wasn’t necessary.”

      And if it also helped me take on Anubis, that could only be to everyone’s benefit, too, right?

      After a moment, she took a deep breath and said, “I trust you, Huck. It is my duty to serve Bastet’s champion. If this is what you need, then I will do my best to provide it.”

      “How soon can you have everything ready?”

      “Tomorrow night at the soonest. It must be at night. And we’ll need to gather all the correct herbs to make sure we’re channeling our energies correctly, and to prepare the room we’ll need—”

      “Whatever you need to do. Tomorrow night it is, then.”
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      It seemed that by the time breakfast came around the next morning, an excited buzz had already spread throughout the temple. Word had passed quickly among the priestesses, and despite the sparseness of our morning meal of mostly stale bread and overripe fruit, they served it giddily, giggling as they poured my beer or brushed against me as they passed by.

      Femi hadn’t spoken to me all morning, spending all of breakfast staring at her plate and picking absentmindedly at a grape or two. So if she had noticed the commotion around her, she probably wasn’t going to say anything to me about it anyway. I was still a little sore over our conversation yesterday, and obviously she was too, sitting a few tables away from the guardians and me.

      Aziza seemed a little sore as well from yesterday’s events. She wasn’t as playful as she had been the morning before. Instead, she sat with her arms crossed, her petulant scowl back in full force.

      But no matter how the women around me felt today, I couldn’t help but feel elated right alongside the priestesses in anticipation for tonight’s ritual. If Olabisi’s ministrations the previous night had been any indication, the ritual would involve sex.

      Of course I was excited. I felt good at the thought of my powers returning, the best I had felt, really, since I’d been dropped into this hot, sand-caked world.

      The only thing that could sully my good mood appeared when I visited my bedroom that afternoon to fetch a change of clothes for my bath. I knew something was off as soon as I opened the door. I could see her form in the dark, draped across my blankets.

      At first, I thought it was Aziza, trying to have her way with me again, this time on her own terms. But when I noticed the flicking of a long, black tail, I realized who it really was.

      Fuck, did she look tired. Her gray cat eyes were half-lidded with dark bags below.

      Bastet smiled lazily as I stepped into the room and shut the door behind me. Seeing her here had shattered my happy spell, and it was quickly replaced by a tenseness in my chest.

      It didn’t matter now how much I’d wanted to see her a day ago. Things had changed. I had gone behind her back. I didn’t know if she’d found me out or not, but that hardly mattered. I was resolved to go ahead with the ritual.

      No matter what act she tried to pull now, I wasn’t here to play.

      “Hello there, my champion,” she purred, wiggling her back against the blankets like the sleepy cat she was. “I hope you don’t mind. No one else was using your bed, and there was this lovely warm patch.”

      Suspicious, I said, “No. I don’t mind, I guess.”

      “Mmm, good. I like being here. It smells like you.” At this, she buried her nose into the cloth, inhaling the scent held within it. Her eyes watched me as she did so, glowing through the dim light. Waiting to see how I would react.

      “Why are you here, Bastet?” I asked.

      “It’s been so long since I’ve seen you, Huck.

      “It has.”

      “Didn’t you miss me?”

      “It’s more the information that I missed. You took that with you when you left. Oh right, and the fucking magic. That’s a big thing you took away.”

      She pouted up at me. “You’re mad? Haven’t I given you everything you’ve ever wanted? Power, fame, women, a big fancy home?”

      “Including the big swarm of zombie bugs outside? Yeah, it’s all very nice.”

      “I heard about that. But Anubis’s bugs shouldn’t be a problem for you, Huck Langston. I told you that I’ve given you everything that you need.”

      “Have you?” I asked pointedly. “Maybe you weren’t listening, Bastet, but my powers have stopped working. The magic I used against the guardians hasn’t come back since the fight in the marketplace.”

      “I can’t do everything for you, Huck. Some things you just have to figure out on your own.”

      My fists started to shake with my growing rage, but I swallowed it down. I didn’t want her to try anything tricky. I still didn’t know the limits of her effect on me, how far she would be willing to go. Olabisi’s talk of godly retribution last night had made me a little wary.

      “I’ve been trying to use my powers, but nothing has worked,” I clarified.

      “Well then, maybe it’s just not meant to happen that way. Maybe there’s another solution you haven’t thought of yet.” She winked up at me.

      “I’ve been trying to think of solutions, but unfortunately, I’m in a strange place I don’t really know how to navigate, with confusing powers that come and go. The best I’ve come up with involves you.”

      She perked up like this was exactly what she’d been waiting to hear. “Me? What do you want with me?”

      “I want you to send all the cats in the city to deal with these bugs. You can do that, right? You’re the cat goddess. If the bugs were eaten, they would be destroyed for good, and then Anubis wouldn’t be able to send them after us again.”

      Groaning with disappointment, she rolled over onto her back again. “I am not going to do that for you, Huck Langston. Don’t you know what that could do to a cat’s digestion?”

      “Then give me the power to do so. Or give me any power to do anything at all.”

      Her shining eyes glared. “As I have said many times now, I have already given you everything you need. If you can’t do something, then you aren’t meant to. So you’ll need to move on.”

      “And in the meantime, you’re just leaving your priestesses trapped in here to be killed with me? Don’t you care that someone has already died?”

      “Of course I care!” Pouncing up onto her knees, she stared at me with indignant kitty eyes, her long tail sweeping back and forth through the air behind her. “But there are rules in play that you just don’t understand—”

      “Well, maybe I’d understand a bit better if you would tell me everything that’s going on.”

      “You want to know what’s going on?” she challenged. “While you’ve been hiding away in here, Pharaoh Kamon and his goons have taken over the city! They’ve been terrorizing all of Waset, looking for my followers!

      “It’s not fair!” she cried. “It’s not fair for Anubis to have the pharaoh on his side! Anubis thinks he’s clever, but it’s no fun for him to play the game this way! I was hoping Princess Nuru would speak up and stop her father from helping him—she’s always been a big fan of mine, of course—but she’s said nothing!”

      “Then why haven’t you gone to speak with her? If she’s so loyal to you and if she could help us, then let’s get her on our side.”

      Bastet’s sharp smile appeared through the dark. “Because that’s not up to me anymore. That’s up to you. That’s why I brought a champion here in the first place. There are things that need to be done here that I cannot do myself. Maybe Anubis doesn’t play by the rules, but I do.”

      “Again with the fucking rules!” I couldn’t stop myself anymore. I was pissed. “While you’re in here fucking around on my sheets and worrying about playing by the rules, people are dying! If you really care, then fucking act like it!”

      It happened faster than the blink of an eye. One second, her gray eyes flashed dangerously through the dark, and the next, her body was pressed against mine, her nose millimeters from my own and her hand up against my throat, sharp claws digging into my skin. I was forced up against the wall, and in my shock, I did not fight her off.

      “I will not say it again,” she said darkly. Her warm honey breath spilled across my nose, and I felt almost dizzy. Enchanted. “I have given you everything you need. You represent me now.”

      Bastet’s free hand found my waist again, exploring the muscles of my stomach with the pointed tip of a nail.

      “This body of yours that you have given me,” she said, “is only here because I made it so. Your powers and the very breath in your lungs come from me. You owe everything you are to me, Huck Langston. I want to see you act like it. Got it?” she growled, thrusting her hand harder into my neck and smacking the back of my head against the wall.

      Before I could catch enough breath to answer her, she licked up the length of my cheek with her tongue, her hips brushing up against mine. It was sexual, but also almost an act of claiming, as if I were her food and she wanted to taste me before gobbling me up.

      And then she was gone, vanishing in a puff of smoke and silver glitter.

      Fuck. I would find a way to get out from under her spell one day.

      But not tonight. No, my night was booked, and in a pleasant way, at that. I had a date. Lots of them.

      As I made my way to the bath, I smiled. The ritual was, among other things, an act of rebellion on my part. Bastet wanted to play with her food, huh? Well, I could play too.

      As the night drew closer, I finished my bath and had dressed in oils and a fresh white kilt just as the priestesses had instructed. My hands were shaking from the intensity of it all. After my talk with Bastet, I wanted this ritual done now more than ever.

      She had insisted she’d given me everything I needed, but it had never really felt like that was the truth. Maybe she thought she’d given me everything I needed, but that was it.

      She hadn’t anticipated Anubis not to play by whatever “rules” she had subscribed herself to. And while she waited for him to behave, more people would die.

      Against the gods’ rules, he had aligned himself with the Pharaoh. Against the gods’ rules, he now controlled the city through the Pharaoh’s guards. Rules didn’t matter to him that much. And so, whether or not they mattered to Bastet was no longer relevant.

      She was right about only one thing. I was brought here to deal with Anubis on her behalf. So if he didn’t want to play by the rules, then neither would I.

      Tonight couldn’t come quickly enough.
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      The ritual hall was enormous.

      The one back at the Temple of Anubis, where I’d first seen Femi painted and bound on the altar, had been dark and angular, segmented by thick pillars jutting from the ground like daunting obelisks. But the one here in the Temple of Bastet, like so many other things in her temple, vibrated at the seams with life and glamor.

      In fact, the whole scene hardly felt Egyptian at all. It was like walking into a room at the Roman Coliseum or an Ancient Grecian king’s immaculate palace. Pale stone walls shone white and pristine against the candlelight. The room was perfectly round as well, and the floor had been dug out and filled with powdery sand in the shape of a gently sloping bowl. Instead of thick, sandy pillars, thin stone arches stood around the room, forming a semi-snowflake pattern on the ceiling, above which hung a chandelier-like display of aqua and turquoise crystals.

      An ovular altar, similar to the one back in Anubis’s temple, sat in the center of the divot below, made of a supple gray-blue stone. A various assortment of pale blankets and pillows had been arranged in the sand around the altar for the priestesses to lie upon.

      The room smelled of herbs and burning incense, and from where I stood by the door, I could see clay bowls filled with white and blue paints in a few of the waiting priestesses’ hands.

      The dozen and a half priestesses were all here and ready to go.

      There wasn’t a shred of clothing on any of them.

      Even Olabisi had undone her long braid, her straight brown hair spilling across her shoulders and down to her soft waist. They were all-natural beauties, and I stood before them for a long moment from the raised edge of the room to admire the view.

      It was about then that I noticed two women dressed in silver armor sitting on the other side of the room.

      “What are they doing here?” I asked out of curiosity.

      As Sharifa giggled, Olabisi explained, “They found out about the ritual and asked to watch. There’s nothing wrong with a little voyeurism.”

      “They won’t ruin anything?”

      At this, Aziza playfully yelled, “Fuck off, champion!”

      But Olabisi ignored her. “Of course they won’t. Having a little extra female energy in the room will only help.”

      “And, um… does Femi know, too?”

      “Not that I know of.”

      “Okay, then.” I let out a deep breath. “They can stay, then. Let’s get started.”

      I did as the priestesses directed and shed my clean white kilt, exposing my fully naked body to the assembled group. A few of the girls giggled shyly. They gestured to the altar, wordlessly showing me what I had to do.

      Taking a deep breath, I stepped down into the center of the circle and toward the altar.

      Climbing up onto the altar and feeling its cold surface against my skin, I sat just as they directed and laid down on my back lengthwise across the stone.

      The priestesses holding the bowls of paint stepped forward and began to paint parts of my body with various symbols, using their fingers just like the priests of Anubis had on Femi. They painted small symbols on the palms of my hands and the tops of my feet and a large one across my chest. Olabisi then approached with a small clay jar of dried and crushed herbs and began to sprinkle them into the paint, covering me in a sweet floral scent.

      They had me sit up so they could paint more symbols on my back. As Olabisi sprinkled these new symbols with the herbs, another priestess approached me from the front.

      It was Messit. Her skin was cocoa dark and covered in shining oils. She shuffled forward and, pulling herself onto the altar, straddled my lap with her face near mine. Shyly, she leaned forward and kissed me on the lips. Her shyness didn’t last for very long as her tongue quickly entangled with mine.

      I quickly grew erect, my cock rising to brush beneath her, right up against the hot, wet patch between her legs. She pushed me down onto my back again before climbing forward to put her pink lower lips over my mouth. Using my tongue, I began to lick and tease her most sensitive areas. The priestess moaned with growing pleasure.

      It wasn’t long before I suddenly felt an unseen mouth slide over my cock and start to pleasure me that way, distracting me from my work with Messit. I groaned, my hips pushing up against the mystery priestess’s mouth, and she continued her work in earnest, with long and indulgent strokes up and down.

      The room was soon filled with moans of ecstasy as each priestess took turns pleasuring each other and pleasuring me. It was a full-on orgy in the goddess’s honor, and while I couldn’t yet feel the magical power surging within me, I could feel my orgasm beginning to build. I had never felt anything so intense within myself, the product of a room full of women working on me together. At this pace, it wouldn’t take long for me to reach my peak, and I strained to keep going, to keep myself from ending the whole thing too quickly.

      At the edge of the room, I could see the guardians. Over the chorusing moans of pleasure, I couldn’t hear what they were saying to each other, but I could tell that they were both powerfully affected by the scene before them.

      Sharifa’s eyes sparkled with excitement, and even Aziza looked happy. In fact, I recognized Aziza’s expression all too well. She was turned on by the whole affair.

      After a bit of talking and pointing, something between the guardians seemed to reach a tipping point. They looked deeply into each other’s eyes and began to make out ferociously as if caught up in the moment. I almost came at the sight of them, but still, I held on.

      The priestesses were busy with each other at the moment, writhing on the floor all around me and eating each other out or using their fingers. I could hold myself together at the sex happening all around me, but I knew one more touch, and that would be the end of me. I would come.

      As I waited for the priestesses to make the next move, another sight caught my eye. A nervous pair of purple eyes across the room by the door.

      Somehow, either by the noise we made or by rumor like the guardians, Femi had found us. Her purple eyes surveyed the women writhing all around, the guardians making out and clutching at each other’s breasts, and me in the center of it all, hard as a rock. Her eyes met mine, and even if she was across the room from me, she was still too easy to read.

      She was pissed.

      I didn’t have any time to react. And frankly, I wasn’t sure that I wanted to. Like we’d agreed before, it was none of her business what I did with my body. Personally, I had no regrets.

      Olabisi climbed up onto the altar by my legs and now stood over me. Her whole body dripped with sweat, and I could see between her legs at her swollen and begging pussy.

      “Girls!” she called breathlessly to her fellows. “It is time! Hands!”

      All at once, the girls got to their feet and stood in a perfect circle around the altar, linking hands with one another. A tingle ran through my body, like the friction of a balloon. I could feel something stirring within me, a power slithering somewhere beneath the surface of my pleasure. If I could only reach it.

      The two girls on the ends of the chain linked their hands with Olabisi, closing the circle. Without warning, Olabisi kneeled down on top of me and expertly slid me inside. She was hot and wet, and with just a pump or two of her hips, I finally gave in.

      I shouted as I came into her, and in the very same instant, she came with me. The feeling was passed through the circle of women through their linked hands, and in a great roar, we all released together.

      My body started to shake out of my control. The pinch was back in full force, stabbing through my gut, and before I could stop it, the feeling had ruptured.

      The women’s screams began to subside, to fade into the void, and all at once, the room vanished around me.

      I opened my eyes, and for a long moment, I didn’t trust what I saw. Because, without any preamble, I had suddenly found myself standing among the clouds.

      An endless plain of sand stretched out from beneath my feet in every direction. And like a great fog above, thick pearly clouds surrounded the world. I felt so lightheaded, and I couldn’t understand what was going on.

      Before me, wearing a shaggy and mangled maroon cloak and with the head of a strange animal, was a man I had never seen before.

      No, I realized. Not a man. A god.

      Ginger fur, square ears, and a mammalian face with a long snout and a fox-like grin. Beneath his open robe, I could see his chest and muscular stomach, dark and bare, and he wore a black kilt decorated with woven gold trim.

      The god sat in a throne made of gold, detailed with inlaid animal bones and chunks of crocodile skin. Around the edges of his robe, I could make out hieroglyphs carved into the throne’s golden surface, images regaling tales of epic storms and desert winds and weathered homesteads.

      I looked into the god’s eyes as he peered down at me from his full twelve-foot height, grinning widely, his black eyes electric in their animalistic sockets.

      “Hello, Huck Langston,” the god said. His voice was rough, aged. “Finally, we meet. I have waited too long to speak with you.

      “I am the god Set, lord of storms, disorder, and violence. And a little birdy told me you’re looking for a way to kill Anubis.”
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      What the fuck?

      I felt like the world was going a mile a second and that my brain had been left somewhere far behind, back in that room with the screaming women. Or worse, back on the floor of that burning house. Another god had appeared to fuck with me? Surely, they had better things to do.

      I looked hard into the god’s eyes. They had no whites to show, just two large black marbles set into his head. As fearful as they were, there was also a slight button eye quality about them that I couldn’t quite explain. They reminded me of the eyes of a teddy bear, the eyes of something that was once very loved but that had rotted away in a musty attic. Full of memory and sadness.

      “What do you want with me?” I asked him.

      When he laughed, it came out like a wolf’s bark. “That’s your first question? You’ve spent too much time with gods like Bastet and Anubis, my boy.” His face was animalistic, but it was an animal like none I had ever seen before.

      “Not enough time, actually. What the hell is going on here? I’m not about to get roped into helping you with your problems too, am I?”

      “No, no, of course not, my boy. I do not seek to use you. Merely to offer you an opportunity.” His eyes glittered as he said that, and his clawed hands gripped the arms of his throne.

      “No thanks. I’m already busy with the last opportunity a god tried to offer me.”

      “Ahh,” he said as if he’d figured something out. “The others have made you suspicious. These younger gods, they think they can run the world however they want without consequences. They treat humankind like a bunch of bumbling hens. Either you are used as a source of production for monuments and temples and such, giving and giving your entire minuscule lives for nothing in return. Or else you are consumed. You have seen this yourself, haven’t you?”

      I swallowed. “Yes. Of course, I have.”

      “Bastet has chosen you for a great purpose against your will.”

      “Damn right.”

      “You are her egg-laying hen, Huck Langston. You are her acrobat, her dancer, her fire-swallower. You are an object of her entertainment, tasked with performing to her divine standards. Many men have held your role in the past, and unless something changes, many more after you will suffer the same fate. I have brought you here, where they cannot find you, because I have sensed a resistance growing within you. The unhappiness you feel at being cast as Anubis’s babysitter and as Bastet’s plaything.”

      “Don’t tell me how I feel.” Sure, I wasn’t happy with Bastet at the moment. I hadn’t been for days. But I didn’t want this god taking advantage of whatever I was feeling. If I were dissatisfied, that was my business. And I didn’t need some old god butting into it. Or calling me an egg-laying hen.

      He snickered through his pointed teeth. “To deny your unhappiness is only to delay the consequences of it. I assure you I wish you no ill. I am here to give you an out.”

      “And to do that, you needed to kidnap me, too? Make me some kind of champion for whatever you’ve got going on? Not fucking interested.”

      “It is not a kidnapping, my boy,” he growled, growing impatient. “I have felt every painful thing you have felt. Every bad thought, every desire for violence and sexual lust. I have tasted every drop of blood you have desired to spill, and every wave of outrage and jealousy that has coursed through your body has been reflected in mine. It was you who summoned me to you, though I could not reach you until today. When you finally extended yourself out from under Bastet’s influence and protection—when you decided you were no longer hers—that was the moment that our meeting was finally allowed.”

      He smiled a wolfish grin. “Your growing bloodthirst summoned me. For days, I have been trying to reach you, but you have been safe within Bastet’s grasp. She does not want us to speak out of fear that I might influence you to the wrong path.”

      “I mean, that’s a pretty easy assumption to make, Set. You said you were the god of violence and storms, right?”

      “But not all violence is equal, is it? Violence can cause conflicts, yes. But it can solve them, too. That is especially true where you come from, isn’t it? When diplomacy cannot work, violence is there. I am there. I am not saying it’s right, but it is true. No one can deny that.

      “And storms? Well. Storms themselves are a special form of violence. Storms may damage homes and destroy wildlife, but they also make it possible for new life to grow in its place, more powerful than its ancestors had been before it. That is what I do. Some call it violence and destruction. I call it a natural part of the circle of life, a circle I have been participating in since the day I was created. But this natural order has been disturbed by divine vanity, just as it was millennia ago. When the God Killer was first created.”

      I felt the hairs on the back of my neck tingle at the sound of its name. It was from the legend that Satemi had mentioned, the weapon that was said to be able to kill a god but that had been lost to time.

      When the god Set talked about the weapon now, there was no mortal fear in his black eyes or his smoky voice. If such a weapon were real, as he had just suggested, why wouldn’t he fear what it could do?

      The god smiled to himself as he watched me in my confusion. He stood, sweeping his robe behind him, and gestured with his clawed hand.

      “Walk with me, Huck Langston. And I will tell you the full legend of the weapon you seek.”

      As he began to walk toward the sandy horizon, he appeared to shrink, shortening from his full, imposing twelve feet to a more reasonable seven, closer to my height. I followed, though for the moment, I had lost the ability to speak.

      Ever since I’d heard of the God Killer, the thought of holding the infamous blade in my own two hands had been in the back of my mind. Since coming here to this version of Egypt, my life had been nothing but running from temple to temple, from fight to fight, all the while catering to the gods’ whims. I had felt trapped in my position as Bastet’s champion and trapped between two gods who would hurt any innocent person until their nameless conflict was resolved. And all that frustration had led me to one conclusion.

      If a man had the power to kill a god, they would leave him the fuck alone. And he would also be able to protect those who needed protecting.

      Because Set had a point. It had been proven time and time again that people would resort to violence when no other solutions worked. Just from my week here, I had seen the damage that Anubis and Bastet could cause.

      I had seen Femi bound on a black stone altar, awaiting death. A line of priests with their guts ripped from their bodies, their skin frying in an open flame while they still breathed. Servants lying on the ground, beaten to death, as the pharaoh’s guards raided their home. Aziza and Sharifa tortured by the need for their patron god’s affection or the lack of it. And the sweet and youthful Muminah, bitten and filled with poisons to a point past recognition, and Bastet’s utter lack of sorrow at her loyal priestess’s sudden death.

      It was enough to make any man sick down to his bones.

      Set was right. I wanted the God Killer. I wanted to shove it right between Anubis’s eyes and to watch the immortal life drain from him. And I wanted Bastet to see it gripped in my fist, for her to know that, at any time, I could make myself free of her, too.

      I followed Set along the sands as he told me of his life, and I listened readily. Hungrily. For the first time, I felt like I had found kinship in this ancient world. I was understood.

      “I was born long ago,” he recited, “from the very first gods who ruled this place. My parents were known as Nut and Geb—gods of the sky and the earth, respectively. They were terribly, madly in love, and from their fateful meeting, everything that we hold dear was created.”

      He gestured to the space around us, the sand at our feet and the clouds blanketing us from above. As he paused in his story, a breeze brushed gently past us, picking up grains of sand as it went. As if the earth and the sky were dancing, even after all this time.

      “When the earth and sky met,” he continued, “they produced five divine children. Osiris and Horus, my brothers. Our sisters, Isis and Nephthys. And me. We were the first inheritors of the world and were blessed with the ability to control it.

      “Osiris as the lord of agriculture, vegetation, life, and death. Isis as the goddess of magic, wisdom, protection, and the stars. Nephthys was the goddess of night and darkness, and of health and childbirth. And Horus as the god of truth and light, with the sun in one eye and the moon in the other. And then myself, as the lord of violence, the desert, and storms, and as the unspoken but destined keeper of balance between all.

      “When the light persisted, I would send a storm to douse it. When darkness covered the land, I would push it back. And when pharaohs and kings would seek to abuse their power, I would influence the men beneath them to rid the world of their plight. Some believe that violence begets violence, and in many ways, that is true. There is a thin line between what a man does of his own accord and what he has done under my hand. You have experienced this difference yourself, Huck Langston, when you have experienced violence.”

      My scar prickled as he said this, and my mind was awash in images of the violence that had begotten such an injury. A fight with swinging fists, my attempt to step in and stop it, a gun fumbled from someone’s pocket, a bang in my ears, and a spray of blood on the floor.

      “It almost killed me.”

      The god nodded slowly. “It almost did. So, based on this, you will agree that there is a difference between human violence and divine violence? The kind you experienced then was entirely human. Petty, and ultimately pointless. Divine violence, however, is always done in the service of balance.”

      “I want to destroy Anubis because I want to,” I said to the god. “Because it will stop him from hurting others. Not because some god told me to.”

      Set laughed at that. “I do not wish to take credit from you if that is what worries you. Rather, I am giving my approval as the highest judge of what violence can be justified. Anubis must die, Huck Langston. And you are the only one who can accomplish that.”

      It took a moment for Set’s words to sink in. “You were going to tell me about the God Killer. You know where it is?”

      “I do. Several problems began to arise early in our rule over the world that made such a weapon necessary.

      “In the earliest days, all of our roles were important, and as the humans below us began to grow and develop, the five of us were equally worshipped. Life, protection, light, dark, and destruction as the mediator between them. We were worshipped like this for ages, and during that time, there was peace.

      “That peace did not last forever.

      “As the oldest brother, Osiris was the favored son. He pleased our mother, Nut, with his passion for agriculture, and our father, Geb, adored his charming nature and beautiful countenance. He got the first choice of wife out of our two sisters and took the lovely Isis for himself, the queen of the skies and stars. They were instantly taken with each other, and for years, they enjoyed a happy marriage.

      “I took our other sister, Nephthys, as my wife, and although I did my best, she did not take to our marriage as I had hoped. Even she preferred my brother, and once he was crowned pharaoh, there was little I could do to steal back her attention.

      “As you can guess, my relationship with Osiris was never a good one. I won’t bore you with the details, but like you, I felt trapped. Once he became pharaoh, all the systems we had made to guide the world fell out of balance. He had too much power and was too enticed by his freedom to use it. My additions to the world and the laws of the universe began to matter less and less, and my job became more difficult to perform.

      “Being the king of the gods was not enough for my brother. As you know, we gain power from worship. We feed off of it. Osiris began to pressure the humans to build more and more temples in his honor if they wished to earn his favor, and he became overfed. He became mad with power. It is his fault that we have the systems of worship we have today, that we must rely on guardians and champions to keep order. Because there was a time when we could control ourselves, and that time ended the day my brother was crowned.

      “Still, he wanted to increase his influence. He sought to produce a child with his wife, and though they struggled to become pregnant, it had become his greatest dream to turn the world further in his favor with the birth of a son. With only the five of us, you see, it was easier for me to retain the balance between the four of them. His crowning had upset this balance, yes, but I was still certain I could be enough to bring the old peace back. A son of Osiris and Isis would throw off that balance beyond repair.

      “Only once the human population began to suffer as well did I really see the harm that Osiris’s actions and my negligence had brought into the world. They had given him all they could give, and yet still, he asked them for more. They spent too much time building his structures, and it was killing them. It was sudden how this realization had struck me.

      “I told you that I could feel your every violent thought, Huck Langston, and that is a talent I developed during this time. At will, I could access the thoughts of the humans who suffered far below, dying of hunger and thirst and disease, and praying for King Osiris to save them. And yet he remained distracted, preoccupied with the baby he wished to conceive in Isis’s belly, and left everyone else to rot.

      “I could do nothing but stand and watch, waiting for Osiris to see the error of his ways. He would not listen to reason. Even for a god, I felt powerless. And so, I turned to what I knew best.”

      “Violence,” I said.

      “Yes. When all else is lost, it can seem that there is no other way.”

      “But gods can’t hurt each other. That’s why they need guardians and champions to fight on their behalf.”

      “This is true. I know you have had questions about our rules, and no matter what Bastet thinks, it is my opinion that you deserve your answers. It is true now that a god cannot take violent action against another god with the intent to hurt or kill them, and it was true then. This is one of the oldest and most sacred laws.”

      “Then that means you got someone else to do it. Someone human.”

      The god smiled again and nodded. “Yes. I can commune easily with those who feel caught and betrayed. I feed on their negativity, their desperation, and can seek to sway it if I so choose. It took years, but I finally found my candidate. A young and talented blacksmith. He had already earned enough favor with the goddess Isis for her to bestow upon him the ability to enchant his weapons. It was enough for what I needed to be done.”

      I felt a chill run down the length of my spine. “You did it? You commissioned the God Killer? You had him make it for you?”

      “He was happy for the opportunity. His wife came from a family of farmers, and while Osiris, the so-called god of agriculture, had been endlessly busy ignoring them in favor of his wife’s infertility, most of their crops had perished. The blacksmith sought revenge, and with a few gifts from me, he was able to accomplish it. The God Killer was created.

      “I anguished over the thought of harming my brother. But I told you that was my job, yes? I destroy the old and the bad to allow the new and improved to come forth. That was the purpose of the God Killer. Thus, under my guidance, a weapon capable of causing harm to a god was brought into play.”

      “Just ‘harming’ a god?” I asked him. “Not killing them? I mean, the name was kind of obvious, but if that’s not even what it does—”

      “Hurting is what every sword is made to do. A sword only really kills if its holder knows what they are doing. And the warrior I sent forth with my sword certainly knew what he was doing. His name was Khaf-ra-sif. My one and only champion.”

      “You sent him to kill your own brother.”

      The god nodded sagely. “Violence occurs every day. At least mine was for a good purpose, as yours will surely be.

      “My brother was slain, and his body dismembered. That night, I took my wife to our bed and we conceived a child. But when she heard of Osiris’s death, she grew distant with me, choosing to spend most of her time with the mourning Isis.

      “When it was discovered what I had done, the part I had played in my brother’s death, the other gods banished me here,” he said, gesturing again to the world around us.

      Sand and sky in all directions. Beautiful, for a prison. But a prison all the same.

      “They fear me,” the god continued. “But I know what I did was right. The humans were beginning to lose faith in us due to the harm Osiris had caused. If humans lose faith in us, we starve. If the gods kept going unchecked, and if the imbalance was allowed to reign, it may very well have killed us all. And it may very well kill us now.

      “Isis flew across the world, searching for her husband’s body and eventually found where Khaf-ra-sif had hidden the pieces of him in some reeds along the Nile River. Using her magic, she pieced Osiris back together and attempted to resurrect him, but ultimately she was unsuccessful. He had been too mangled by the God Killer. But he did spend a short time in half-life before he perished once and for all. During that time, Isis finally became pregnant with his child, whom she named Horus, like our brother. And just before his birth, Nephthys also gave birth to my son.”

      The god paused then in his stroll across the sand, and I stopped as well. I had trouble reading his animal face, but from his posture, I could tell that something was bothering him. He had paused his story so abruptly, I had a feeling it was because he didn’t want to tell me what came next.

      Something about his son.

      I already suspected what it was, but I needed to hear him say it.

      “Your son?” I prompted.

      “Yes,” the god said sadly. “Beautiful young boy. I couldn’t have been more proud.”

      “And who is your son? What is his name?”

      “That hardly matters for the purpose of my story. The young Horus is the one who sought to hurt me for his father’s murder—”

      “What was your son’s name?” I insisted.

      His black eyes met mine, and after a moment, he sighed. “You know his name, Huck. He is the very god you seek to kill now.”

      “Anubis. The Dog Who Swallows Millions.”

      “Exactly. Our two boys shared Nephthys as their nursemaid and were raised as brothers. And when Horus grew to be a young man, he sought to rid the world of the God Killer forever, with my son at his side.”

      “So, the God Killer is gone?”

      “No. It could not be destroyed. Because of its enchantments, they could hardly touch it without injuring themselves. So they hid it away instead.”

      He looked at me again, and it suddenly seemed to me that he wore every single one of his thousands of years on his animal face. All at once, he had become the old and world-worn man he truly was. The ginger of his fur seemed a little duller, the sheen of his marble eyes a little drier.

      “Huck,” he said gently, “I know it must seem strange of me to ask you for such a favor. But I have watched my son do terrible things. He believes the weapon to be hidden for good and that having it gone should make him free from consequence. I can’t help but feel as if history is repeating itself. And if nothing is done, then more people will get hurt. I may be the god of violence, but as I told you, I believe violence must have a purpose. And to spare others a worse fate is no better purpose, in my mind. To keep him from hurting others, I would be willing to see him follow my brother.”

      “What started all of this?”

      “All of what?”

      “This conflict between Bastet and Anubis. I’ve heard that things between them used to be fine, and Bastet seems to think Anubis is just playing around. Like they’re just siblings having a disagreement or something. But, if that’s really all this is, he’s going to extreme lengths to prove a minor point. What’s really going on between them?”

      The god’s angular ear twitched, though his somber eyes did not stray from mine. “I’m afraid what started this conflict between them is the same thing that has started nearly every conflict since the beginning of time. Lust.”

      “Anubis is interested in Bastet?”

      The god nodded. “For a time, yes. He was. As the daughter of Amun-Ra and Isis, she truly inherited the best of them both. I mean, you’ve seen her, yes? Gorgeous woman. But what he wants from her, she cannot give. No woman in her right mind would give it to him.”

      “What does he want?”

      “To own her, my boy. Life and death in an unholy union. The consequences of such a thing cannot be perceived nor predicted. He does not truly love her. He wants her power. He wants to bring forth a son with her, an ultimate lord of death, to cement his own power. Just as Osiris before him.”

      “Set?”

      “Hmm?” the god asked.

      “If you’re trapped in here, how much do you really know about what’s going on with the other gods? How do you know that this is what’s happening now?”

      “I can still sense them, my boy, even if they try to distance themselves from me. As gods, we are all part of the same plane of existence, somewhere far beyond what you can comprehend. Like a woven—”

      “Yeah, a woven cloth. Bastet said something like that.”

      The god nodded. “Our energies interact, even if we cannot touch. I know enough.”

      “I just have trouble believing it. Bastet hasn’t told me anything like that. Or anything at all, really. If she were in trouble, you’d think she would ask for help from her champion.”

      Set pondered this for a moment, watching the breeze carry the sand over the edges of his dark robe. I couldn’t imagine how long he’d been stuck here, but, peaceful as it was, I didn’t think I would last very long in a prison cell like this.

      Eventually, the god spoke again. “Do you ask me this because you feel she ought to tell you due to your relationship as god and champion, or because you feel closer to her than that?”

      “Honestly, I have no idea what my relationship with Bastet is at this point. She plays around, flirts a little, but she doesn’t get closer. It’s hard to feel that deeply for her when she acts so aloof and when she… when she treats me like the chicken, or whatever the hell you said.”

      “You are correct to think she is acting strange, then. She is usually not too shy to bed with a human man. She finds them an intriguing curiosity. If she has kept her distance, it is certainly because Anubis has worked to weaken her. She does not have the energy for it.”

      “Anubis is weakening her?”

      “It has occurred over the last decade or so. That is when I felt a change on the horizon, a coming shift in the balance of forces, but from here, I was powerless to stop it. Anubis began working to lessen Bastet’s influence over the world, and therefore, her number of devout followers. He had his guardians carry out assassinations of her followers, allies, and priestesses, all in an effort to lessen her power. As she dies, she will be less likely to resist his will, and he will get his way.”

      A sick feeling rose into my throat, followed quickly by a surge of rage. I was mad. I was mad at Anubis for what he was trying to do, for the murders he had committed, and for his entitlement. And I was mad at Bastet for playing me.

      Despite myself, I did feel bad for her. Anubis had become a parasite, a vampire, slowly sucking the life from her to have his way with her. As anger coursed through me, I felt something new—and yet familiar—itching beneath my skin. It was like I was filling with an electric charge.

      Magic. The ritual had worked. I had my power back.

      Now I only had to use it.

      The god sighed and put a clawed hand on my shoulder. It was tender but rough, his skin old and dry like a catcher’s mitt. It was a very fatherly gesture. “My son, he is not who he once was. He will keep killing and killing until he gets his way. It is good that Bastet has brought you here to our world. You have good instincts and a good head on your shoulders. It will be exceedingly difficult, and even I cannot predict what horrors Anubis will send your way. But I trust that you will do what is right.”

      I looked him right in his black marble eyes. Big and dark and already mourning the loss of his son. It didn’t matter that he was a god. It didn’t matter how old he was or how powerful. At this moment, I was the only person alive who could help him.

      Holding his gaze, I gave a single nod and said, “I promise you, Set. I will do what needs to be done. I can do it. I can kill the god Anubis.”

      Putting both hands on my shoulders, he smiled at me. “Thank you. Now, about where the God Killer is hidden…”
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      When I was returned to my body, it was like the world had been paused in place while I was gone. The priestesses still formed a circle around me, naked and sweating. Finishing their screams of pleasure, they fell to the ground in a heap, panting and shaking from the intensity of their experience. Olabisi rolled off me, and I slid out of her as she tumbled, coming to lie next to me on the stone altar.

      Panting, she smiled and asked, “Did it work?”

      Her smile faded when she saw my face, my set jaw. I could feel my skin vibrating with power. I knew what I had to do.

      “What’s wrong, Huck?”

      I didn’t answer.

      As if compelled, I climbed off the altar and made my way to the door. I passed fallen priestesses, embracing guardians, and a wide-eyed Femi, without stopping.

      I made my way silently through the temple, all the way to the front door, my feet taking me exactly where I needed to go without thinking about it. The doors burst open as I approached them and, unafraid, I stepped out into the moonlight.

      All manner of vermin jumped down to consume me, but they couldn’t get close. Power surged around me, creating a bubble to shield me from their little bodies as they flung themselves at my flesh. They simply bounced away like Aziza’s arrows.

      I kept walking, stopping yards away from the front of the temple, the circular marketplace well in sight. Mentally, I sent out the call. I knew they would come. I could feel it within me, within my vibrating flesh.

      People stopped to watch me, the pale and naked man painted with symbols who had walked out of the Temple of Bastet, fists clenched tight and face hard and determined. I turned around to look up at the temple, at the undead creatures sent to kill me and those under my charge.

      I held up my fists, and feeling the power trembling beneath my skin like an electric current, I gritted my teeth and brought my fists down. As my hands and arms flew through the air, they sent out a blast, a current of force across the surface of the temple. The bugs and snakes went flying, falling to the ground in a torrential rain of tiny dark bodies.

      Shouting, I sent out another burst, and that’s when they arrived. All the city’s cats had answered my call, and now they came, dashing to get a bite out of their fresh meal. It was a sea of fur and legs and snapping mouths, and after a few minutes, it was done.

      Once it was over, I stepped back inside the temple. There, the guardians and priestesses stood waiting for me, shocked.

      “Amazing,” Sharifa said. Her ponytail was askew from her make out with Aziza, who stood next to her, also looking a little frazzled but still in awe. “What now, Huck?”

      “Now,” I said, brushing past her to get a fresh kilt, “we go to the Temple of Amun-Ra. There’s a weapon there I need.”
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      The Temple of Amun-Ra wasn’t hard to find. Built right in the center of the city, it was the tallest structure around for miles, comparable only to the Pharaoh’s palace located on the far edge of the city. As Satemi had mentioned, the people of Waset were dedicated to the god and had built quite the place of worship in his honor. Thick uniform bricks had been carefully crafted and stacked skyward. The roof was flat, like most of the rooftops here in Egypt, but upon it had been placed Amun-Ra’s symbolic sun.

      Standing in the temple’s shadow, it would be easy for any other man to find himself intimidated. But I was no longer like just any other man. My skin still sizzled with power after the ritual, like a fire burning along my bones.

      Nothing could stop me now.

      With me, I had brought the guardians. The god, Set, had warned me the young Horus and Anubis might have laid traps throughout the temple to protect the weapon within. It was impossible for him to know exactly what I would find inside. I figured backup wasn’t a bad idea.

      If what I was going up against was that dangerous, there was no one I’d rather bring than these two bombshells.

      Sharifa had been delighted by the chance to spread her wings again, but with Aziza, it had been a trickier sell. But she eventually agreed to come once I’d suggested she’d possibly get to murder something.

      It had been too long since she had spilled blood, and like an addict, her cravings were almost palpable to everyone around her. She’d jumped at the opportunity, and even now, in the temple’s shadow, I could see her fingers twitching, as if they were just itching to materialize her curved blade and remove some heads.

      And my other tagalong, which had been a big surprise to the guardians, was a very excited Satemi. Because of his father, he knew far more about Amun-Ra than I possibly could, and his knowledge of the god could turn out to be valuable.

      It was possible I could have asked for help from any of the other allies Muminah, Sharifa, and I had picked up over the past week. But he had the strongest connection to Amun-Ra, and I knew he’d be the most delighted to get a mission on behalf of the goddess he adored so much.

      I didn’t know what waited for me inside the temple, so I didn’t want to leave anything uncovered. Knowledge and brawn—I now had both on my side. No matter what happened, the deck had been undeniably stacked in my favor.

      Inside the temple, the whole scene was very similar to walking inside any old church back home. It was quiet, and the patrons kept mostly to themselves, holding symbols of the sun and the hawk-headed Amun-Ra in their hands as they fed him with their worship. An enormous window had been cut in the far wall to let in the natural sunlight, with torches placed strategically to fill the corners the sun couldn’t quite reach.

      There was nothing of particular interest within the entrance hall, nothing that would point to a hidden weapon, so we made our way to a wooden door on the other end of the hall.

      I didn’t expect our errand to be easy. We weren’t just going to stumble upon a lever leading to a secret vault or find the weapon haphazardly tucked into a drawer. Most likely, it would be hidden far below ground. But it was better to check every room in the temple than to double back if we missed something.

      It was like playing a video game, searching elaborately laid-out tombs for collectibles and power-ups. If anything were missed, the final level could never be unlocked.

      The only thing in this first room that caught my eye was the man standing just near the door we were headed to. I hadn’t noticed him before, as, at first glance, he looked like any of the other priests of Amun-Ra, tending to the hall and the worshipers. But on closer inspection, there was something about him I couldn’t quite name. Something familiar.

      He seemed to have noticed our approach, and had stepped forward to position himself in front of the door as if to intercept us. Like the other priests about the hall, he wore long robes of vibrant yellow, and his feet were bare. His hair was black and cropped close to his head, and his eyes were charming but sunken, ringed by dark patches as if he hadn’t been getting enough sleep.

      I could tell by the way he looked at me that he recognized me, although when he spoke, he didn’t say anything to that effect. And so neither did I.

      “Welcome!” he said cheerfully as we drew nearer. “Welcome to the noble Temple of Amun-Ra! It appears we have some special guests with us today.”

      He waved a hand at the guardians. “The beautiful guardians of Anubis, how wonderful to see you.”

      “Actually,” Sharifa corrected, “we’re the guardians of Bastet now. I don’t know if you’ve heard.”

      “Oh, my mistake.” The priest chuckled. “Your work for Anubis is so well-known, of course. It’s an easy mistake to make. But I apologize if I offended.”

      “Not offended.”

      “And, please,” Aziza added with a hint of a smirk, “do not fucking drool over us.” Despite her words, I knew she was enjoying the compliments.

      The priest turned to Satemi then. “And you. Why, you’re Satemi, aren’t you?”

      “Indeed I am,” Satemi said.

      “The resemblance between you and your late father is uncanny. I hope you know that. He was a very devout follower of Amun-Ra. Very beloved here in the temple.”

      “Well, thanks very much.”

      Chuckling again, the priest turned his attention on me. While it was subtle, I could sense an obvious shift in his demeanor. Though he smiled, there was something poisonous about the way he looked at me.

      He did not like me.

      “Unfortunately,” he said, “I’m afraid I don’t recognize you, my friend. You look like you’ve traveled a very long way to get here.”

      Before I could respond, he turned to Sharifa again. “Does this man speak the language?” he asked.

      “I speak it just fine,” I growled.

      “Remarkable!” His sunken eyes widened in canned awe. “Well, whoever you are, we welcome you with open arms as well. Is there anything I can do for you?”

      He licked his dry lips to moisten them, and it was then I realized where I recognized him from. It hit me like a pile of bricks.

      When he’d licked his lips, something about them had shifted. Like he’d been wearing makeup or face paint and the moisture of his tongue had washed a fraction of it away. Beneath it, his lips were gray. And as he smiled at me again in that fake way, I saw a familiar set of sharpened teeth.

      Inyotef. The head priest of the Temple of Anubis. The one that had held the obsidian blade over Femi’s chest and had led the ritual to murder her.

      What the hell is he doing here?

      “We’d like to go downstairs,” I said before he could ask anything else. I didn’t want him to know too much. He was an agent of Anubis, and if he were here, it was possible he knew what we were looking for.

      Part of me wanted to grab him by the throat and demand answers. At the same time, it didn’t seem like creating a scene in the Temple of Amun-Ra, before I’d found what I’d come here for, was the best option. So, for the moment at least, I held myself back.

      “Why do you need to go downstairs?” he asked. “Perhaps I can help.”

      “We don’t need any help, thanks.”

      “Surely, if there’s something you’re looking for, it would only benefit you to ask a priest of—”

      “I said,” I growled, just loud enough for him to know I was serious, “we don’t need your help. We just need you to get out of the way.”

      His eyes sparkled. “Oh, but I insist. It is simply in my nature to be helpful.”

      “We should take all the help we can get, Huck,” Satemi said. “We’re going into this thing mostly blind, after all.”

      I made eye contact with Satemi, trying to silently communicate with him. “We don’t need his help,” I repeated.

      After a moment, Satemi seemed to get the message.

      “Actually, Huck is right,” he announced to the group. “I practically grew up in this temple. I can get us around, no problem.”

      “Nonsense,” the priest said. “We’ve made some changes recently, and I wouldn’t want anyone getting lost or injured.”

      With that, he turned to open the door for us, and before I could warn them, Aziza shoved past me to follow Inyotef through the door, with Sharifa following quickly behind.

      I had hardly taken a step when Satemi put a hand on my shoulder. “Huck,” he said. “What’s wrong? I could see it in your eyes that you don’t trust him. Do you know this man?”

      “Do you? Do you recognize him from this temple?”

      “Sure. I haven’t been in attendance in several years. But I’m sure I’ve seen him around a few times. He’s very kind, from what I remember. Why? What is this all about?”

      I sighed through my nose. “I’ve seen him before. At the Temple of Anubis, running a ritual there.”

      Satemi looked confused. “Is that even possible? Are you sure? I’ve never heard of someone being a priest in multiple temples.”

      I considered his words, feeling less certain than I had been before. “You’re sure you’ve seen him working at this temple before?”

      “Of course.”

      “That still doesn’t mean he isn’t some sort of spy. Let’s go, but be prepared. If he is who and what I think he is, there’s no telling what he might have planned for us.”

      Satemi nodded, eyes full of trust. The two of us went through the door, but Inyotef and the guardians were already far ahead, beginning their descent down one of the spiral staircases. Inyotef himself was already far enough below that he was completely out of sight, but I could hear the echoes of him joking casually and of Sharifa’s tinkling laughter.

      As Satemi and I hurried to catch up, I contemplated what to do about the priest. The urge to blast him down the stone steps and let that be the end of him crossed my mind, but the memory of my recent talk with Olabisi stopped me.

      I didn’t know what would happen with Muminah’s body or soul or whatever if I got rid of one of the few men around who could bury her properly. I had intended to visit the Temple of Anubis to get that worked out, but I wanted to have the God Killer with me first. It would be easier to convince them to help if I held a weapon capable of killing anything.

      As I rounded the corner down the stairs, I found myself in a new corridor. It was mostly unremarkable, a basic construction of sandy bricks and hieroglyphic carvings. Some of those bricks were still stacked in a corner, as if the corridor had recently been renovated.

      The priest stopped walking before turning to face us again, his mouth twisted in a menacing grin. The kindly act had finally been dropped. “It really is lovely to see Anubis’s guardians once again,” he said. “You were sorely missed.”

      Aziza groaned. “You moron,” she said. “Sharifa already told you—”

      But she stopped herself short as the man suddenly disappeared in a swish of his robe.

      “What the hell?” the guardian asked.

      I whipped around, looking for where he’d gone off to, my hands braced to send him flying. Suddenly, I heard a loud crack behind me, the gut-wrenching sound of stone hitting flesh.

      “Aziza!” Sharifa said.

      Turning around, I saw Aziza had collapsed face-first onto the stone floor, her hair full of dust and blood where a sandstone brick had hit her.

      Out of nowhere, another brick appeared, and this one hit Sharifa in the cheek, also sending her flying. Before I could react, a dozen were sent speeding right at my head. They came from down the hall, hurled at us from an invisible hand. On instinct, I waved a hand and redirected the bricks to shatter against the wall.

      Next to me, Satemi had ducked to the floor in a little ball, breathing heavily.

      I made my way down the hall, blasting bricks away with the simple waving of my hands, inching closer to where the guardians had remained near to the ground. They were both conscious, but as brick after brick came sailing over their heads, I didn’t blame them for staying low. Sharifa crawled her way over to the injured Aziza and covered her in her metallic wings, shielding them both.

      “Whores!” the invisible Inyotef was yelling. “Betrayers of the great Dog!” When I’d last seen him, he hadn’t had any god-given powers. But apparently, a lot could change in a week.

      Eventually, I reached the guardians. At that moment, the raining of bricks paused and switched directions, coming from the opposite end of the corridor, from the bottom of the stairs. Before I could react, one hit me in the back, and I went down, falling face-first against the sand-caked floor.

      I braced myself for the onslaught of bricks that would hit me in my moment of weakness. But they didn’t come.

      I looked up. Sharifa had stood and was spreading her wings to fill the hall, taking the full brunt of the attack. She grunted, and her body strained as the bricks pummeled her. But she held on, the stone clanging off her shining, metallic feathers.

      From somewhere behind her, I could hear yelling as, apparently, Satemi tried to trip the invisible man, but with the muffled sound of a body hitting the wall and collapsing to the floor, my friend was quiet once again.

      “Who the fuck is this guy?” Aziza asked, conjuring her weapons.

      “You don’t recognize him?”

      “No!” shouted Sharifa, still straining against the continuous attack. “We travel all over the place, remember!”

      “He’s the head priest of the Temple of Anubis,” I explained, getting to my feet once again. “Duck!”

      The instant the word left my lips, Sharifa obeyed. I sent a magical blast over her and dispelled the next wave of bricks in a shatter of sand. In the brief interlude before the next attack could appear, I could just make out the puffs of invisible footprints in the fresh sand. Bingo.

      Just as the next bricks came flying, I sent my next blast between their stony edges to where I knew the priest was. With a resounding “oof!” he hit the wall behind him.

      Sharifa waved a wing again to shatter the last of his bricks as I stepped forward and hit the man with a prolonged magical force, pinning him fully to the wall and ending his onslaught.

      Coughing through sand and dust, he continued to yell insults at the guardians. “Whores! Sluts of Bastet! Anubis will have your loyalty, or he will have your heads!”

      “Oh, shut up,” I said.

      Holding one hand out to Inyotef to keep him pinned, I stepped over and reached for Satemi with my free hand. “You okay?”

      When he opened his mouth, a bunch of sand fell off his tongue, but other than that and a couple of bruises, he was fine.

      “Fucking idiot,” Aziza growled.

      “I didn’t even know they could do that,” Sharifa added. “I knew some priests had the power to speak directly to their gods, of course, and maybe an extra power if they were exceptionally loyal, but usually it’s all just powers related to rituals.”

      I replied, “I guess your old boss gave this one some upgrades.”

      The priest shed his invisibility then, and we all stood to look at him, a sickly gray man pinned against a wall. Squirming for freedom like a rat with its tail beneath a cat’s paw. But when he glared at us, in his own arrogance, he still saw himself as the cat.

      “Blasphemy,” he hissed through gritted teeth. “Anubis will not allow his guardians to be taken from him!”

      “He already has,” I growled. “And they’re not going anywhere.”

      “You are a fool to think that you can win, Huck Langston. Anubis has the power of the afterlife on his side. You and your weakened goddess and your minuscule alliance of followers don’t stand a chance.”

      He tried to wiggle beneath my magical grasp, so I sent another blast against his chest to pin him harder, and he wheezed.

      “You are condemning the city to die,” he choked. “Anubis will fight, and he will win. Give up, and your life will be spared. Anubis will have your soul either way.”

      “I don’t take threats from worms like you, Inyotef. If Anubis really wanted to stop us, he wouldn’t have just sent you.”

      At this, the priest managed a laugh. “You think I’m the only one? We are many, hidden all over the city,” he said smugly, though he was still wheezing. “Anywhere you go, we are stationed to take you down. And even if you kill us, we will come back to serve him from the other side.”

      Aziza stumbled forward, her curved blade in her hand, and she pointed it at his throat. “Then I’ll just make it nice and slow. How about that?”

      “We’re not going to kill him,” I said. The priest was beaten, and he knew it. I could see it in the fear in his eyes.

      But he was also right. Given who he served, killing him was almost meaningless.

      Aziza turned to glare at me, nostrils flaring. But seeing that I was serious, she listened and stepped away.

      I leaned in close. “You can have your pathetic, meaningless life, if it means so much to you. But maybe, next time you see your god, you can give him a message from me. Tell him I’m coming for him. Can you do that? Tell him I’m coming for him, and he isn’t going to like it when I do.”

      Without waiting for him to respond, I took him by the collar of his robe in my fist and hurled him back toward the spiral staircase.

      It took him a moment to gather himself. I thought he might choose to continue the fight, in which case I wouldn’t give him a second chance.

      Instead, he turned and scampered away.
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      It had been a few decades since the days of Satemi’s childhood, when he had been brought to the Temple of Amun-Ra with his father. For the sake of piety, his father had taken to the altar, and the young boy had been largely ignored in favor of diligent prayer. In his father’s negligence, the priests had doted on the boy, letting him accompany them several levels up the tower to the various bedrooms and lookouts, and every once in a while, taking him downstairs to the kitchens for a bite to eat.

      In the years since, Satemi’s memory had faded. It took a little longer than I would have liked, but eventually he was able to lead us down through the temple to the lowest point he knew. His guidance proved invaluable as he helped us avoid the more populous areas of the temple to keep from being spotted.

      When we reached the bottom of another staircase, he suddenly paused, turning to nod at me. We had reached the end of his knowledge and would have to go blind from here on out.

      We could go a few directions, with a corridor to our right that turned sharply a few yards away, or a corridor to our left, which ended abruptly in a two-way fork. We could have wasted an hour debating where to go next, and we very well might have if it weren’t for a sudden change in the air.

      “Anyone else feel that?” I asked.

      “Feel what?” Aziza replied, her tone critical. Obviously, she felt nothing, and no one else piped up to agree that they did, either.

      “I don’t know.”

      It was like vibrations in the air, like a mosquito buzzing just by my ear or the pounding of heavy bass from the other room, but without the accompanying sound.

      It seemed to be coming from the left corridor, so I followed it. The guardians seemed confused as I moved past them and down the corridor, but no matter what they might have thought about what I was doing, they didn’t say anything. The group just followed wordlessly as I felt my way through the temple. Like radio waves only I was tuned to pick up on.

      When we reached the fork, the buzzing took me down the left path. However, when I turned to move that way, I didn’t get very far.

      The hallway ended quickly in a dead-end. A square patch of wall and just enough space to have been turned into a makeshift storage area. Barrels, crates, and clay pottery stood stacked on top of each other. In other words, as a place for a potentially dangerous weapon to be hidden, it didn’t look all that promising. The whole space stank of dried fruit and salt.

      “I don’t think it was your feelings you were following,” Aziza said from behind me. “Looks like it was your stomach.”

      “Are you sure about this, Huck?” Satemi asked.

      I stepped forward, and the buzzing feeling grew stronger. I could feel my ribs vibrating within my chest as I drew nearer.

      With a wave of my hand, I magically levitated the stored goods and moved them farther out into the corridor, fully exposing the wall behind. It looked just like any stone wall, though this one lacked the carvings and hieroglyphs that had decorated so many others. This one was just plain. Yellow, sandy. Nothing.

      “What are you doing, Huck?” Sharifa whispered nervously as I stepped closer to the wall. The hum within myself steadily grew. “You’re acting strange.”

      “It’s coming from the wall. I can feel it.”

      “It’s probably just a champion thing,” came Aziza’s sarcastic reply. “They always think they’re full of all kinds of superpowers, so now he thinks the walls are talking to him. Just let him tire himself out.”

      I stepped closer to the wall, putting my ear to it. The humming was coming from the other side. Or maybe from the wall itself, I realized. Observing the wall from a distance, it had looked flat. Plain. But close up, I could see a subtle indent of something.

      Brushing the sand and dust from the stone’s surface revealed a single carving. It was an eye—one of those classic ancient Egyptian eyes. Shaped like a diamond on its side with a round pupil in the center. A curved line above for the eyelid and two lines branching from the eye’s corner, one forming the shadows of a nose and the other ending in a gentle swirl along where the cheekbone would be.

      I stepped back to let the others see.

      “Huh,” Satemi said.

      “What is it?” I asked them.

      Sharifa explained. “It’s the Eye of Horus.”

      “As in the son of Osiris? Or his brother?”

      “His son. It’s his symbol as the lord of the sky, watching over all.”

      Aziza then asked, suspicion coating her every word, “Since when did you become an expert on the gods, Huck? Last time I checked, you couldn’t tell Hathor from your left foot.”

      “I had a little lesson on the gods recently. You’d probably be surprised by what I know,” I responded.

      I began exploring the wall for any kind of secret slot or panel. If this was all that had been left on this otherwise bare wall and was the known symbol of the younger Horus, then this had to mean something. Especially since it seemed to be calling out to me, summoning me to it.

      “Symbols like this are everywhere,” Aziza said. “This isn’t all that special.”

      “It has to be. It was Horus who hid the weapon here, along with Anubis.”

      “Uh-huh.” I could hear her getting impatient now. She wasn’t even trying to hide it. But I didn’t care. “And you know this how?”

      “It doesn’t matter.”

      Sharifa cleared her throat nervously. “Umm, Huck? What weapon did you bring us here to find, exactly? You just said—”

      But she never got to finish her question. I had peered at the eye a little closer and realized that the circular pupil had a thin black line around it. Like it was loose, or like it could be moved.

      Like a button.

      Pushing my thumb against the pupil, it pressed into the wall against my touch, followed by a click from within the stone. The humming within me stopped abruptly. The eye symbol glowed fluorescent white as the wall began to tremble, sand shaking off its surface. The wall lifted from the floor with a groan, disappearing into the ceiling and revealing a dark and crude tunnel carved out behind it.

      “Keep an eye out,” I reminded them, grabbing a lit torch off the nearby wall. “This is dangerous stuff we’re dealing with. This weapon, they don’t want us to have it. Be careful. You never know what you’ll find. You don’t want it to find you first.”

      And with that, I led them into the tunnel.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 26

          

        

      

    

    
      The walk through the tunnel was filled with the tense silence from the guardians, the only sound being the crunching of our footsteps against the rough stone. The air was heavy with dust and the humidity that most old underground rooms held within them, damp with the moisture of the deep earth. It was impossible to tell just how deep we were at this point, but we were certainly well under the city.

      After a while, the tunnel let out into an enormous room.

      From what we could make out in the limited glow of my torch, it was a lot like the entrance hall of the temple high above, but instead of symbols of Amun-Ra and carvings of the adventures of the sun god, these were replaced by massive fifteen-foot-tall statues of cobras. Their fangs were bared and their bodies twisted, each individual scale carved intricately and uniformly with expert hands.

      The statues stood all around the room against the walls, facing a point across the space from us. And as we crossed to the other side, we saw what it was—the three-dimensional face of an enormous snake.

      Like the others, it had its fangs bared, the expression of a snake preparing to strike. However, this one was so massive that its carved fangs were the length and width of my arms. And its eyes shone in the firelight of our single torch as we drew near, composed of a lavish ring of thumb-sized rubies. A long and forked tongue protruded from the snake’s mouth, its split end coming to rest on the floor, creating a curved bridge up into the snake’s dark maw.

      It was the way into the next room. But it couldn’t possibly be that easy, right? Just walk through the creepiest room you’ve ever seen full of statues of snakes only to be led straight into the next area? It didn’t seem right.

      “What’s with the snakes?” I asked the group. “Neither Horus nor Anubis have anything to do with serpents.”

      “No, they don’t,” Sharifa agreed. “It’s almost like we were led into another god’s temple. But that doesn’t make sense. There are no temples to Apep in the city, at least not ones that would have this kind of wealth.”

      “Apep?”

      “The god of serpents. And chaos. He and Anubis have been good friends for centuries.”

      Looking into the shimmering ruby eyes of the snake again, a shiver ran down my spine. The way the firelight danced across the jewels made the eyes look almost alive.

      “I’m not surprised they’re friends,” I said. “They seem to have the same creepy aesthetic. Let’s move onto the next room. But be careful and watch your step. There’s probably a trap in here somewhere.”

      “Huck?” Sharifa asked softly.

      I stopped walking to look at her. In the orange glow of the firelight, she was immaculate. The movement of the flames was reflected in the lines and angles of her body armor and in her chocolate-brown eyes. The skin of her arms and neck were a soft-peachy color in the tinted light, and the curves of her cleavage were more defined by its harsh shadows. She looked nervous but determined. Serious.

      “What is it, Sharifa?”

      “I wanted to ask you something.”

      “Sure. Go ahead.”

      The guardian took a deep breath. “I know you probably have a good reason why you didn’t tell us what weapon we’re looking for, but….” Trailing off, she wrung her hands for a moment before dropping them to her sides again, jaw set and eyes hard. Accusatory. “It’s the God Killer, isn’t it? That’s what we’re looking for.”

      With her eyes boring into mine as they were, I decided to tell her. I didn’t think it was fair to continue to keep the secret if she’d already figured it out.

      “Yes. I knew you wouldn’t come if you knew what it was.”

      “Of course I wouldn’t!” she exclaimed. “Why would you need such a weapon? It was created by a terrible god for such a vile purpose. You really want something so cursed?”

      I looked at the other two members of our party. Satemi stood, watching us, wide-eyed, looking back and forth between each speaker in amazement. He had introduced me to the legend, but hadn’t believed it himself.

      On the other hand, Aziza looked almost impressed. Interested on a level far above the basic confirmation of an age-old legend. There was a thirst behind her eyes, as if she wondered what such a weapon would feel like between her own fingers. What a man’s blood would taste like on such an infamous and powerful blade.

      “I was sent by a god to get the weapon,” I responded, trying to take on a comforting but truthful tone. “It’s my destiny to have it.”

      “Says who?” Aziza asked, placing a hand on her hip.

      “Says the god who sent me.”

      Sharifa’s eyes grew watery as if she were starting to cry, though her tone remained incensed. "It was Set, wasn’t it? He spoke to you? Told you everything you needed to hear?”

      Sighing, I said, “He said enough. And I trust him. If you’d met him, you would understand.”

      “I know enough, Huck. He did some terrible things. A weapon capable of killing a god, used on his own brother….”

      “I mean, he married his own sister. And so did Osiris. They played a little fast and loose with familial relationships back then.”

      “This isn’t a normal weapon, Huck. It won’t be normal to wield, either. Using a weapon for something like that, the blade will remember. Not to mention who I suspect you want to kill with it.”

      Aziza blinked, and for the first time, I saw worry pucker her brow. The fantasy of the blade shattered when she realized who I planned to use it on.

      This was exactly why I hadn’t wanted the guardians to know, although I hadn’t expected to keep it from them. Sharifa was too caring, too charismatic. She would worry about the negative impacts of such a weapon on the world. But Aziza’s reaction could only be worse. It was no secret who my biggest enemy was. She had adored Anubis, perhaps still did. She wouldn’t want me to kill him now.

      Confirming my suspicions, her face quickly shifted from worry to a reddened fury. Her wings burst from her armor and her curved blade materialized in her hands.

      “You fuck!” she screamed. “You can’t be serious!”

      “I told you,” I insisted, trying to keep my voice calm. Reasonable. “This is my destiny. It’s out of my hands.”

      “The fuck it is! You heard what Bastet said—killing a god has consequences!”

      “And the consequences of keeping around a god hell-bent on murdering all who oppose him are worse, Aziza. Besides, did he ever tell you why it was your job to kill the people you did? Why they had to die?”

      Her nostrils flared again, and she began to hover a few inches off the ground. “I didn’t need to ask. Because I could fucking trust the gods to know best.”

      “Then it shouldn’t be too much to ask for you to give me and Set the same courtesy.”

      “You’re not from here, so you don’t know how it is!”

      I felt a twinge of anger in my chest. “Where I come from, people aren’t institutionally murdered for political gain. Or at least, they shouldn’t be. Now put away the weapon, Aziza. You know you can’t hurt me with that, anyway.”

      But she wasn’t listening to reason. “You can’t. You can’t do it!”  With that, she dove at me as if intending to put that limitation to the test like never before.

      She was like an immense hawk after a mouse in the grass, her blade poised and ready to strike me down. She was an assassin. She had proven that time and time again. Kill after kill. And she was desperate for blood, now more than ever.

      At the last second, I punched my fist through the air, and, just like at the execution ceremony, she was blasted away from me with the force of a plane crash. She landed hard against one of the cobra statues, breaking off an entire chunk of its thick stone face.

      Shaking that off quickly, she flew upward, and I prepared myself to fight her off again when something caught my eye. When the statue’s face had been knocked away, a hollow cavity inside of it had been exposed, leading farther into the belly of the snake.

      It didn’t make any sense for these statues to be hollow. To be fair, I didn’t know a lot about sculpture, but carving into solid stone was not easy and carving a pocket inside was less so.

      If these were hollow, there was a reason.

      “Aziza,” I warned. “Be careful. That could be part of a trap—”

      The guardian snorted from where she hovered in the air, just on the edge of the firelight’s reaches. “Don’t even try to shut me up with that shit! How stupid do you think I am?”

      “He doesn’t think you’re stupid, Azi,” Sharifa cried up at her.

      “Don’t speak for him! Huck Langston, if you want to get to the great Dog, you’ll have to go through me first!”

      She shot like a javelin at me again, curved blade aimed right at my throat. I intercepted her again with another blast.

      I went a little easier on her this time than I probably should have. I didn’t want to smash her into any more statues and activate whatever could be hidden inside. I was wary, I’ll admit it. But she wouldn’t give up easily. She wasn’t the kind of person to do that.

      After a couple more attempts to get close, she roared in anger and assumed a new strategy, zipping upward and closer to the ceiling, out of the reach of the torchlight. Under the cover of darkness, she was almost impossible to pinpoint and had effectively disappeared. The flap of a wing here, or the faintest glimmer of light off her armor. It was like trying to spot a fish in muddy water.

      She was quick. And she enjoyed the hunt.

      To free both of my hands, I thrust the torch into Satemi’s open ones.

      “Don’t put a target on me, champion!” he yelled.

      “It’s not a target, Satemi. I need my hands free.”

      He took the torch from me reluctantly, holding it as if it were a ticking bomb. And in fear of his imminent death, as any man reasonably would, he stepped backward into the mouth of the snake.

      Sharifa and I spun around as we heard him yelp and fall to the ground. But the torch had flown from his hand and extinguished in the sand, casting the entire room into instant darkness.

      “Satemi!” I called, and I heard a groan from the older man.

      The walls around us clicked and whirred, and suddenly, the room was awash in firelight once again. Several braziers had lowered from the ceiling and lit, whether by magic or some trigger, I didn’t know.

      Then the massive snake’s ruby eyes began to glow red, and the room was filled with a terrible hissing. On the other side of the room, Aziza was hovering near one of the hanging braziers, looking as confused as the rest of us, but still shaking in anger.

      I looked at Satemi, alive but terrified. When he had stepped back, he’d tripped on a taut string hidden by the end of the snake’s tongue, setting off the trap.

      Fuck.

      Pouring out from the mouths of the smaller snake statues around the room (as well as from the broken head of the one nearby) were dozens of slippery black snakes, eyes red and fangs bared for a fight. They hit the floor hard and began to slither toward us in a wave of wiggling bike-tire bodies.

      I turned to Sharifa. “Toss me a sword!”

      She obeyed instantly, and I was grateful the weapon didn’t evaporate at my touch this time.

      “Now get Satemi to safety!” I said.

      Nodding, she did as I asked again, spreading her wings and lifting the man up by his armpits to get him somewhere safer. I dashed forward toward the black wave that surged my way, hoping I knew what the hell I was doing.

      So far, I’d figured out how to release targeted waves of magic, how to toss people and things around without even touching them. That had been in my wheelhouse for a little while, basically since I’d arrived in Egypt.

      But there was supposed to be all kinds of new stuff I could do, things that even the priestesses couldn’t predict, and the only one I’d been able to access so far was the ability to summon the city’s cats. And as cool as that might have been at the time, I didn’t think they’d be as useful with this pile of healthy, living snakes as they had been with the half-decayed bugs.

      The snakes drew nearer, and it was now or never. Aziza hadn’t come down to help me, choosing to stay in safety high above my head. Perhaps she was coming to her senses, realizing she still couldn’t hurt me. Or perhaps she was simply watching, hoping the snakes would do the job for me.

      Either way, I figured I would deal with her later.

      Sharifa was above the massive snake head now with Satemi, protecting him as I had directed her.

      I was alone in this fight.

      I waited for inspiration to come, for my powers to tell me what needed to be done, but nothing came. I waved a hand and sent most of the serpents flying to the other end of the room, their bodies slamming against the walls and statues. But they came back, undeterred and, if anything, more pissed off.

      Slashing with the sword could only get so many snakes at a time, and it was clunky and unwieldy to fight with. I wasn’t accustomed to sword fighting like the guardian was, so there was only so much I could do. I thought I could hear Sharifa and Satemi yelling pointers, but it was hard to hear anything over the terrible hissing of hundreds of snakes.

      I realized pretty quickly I could magically pull several of them at a time onto the end of the sword, killing up to eight at once this way. But as soon as some were killed, many more had already replaced them. White fangs surrounded me on all sides, glittering with venom, and if I didn’t take a drastic measure soon, it would be too late.

      Tired of waiting for the pinch in my gut to tell me what to do, I took things into my own hands.

      I felt deep inside myself, closing my eyes for a second or two to remember what the pinch had felt like, what the guidance of my magic had wrought within me. It wasn’t really there, at least not the same way that it had been when fighting the guardians a week ago. But if I could convince myself that it was there, and this time I had the power given by the priestesses to back me up, was there really any difference?

      The visceral memory of the magical pinch now weighing in my stomach, I took the risk and pulled. A wave of power ruptured from me, sending sand and snakes flying through the air.

      A new instinct came to me, and without question, I allowed it to guide me. I screamed and gripped my hand into a bone-white fist. In a fresh wave of magical energy, the snake’s bodies suddenly burst, disintegrating into ash and dust. And just like that, they were gone.

      I stood there, panting. I hadn’t known I could do that. Once the high of this new magical power wore off, I felt suddenly fatigued, like the muscles of my body had become lead.

      My knees were shaking, my heart pounding in my ears.

      Arms suddenly thrust themselves around me. Sharifa.

      When she stepped back from the hug to kiss me on the cheek, I saw her face, hazy but smiling. I felt Satemi slap me on the back and distantly heard the two of them congratulating me. I felt dizzy, like I was underwater. Like this was all part of a dream or a high.

      I shook my head to sober myself. When I looked up again, the celebrations had ended unceremoniously. There was the flash of movement. Somehow, one of the snakes had survived my magic. Perhaps it had been hidden behind something solid.

      Turning, my eyes met Satemi’s. Wide with shock and pain. Mouth open in a silent shout, though no sound escaped.

      The snake had managed to bite him on the arm, and the color had already started to drain from his face.
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      I killed the last snake with barely a thought as Satemi tipped forward into the sand.

      I saw what the snake had done to him. It had ripped a chunk of his flesh from him, an untidy wound just below his elbow, already ugly and swollen far beyond what it should have been. I dropped to my knees to help my friend and ally, taking him into my arms to look into his dying eyes.

      He gasped out my name, and I leaned closer to him.

      “I’m here, Satemi,” I said, my voice cracking. “It’s okay. It’s going to be all right.”

      With the snake’s poison in his system, his body had become instantly paralyzed. Only his eyes and his mouth were still alive with movement.

      He looked up at me, waiting for me to save him, to fix everything. As an agent of Bastet, of his beloved goddess, I should hold all the answers. I should be able to repay him for a life of pious servitude.

      Desperately, I waited for my magic to come back and tried the method I had used when fighting the snakes. But it did not work. Some store of magic in my body had been depleted. And besides, I didn’t even know if I’d been given powers to heal in the first place.

      All I had been able to do so far was destructive. Like I was built for offense, not defense. There was nothing I could do.

      “Huck…” Satemi moaned.

      I met his dulled eyes once again. His tongue flopped around in his mouth like a dead fish, and his breathing was ragged.

      “…P-please….”

      I put a hand to the man’s chest, feeling his heart stumbling against his ribs, and tried again to make the magic come. Nothing happened. My hands began to shake. I had never felt so powerless.

      Satemi moaned again, and I looked around, desperately seeking inspiration. In my panic, I noticed that Aziza was no longer hovering in the air. In fact, she was nowhere to be seen at all. But I didn’t have time to wonder where she had gone, or if I would ever see her again.

      She hadn’t responded well to learning what I intended, but just at that moment, I didn’t care.

      My friend was dying.

      And there was nothing I could do about it.

      If I was going to be able to patch things up with Aziza, I would do so later.
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      The snake’s poison proved impossibly potent. Satemi died quickly, trapped in my arms, and after hardly a few minutes, his soul had passed into the afterlife.

      We laid him out in the sand, promising to return once we had found the God Killer and to bring him to his family. Then, side by side in bloody silence, Sharifa and I stepped through the snake’s mouth and into the final room.

      The room was much smaller than the previous one had been, about the size of a standard living room and dining room pair. It was rectangular in shape and lit only by a sliver of white light emanating from the other side of the room, the same kind of light that had shone from the Eye of Horus what seemed like hours ago.

      I quickly realized the light was shining out from the inside of a sarcophagus, standing upright at the far end of the room. Large and clunky and gold, painted with the face of a long-lost king wearing an elaborate striped headdress.

      “My guess is the weapon is in the sarcophagus, where the glow is coming from,” I said. Satemi’s sudden death and Aziza’s disappearance had both been shocking. I was almost numb as a result.

      At the same time, I still intended to follow through with my plan.

      “Seems reasonable,” Sharifa said, and I heard the same hollowness in her voice as I’d felt in my own. The winged woman had also been impacted by what had happened. Almost distracted by it. At the same time, she was also clearly determined to continue on as far as she needed to go.

      Yet neither of us could go any further.

      Between us and the sarcophagus, splitting the room in two, the floor had been hollowed out into a fifty-foot drop, with a myriad of sharpened metal spikes far below. A jump from one side of the room to the other would be impossible, as it spanned twenty feet or more.

      There was no easy way across.

      I turned to Sharifa, intending to ask if she could carry me to the other side, but found her looking at me with a peculiar expression on her face.

      “Huck?”

      “Yeah?”

      “There’s no telling what’s going to happen after this. In here, or later, between you and Anubis. So, in the last moment of quiet we may have, there’s something I’ve always wanted to do….”

      And here in the semi-dark, with no one else around, she wrapped her arms around my shoulders and kissed me.

      My hands found her waist, and I pulled her close, exploring her womanly curves with my fingers. Compared to Aziza, she was gentle. Tender. When her tongue entered my mouth, it was almost shy.

      The kiss seemed to go on forever, and if I had my way, I might have let it. It was fantastic. As she kissed me, she made everything that had just transpired wash away, and the worry of whatever was to come left with it. It was just the two of us, and for that brief moment, nothing else in the world mattered but the way she made me feel.

      And then she pulled away, and reality came crashing back in.

      Maybe she wasn’t thinking straight because of Aziza. Or maybe there was something more to it. Either way, she unfurled her wings, all twelve glittering feet of them covered in shining metal feathers.

      She smiled at me. “I guess this one is for me,” she said. Then she launched herself across the gap to land in front of the sarcophagus. It stood about as tall as she did, and for a long moment, she took it in, staring eye-to-eye into its painted face and bracing herself for whatever trap she was about to unleash from within.

      “Sharifa! What are you doing?”

      She didn’t listen to me. Instead, gripping the edge of the lid with her thin fingers, she pulled the sarcophagus open.

      I was blinded as the white light grew tenfold and my eyes struggled to adjust. Once they did and I could make out the contents within, I gasped.

      Within the sarcophagus stood a mummy, its body wrapped in gauzy fabric and its flesh half-decayed. Faceless and beyond human.

      But that wasn’t what caused me to react as I did. What had caught my eye was what the body held in its dead hands.

      Its arms had been crossed over its chest, and gripped in one of its hands was a sword. I recognized it as soon as I laid eyes on it—the God Killer.

      It was similar to a kind of sword I had seen around the city called a khopesh. The blade was shaped like a zig-zag, the longest end of which curved like a scimitar and ended with a sharpened flat edge. Where other men’s swords of similar shape were fashioned from dark and heavy metals, this one was nearly white as pearls.

      Its handle was bound in tight leather, and the whole weapon glowed with power, emanating a pure white light that revealed the deadly power within.

      “Sharifa! Stop! Wait for me!”

      I couldn’t help but think that this too would be some kind of trap, and I didn’t want her to put herself in danger. But again, she wasn’t listening. She glanced in my direction.

      “Don’t worry. This won’t take long.”

      She turned her attention back to the sarcophagus, leaving me with no choice but to watch. “There’s an inscription,” she called. “‘Khaf-ra-sif.’ Now, where have I heard that name before?”

      My stomach clenched as I realized that I recognized the name. I had learned of it just yesterday, hadn’t I?

      “He was Set’s champion a long time ago,” I said to her. “He was the one sent to kill Osiris.”

      Set’s one and only champion throughout all of history. The one and only man to have ever slain a god.

      “Really?” Sharifa said in disbelief. “Why would his body be down here?”

      “I don’t know. But Sharifa, don’t touch the sword. Don’t touch anything. Come back over here and help me across. Together, we’ll figure out what to do, to minimize the risk.”

      “Risk?”

      The guardian looked at me again. For the first time, she seemed to hear what I was saying. She nodded. “You’re right,” she said. “I don’t know what I was thinking.”

      But before she could gather herself and return to me, something happened. I couldn’t see what it was, exactly, but the effect was that she hesitated for just a moment.

      Then she leaned in closer to the mummy in the sarcophagus.

      It sat up, a low guttural growl emanating from his decayed throat, and gripped Sharifa’s wrist tightly its fingers.

      Shit.

      Sharifa pulled on her arm, trying to release herself from his hold, but it—he—was surprisingly strong. He leaned forward and roared loudly into her face, and she pulled harder, desperately.

      I raised a hand to blast him with some of my magic, but a terrible thought held me back. I was too far away, and as long as the two of them were so close to each other, I wasn’t sure I could hit the mummy without hitting Sharifa, too. And though my magic wasn’t supposed to be able to hurt her anymore, I wasn’t prepared to take that chance.

      I knew I had to get closer.

      Seeming to regain her presence of mind, she swung her sword at his arm, but he blocked her with the God Killer. Sparks scattered through the air as the two blades scraped each other.

      Trying a new tactic, she grabbed his arm back and began to beat the air with her wings, lifting him up and out of the sarcophagus. Hovering precariously over the pit below, she swung him through the air and slammed him against the wall, effectively stunning him long enough for her to take another swing, cutting his arm in half.

      With his arm finally severed, he fell to the ground in a heap, though he was quick to jump to his feet once again. His flesh was so old and dry that he did not bleed. He didn’t act as if he felt any pain at all.

      I had no choice. I had to do something.

      Femi had once called me Heracles.

      Perhaps a twenty-foot pit wasn’t too far after all, especially if I augmented my strength with magic.

      Sharifa shrieked from where she hovered at the far edge of the room as Khaf-ra-sif’s arm still gripped hers like a vice, perhaps harder now than when it had been attached to its owner. Her skin was puckered and red from its grip. She slammed it against the wall repeatedly, and only once she had effectively shattered the bones in his hand did his arm finally release.

      I had run out of time. With desperate effort, I gathered my strength and my magic, and hurled myself across the gap with all of my strength.

      I flew through the air high above the menacing spikes, and came to rest easily, on my toes, like a ballet dancer finishing a move.

      “Huck!” Sharifa screamed, hovering just over the creature’s head. “Pin him in place! Like you did with the priest!”

      It was a good idea. Clenching my fist, I sent out a rope of power, wrapping the mummy within it and freezing his arms to his sides. The mummy growled again, but he could not move.

      “Ha!” I yelled triumphantly. “Great thinking, Sharifa. Now kill him, and let’s get out of here!”

      She brought herself to hover in front of the mummy, facing him head-on as she swung her sword with both hands right at his neck. In a single blow, he was decapitated. His head toppled from his neck and down into the pit below, impaling itself on one of the metal spikes.

      I laughed, and Sharifa twirled through the air.

      She stopped to look at me, smiling, and for that moment, she was herself once again. All giddy grins and optimism, without any worries about Aziza, Anubis, or anything else.

      But, with frightening suddenness, that moment was over. The mummy had swung his glowing sword behind her.

      Diving forward, I caught her as she started to fall into the pit. Dangling precariously over the spikes far below, she gripped me, her eyes wide and wild.

      “W-what…” she sputtered, gasping.

      Set was right. Khaf-ra-sif was an excellent warrior. Strategic. Accurate. Deadly.

      Behind her head, I saw the fluttering of her wings as they fell, cruelly separated from her body the moment she had dared to let her guard down. They spun through the air with all the grace of paper airplanes, until they were run through with spikes and went still forever.

      Even without his head, the mummy’s neck groaned in anger, raising the God Killer above Sharifa’s head for a second blow.

      With a blast of magic, I thrust myself backward, back onto even ground, carrying an unresponsive Sharifa with me in my arms out of the pit.

      Laying her on the floor, I stood, preparing myself to take on the beast alone. I wasn’t leaving without my weapon. It was there. I was in the same room with it, its deadly glow right in that mummy’s undead hand. All I had to do was knock it out of his grasp and he would have nothing left to save him.

      Khaf-ra-sif turned toward me and I blasted him, throwing off his balance enough to jump on him. Grabbing him around the waist, I heaved him onto the ground near the edge of the pit, then reached out for his sword arm, trying to wrench the weapon from his grip.

      He twisted about on the ground and swung his stump at my face, hitting me in the nose with his exposed rotten flesh. The smell was horrible, the dustiness of his wrappings, the sour and biting scent of diminished skin and bone. Worse, it unbalanced me, and I fell.

      Together, we rolled to the edge of the pit, and I had the worst of it. I tumbled over the edge, and as I fell, I scrambled to catch anything I could, which turned out to be the mummy’s ankle. I stopped falling, and we dangled there, me holding onto him and him holding onto the God Killer, which was now hooked into the edge of the pit.

      It was the only tether between us and the finality of a very painful death.

      The mummy kicked, trying to loosen my grip, and I knew he would eventually win. But as I dangled over death, I realized that I felt no fear. The only thing I felt was rage. Pure, unadulterated rage punched its way through my body, fueled by adrenaline and my own stupid determination.

      This creature had shorn Sharifa’s wings from her body.

      I refused to die at its hands. I fucking refused.

      Closing my eyes, I pulled all my magic together, whatever was left inside of me, and I channeled it exactly where it needed to go. The vision of a new power made its way into my brain and, though I didn’t know where the hell it had come from, I knew I could trust it. My instincts had done nothing but save me thus far, and now, on the verge of death, they would save me again.

      The air whipped around me, brushing against my skin in every direction. I felt the world around me shifting. The mummy’s ankle was gone, replaced with the handle of a blade, and I could feel the mummy now dangling below me, his one-handed grip around my foot.

      I laughed. I’d switched places with the fucker.

      Looking down at the mummy, into his gaping neck for the last time, I knew I had enough of my weight where it needed to be. I could release the sword without falling.

      I did so, and swung the sword down. It sliced through his wrist like butter, and finally, he fell.

      He flailed his stunted arms like an infant, looking for any way to save himself. But there was nothing he could do, and a few moments later, he landed, spikes sprouting from his chest and belly. Finally, he was still.

      I looked at the God Killer, the beautiful, angular sword now clenched tight in my fist. I had done it. It was mine. All that I had done, all that I had become since that house fire that felt like so long ago, had all led to this moment.

      The sword felt right in my grip, like it had been made for me. If not for me, then at least for my purpose.

      It hummed against my fingers. It was ready. Like it wanted revenge on Anubis as much as I did.

      A dark thought took over, one of Set instead of Anubis. The god of violence had called on a champion long ago, someone to kill his own brother. And after completing his task, look where that champion had ended up. What had Set done to protect him?

      I was determined that my fate was going to be different.

      Relegating that thought to a corner of my mind for the future, I pulled myself back onto solid ground.

      Now, it was time to focus on the Great Dog himself.

      Now, I thought as I scrambled away from the pit, let’s go kill a fucking god.
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        * * *

      

      I had just enough power to pick Sharifa up and leap back over the pit, and even though the loss of her wings was grievous, she assured me she was okay, and I believed her.

      We made our way back out of the Temple of Amun-Ra, collecting Satemi’s broken body on the way, and then cursed as we saw the scene before us.

      It was chaos, straight out of an apocalyptic disaster movie. Thebans ran screaming in all directions, dresses and kilts torn and bloodied, their dark skin covered in cuts and bites from ripping teeth. Pottery lay in pieces in the sand, homes were full of smoke and fire, and wooden carts and entire walls lay in ruins.

      Anubis had sent his next wave of undead creatures, and rather than just sending them to terrorize the Temple of Bastet, these had been unleashed onto the city en masse.

      An undead camel, its skin gray and its hair in ratty clumps, sped by us, trailing blood from a fresh wound. Blood dripped from its lips, and its one remaining eye was foggy white.

      To our left, two undead hippos were snacking on a woman’s body, her belly torn open and her bowels spilling from the tear, slurped into the creatures’ mouths like a spaghetti dinner.

      I pushed Sharifa out of the way just as a zombie crocodile approached from the alleyway behind her, its snapping jaws full of saliva and its gums red and rotted. As it hissed and snapped at us, I took a swing with the God Killer and severed the croc’s head from its body.

      The two of us took on as many of the creatures as we could, beheading mammals and large reptiles by the dozens, but they kept coming. And we could only do so much.

      I found enough power within myself to vaporize some of the more difficult creatures, but after the whole ordeal underground, I felt magically drained and weakened. I knew I couldn’t hold on forever. Beasts appeared from around every corner to snap at us until the sandy street was a forest of broken teeth and mangled animal bodies.

      “Huck,” Sharifa said as she split a diseased goat from horn to tail.

      She jutted her chin in the direction of something over my shoulder, and I turned, preparing to carve up any beast that came my way. But when I saw what she had seen, my gut sank horribly.

      It was a line of the pharaoh’s guards the next street over. They were walking among the destruction, their sandaled feet soaked with blood but their weapons clean. A haggard ox screamed past them. The animal ignored them completely, instead channeling its rage into beating down the side of a house with its cracked and bloody horns.

      I recognized the house as one of the several I had visited with Muminah. A home of Bastet’s followers.

      The guards finally stopped their casual stroll, but rather than assist their own citizens, they stood to watch the destruction, laughing as bricks were smashed and walls collapsed.

      They were just letting these people die. Because they were just another one of Bastet’s allies.

      My allies.

      The undead creatures paid the guards no mind, letting them pass. Just like the bugs, these creatures knew who their targets were. And the guards were letting them go nuts.

      It was a slaughter. Anubis and the pharaoh had teamed up on a killing spree of my allies, the regular, down-to-earth people who had nothing to defend themselves with—no weapons, no training. There was nothing they could do but die and be absorbed by the devilish god, and their only crime had been a preference for a goddess of life and fertility.

      Disgust sat heavy in my stomach, at both the crassness of the god, Anubis, and at the human beings who were willing to participate in his coup. Pharaoh Kamon and his guards had gone too far.

      Sharifa put a hand on my shoulder.

      “Let’s go,” she said, “before they see us.” Her tone was a warning. She knew what I was thinking, saw the way I gripped my weapon as I looked at the guards.

      Slipping behind her into an alleyway, we had a moment of peace in the middle of a war. The eye of a storm of blood and teeth.

      She put a hand on my chest, and though her fingers were sticky with animal blood, it was still comforting to have her so close.

      “Huck, we can’t go up against Pharoah’s guards alone. Especially with my….” She glanced over her shoulder at where her wings had once been, sadness creasing her brow again. “Especially with me as I am. We need help.”

      “We need an army, Sharifa. But no one seems to be handing those out these days.”

      “You had Bastet’s list of allies. Is there anyone powerful we can talk to about this? Anyone who might have connections?”

      “There is,” I said, recalling something Bastet had said. “The princess. Princess Ruto or whatever her name is.”

      Sharifa raised an eyebrow. “Princess Nuru?”

      “That’s it. Supposedly, she’s a supporter of Bastet. But would she have an army?”

      “Probably. If nothing else, it’s the best shot we have, Huck. At this point, what have we got to lose?”
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      Princess Nuru’s palace was situated along the banks of the Nile River, with a supreme view of the water streaming below and around it. The air was clear and quiet, and the screams of attacks were as distant as the crowing of birds, and just as meaningful.

      After pointing me in the direction of the palace, Sharifa had doubled back to help the city however she could. And while the guardian was off doing her best, the princess’s guards stood statuesque on the palace grounds, immovable and unconcerned. With literal war raging in the city nearby, it was surprising just how much nothing was happening over here among the people who held the power to stop it.

      As soon as I was in their sights, her guards had me surrounded, spears and swords pointed at my chest and my face. I didn’t blame them. The animal blood coating my hands and feet would easily make anyone anxious.

      Hands up, I surrendered and explained in simple terms why I had come to see the princess.

      It wasn’t too difficult to get them on my side, to be honest. They had heard of me. And so had the princess.

      I was not permitted to meet with Nuru until I had cleaned myself. They drew me a warm bath overflowing with bubbling soaps and scented oils. Several of the princess’s personal handmaids came to bathe me, their faces decorated with gold-painted lines and dots. Their dresses were made of sheer fabric, the dark spots of their nipples and their pubic hair showing through.

      Under normal circumstances, I would have enjoyed this immensely. But I felt impatient. Beneath the massaging of their careful and explorative hands, the stresses of the war were ever-present. When it was my war to win or lose, every second was precious.

      Scrubbed clean and dressed in a fresh white kilt and matching shoulder sash, I was then escorted through the palace into Princess Nuru’s throne room, six guards on my tail and at my sides to keep me out of trouble.

      The corridors were decorated not just with the traditional carvings and elaborate paintings I had become so accustomed to seeing, but also with a series of life-sized statues of a nude woman in various sensual poses. She must have spent weeks of her life posing, spent a fortune getting the sculptures made and installed exactly how she wanted.

      She was beautiful. Her hair was either long and loose or was piled on her head and filled with beads. Every iteration of her had its arms and legs poised to present its heavy breasts and rear for the eyes of observers.

      It was all so suggestive, so erotic, I got the impression that Nuru, like so many of the women I had met here in ancient Egypt, was very confident in her sexuality.

      Unbidden thoughts of Femi began to worry my mind. If she were here, she would have found the whole display so embarrassing.

      Where was she now? Was she still safe in Bastet’s Temple? Impatience swelled within me, and I stopped looking around at the palace features and focused on what I was going to say to the princess.
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        * * *

      

      It was no wonder Princess Nuru had commissioned so many statues of herself to be made. A face and body like hers needed to be permanently preserved in art. Her beauty could have outshone Cleopatra herself.

      Her skin was smooth and unblemished, her eyes piercing through long black eyelashes coated with winged eyeliner. Her lips were full, and her breasts lithe and perky, exposed above a flowing white shoulderless gown.

      Unlike most upper-class women her age, her dark, wavy hair wasn’t styled and was instead allowed to flow its full length down her back to the top of her ass. The only accessory interrupting this being the golden circlet on her head to signify her position in the nobility.

      She sat lounging on a long sofa-like bench, a handmaid cooling her with a large fan made of dyed ostrich feathers. The princess’s posture did not change as I entered her room with an entourage of guards. Instead, she stayed fairly bored.

      “Your highness,” one of the guards said, stepping forward and bowing low to her. “I present the champion of Bastet. He’s here to discuss the happenings in the city and the actions of the pharaoh’s guard.”

      At the mention of my title, Princess Nuru sat up suddenly, causing her handmaid with the fan to flinch. The princess looked at me for the first time, her eyes grazing my whole body. Her gaze quickly came to rest on the sword at my hip, which glowed brilliantly white, even against the natural sunlight streaming into the room.

      “Champion of Bastet, you say?” Her dark eyes met mine, black as coal and with about as much firepower hiding within them. “When my guards told me who had come calling, I admit to being intrigued. What is your name?”

      “His name is Huck Langston,” the guard continued. “According to him—”

      Sweeping her hand through the air to silence him, she stood, keeping her eyes trained on mine. “I was not asking you,” she announced in a hard tone, and the guard bowed again and fell silent.

      “Huck Langston,” she said, musing over my name, letting it tumble over her tongue. “You are just as they described. Handsome, pale, and with a penchant for very bad behavior.”

      “You shouldn’t take gossip too seriously, Your Highness,” I said.

      With the hint of a smirk, she shrugged.

      “After I moved out of my father’s palace, gossip was the only power I had. It’s the only way I really know what he’s doing to my people. Even then, he never knew much about the workings of the city. To run a city, you must understand what excites its people. The stories they spread say much about their own needs, don’t you think? And, well,” She paused, biting her lip. “I suppose you could say I have a special talent for excitement.”

      “I think I catch your meaning.”

      “What is it you have come looking for, Huck Langston?”

      I swallowed. Despite myself, I could feel the desire stirring in my loins. Nuru radiated power, demanded respect. It was a lot like the guardians, but rather than it being a gift bestowed on her by the gods, this was something all her own.

      Gathering myself, I said, “Anubis has laid siege to the city using an assortment of undead creatures, with the assistance of the Pharaoh himself.”

      “Tell me something I don’t know.”

      Waving her hand again, golden bangles tinkling, she turned away to look out her window to the city far below. I was almost thankful that she had, as my head was starting to get fuzzy just looking at her.

      “If you know, then why don’t you do something about it?” I asked her.

      She sighed. “If you were truly familiar with the ways of the gods, you wouldn’t need to ask such a question.”

      “What about the gods am I missing, then?”

      “The gods are power incarnate. They give and take it how they please. And those who threaten their will are punished for it. If the pharaoh has allied himself with the Great Dog, there is very little I can do without taking fire myself. Any assistance I send your way will generate retaliation. And a god can do much more damage to me than I can to him.”

      “But if human lives are saved, if not the entire state of the world itself, isn’t that worth it?”

      “State of the world?” Turning her head, she peered at me. “The world itself is at stake? This is not just for reign over my city?”

      “I’m guessing your gossip has some gaps, then.”

      “Not often. What is it that you know?”

      I explained to her all that Set had detailed to me regarding Anubis’s hidden agenda. Her brow furrowed when I described the god’s plot to sire an apocalyptic child with Bastet and the goddess’s weakness in preventing it. The princess groaned, disgusted.

      “That’s why she brought me here,” I said. To bring Anubis down a peg or two, to get him to back off. But at this point, he’s gone too far, and she refuses to see that.”

      “But you disagree.” Nuru’s eyes flickered down to the God Killer radiating from my hip.

      “Yes.”

      “You intend to kill the god.”

      I nodded. “I do.”

      To my surprise, she responded to this by saying, “It’s about time. The gods would run this world into the ground if they had their way. They disrespect my position, and they take advantage of my people. Until now, I have been powerless to stop them. But in an alliance with you, with the fabled God Killer at your side….” She paused for a moment, letting this realization settle in the minds of everyone present.

      The handmaid with the fan gulped and eyed me warily.

      “You and I have everything, don’t we, Huck?” Princess Nuru asked. “And yet we have nothing without each other. That is the risk of having power. Wouldn’t you agree?”

      “I’m not sure. What am I agreeing to?”

      Looking at me again, her eyes pierced mine. She was sharp. Acidic. “Power, Champion. Life is a never-ending ocean of it, with ebbs and flows like the waves. When power exists somewhere, that means there must be less of it somewhere else. Maybe the two of us individually don’t have enough power to stop these asshole gods from raiding my city. But combined, we become unstoppable.”

      The more I thought about it, it sounded a lot like what Set had talked about. The nature of power itself and the part that violence plays in it all. A never-ending cycle.

      That’s what I had seen since I had arrived in Egypt. The ebbing and flowing of power from one place to another, and no one ever being happy. Anubis had garnered power and had done nothing but abuse it, like the god Osiris before him.

      Was this just the way of the world? The vampires at the top, draining the world of power, and the emptied and soulless dregs trapped at the bottom with only the odd hero or two to temporarily mediate between?

      Was I just some cog in a timeless machine?

      I had assumed Set’s position, the mediator of the world, the one man tasked with tearing down those who had become too powerful or who had abused their gifts. If everything went as planned, I would be killing a god, yes. But Anubis was just one entity, one influence. A part of a harmful system, but not the creator of that system himself.

      When Osiris had died, it had not corrected the nature of power. It had been a temporary fix. The God Killer was still necessary, even today.

      Champions like me were still necessary.

      Killing Anubis would undoubtedly reverse what he had set in motion. But was another always destined to take his place?

      Depends, I thought.

      It wasn’t the nature of power that was the problem, but the people who had it. A system only worked so long as it wasn’t abused. And if I didn’t stop Anubis, no one else would. What happened after that would need to be dealt with accordingly.

      Untying the God Killer from my hip, I presented it to Nuru with both of my hands, letting its glow fill the room.

      “I have the God Killer. I have the universe’s failsafe. I am the universe’s failsafe. But even then, I can’t do it without you. We need each other, Your Highness.”

      Crossing her arms under her breasts, she walked toward me again and surveyed me from all angles, walking in a full circle to take in every inch of me that she could see. Like I was just another piece of artwork for her to enjoy. Another sensual body for her to display.

      Finally, she said, “I need you to promise me that he will die.”

      “He will. Of course, he will.”

      “You won’t let me and my city down? If it becomes more difficult than you thought, you won’t turn your back on us and flee to save your own skin?”

      “You think I’m going to leave without getting the job done, after all I’ve been through?”

      “Heh.” Her eyes sparkled. “That’s what I like to hear, Huck Langston. I will send my guards to help the city. However, I will need something extra special in return. Something to convince me you are as powerful as they say. Something to cement our alliance. After all, I am not doing this for some average man. I am doing it for the champion of Bastet. The man who holds the God Killer itself.”

      “I can prove anything you need me to,” I said.

      Turning to her guard, she commanded him to gather up his best troops and head into the city. He bowed in obedience.

      Impatiently, Princess Nuru waved her hands and announced, “Leave us!”

      The guards bowed again, as did the woman with the fan. They all rushed out of the room, leaving Princess Nuru and me alone together. She looked me up and down again, her eyes tracing the lines of my hips and chest all the way up to my hazelnut hair and unshaven cheeks.

      Stepping forward slowly, she brushed some hair from my forehead, which was still wet from my bath. “They cleaned you?”

      “Yes. Apparently, I needed to look presentable, Your Highness.”

      Rolling her eyes, she said, “Please don’t call me that. It’s just a formality, same with the bath. But you and I both know we’re similar creatures. We don’t have to suck up to each other like that.”

      “In their defense, the bath might have been necessary. I was covered in blood when I got here.”

      Her eyes flashed with desire. Turning around, long hair swinging, she made her way back to her bench. She promptly kicked off her little white slippers, throwing them into a corner of the room.

      “I hope you know what you’re getting yourself into,” she said. Reaching into her hair, she removed her circlet and tossed it, too.

      “Going after Anubis will be no easy task, even with the ultimate weapon,” she said.

      “Yeah, that’s kinda like something Set said. Every weapon can hurt somebody, but the wielder must have the skill to kill them.”

      “Not just that, Huck.”

      She slipped her hanging sleeves and the golden straps of her dress down her arms. Her eyes met mine. Sensual. Full of lust. But there was a warning in her tone.

      “As I said before,” she continued, “I know a lot of inside information about my city. I deal in gossip. At times, it is more valuable than all the treasures in my palace combined. And there is something I must tell you about what you seek to do.”

      Slipping her bangles off one by one, she tossed them over with her shoes.

      She asked, “How do you plan to find Anubis?”

      “Well,” I said, tossing my sash away, “I plan to talk to the priests at his temple. I know someone who was supposed to have her heart fed to Anubis. How were the priests supposed to do that if they can’t find his mouth?”

      “Hmm. That’s a good start. But it’s not the full story.”

      Tucking her fingers in the top of her dress, she slid it down her body until she was fully nude.

      Her body was gorgeous. More gorgeous in person than the statues could have possibly dared to capture. The curves of her slim waist into her round hips, the dark patch of hair below her smooth belly.

      I quickly grew erect at the sight of her. Releasing my kilt and tossing it aside, her eyes drifted down my body. She smiled at the effect she was having on me.

      “What more is there to know?” I asked.

      She stepped toward me again, looking deeply into my eyes as if she were about to kiss me, but she did not. She kept her mouth tantalizingly close to mine but did not touch. It was killing me.

      “There is a bigger reason I brought up the nature of power, Huck. The ebb and flow of the powers in our universe are applicable in more ways than you might think.”

      It was unlike any kind of dirty talk I’d ever heard, but damn, was it working. It was all in her body, in her disarming looks. She could melt anyone’s walls with a look like that.

      I couldn’t take it anymore. I bent my head and kissed her hard on the lips. Wrapping her tongue in mine, she laughed. She was playing with me. We both knew it. She ground her hips against mine, and I moaned into her mouth.

      Pulling away, she gestured to her bench. “Sit,” she commanded.

      Smiling, I decided to obey.

      She stood before me, admiring my body as I sat before her, looking pleased with my responsiveness.

      “Anubis exists in the realm of power itself,” she said, climbing on top of me. “He is made of it. He can set foot here if he chooses, but lately, he has been absent. For you to command him to come forward, you must make a sacrifice in his honor. To summon power, you must first send power out into the universe, and it must be nearly equal to what you wish to summon up.”

      “Like, ‘with every action, there is an equal and opposite reaction?’”

      She held her mouth against the corner of mine. “I have no idea what you’re talking about, but damn that’s hot.”

      With little warning, she slid me inside her, so slowly it was almost agonizing. I gasped. She was very wet and warm. A moan hummed through her, tingling in her skin and against mine. She wiggled her hips once, and I groaned.

      I pressed my lips into her neck, kissing her soft skin. She wiggled once again, and my hips moved with her of their own accord. She moaned into my ear.

      We fucked like this for a long time. Slowly. Taking our time. That was how she seemed to like it. And in the slowness of our time together, enjoying the intense aching of pleasure growing in our bellies, Nuru explored every part of me with every part of her.

      And for that moment, in our own little exchange of power, we knew each other better than anyone had ever known us before.
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      Now that I had the princess’s army protecting the city, I was free to work on my final preparations before going up against the god once and for all. Her guards were fighting the undead, protecting the ordinary citizens and followers of Bastet.

      After I left Nuru’s palace, I walked along the Nile and took the opportunity to think about my next moves. I had only the god to focus on now, and while I didn’t exactly consider myself a strategist, I still knew I could trust my instincts.

      With Nuru’s words ringing in my ears, I knew brute force and belief might not be enough to carry me through this upcoming fight. She had said that a big sacrifice would be needed, and while she hadn’t elaborated much, we both knew what she had meant.

      Despite my desire to not end up like Set’s last champion, it was possible that I might not survive this fight with Anubis. And if that were truly the case, there were some people I had to see and some things I had to put to rest. While I still had the chance.

      To my relief, when I got back to the Temple of Bastet, I was able to find Sharifa there, banged up and still covered in blood but otherwise okay. Olabisi and the other priestesses were treating her wounds and listening intently as she recounted the assortment of monsters she had battled in every corner of the city.

      I knew it was probably a lot to ask, but I needed her help with something. It took a little extra convincing to get her on board, but eventually, she agreed. No matter her personal opinion on the matter, I knew she wouldn’t let me down, just like she hadn’t in the Temple of Amun-Ra. She was probably too loyal for her own good, but at this moment, I appreciated it completely.

      “I’ve got your back, Huck,” she said.

      Then I handed her the God Killer, wrapped in a cloth.

      “Thank you,” I said, meaning it. “Have you seen Aziza?”

      Sharifa frowned. “Yes, but I haven’t spoken to her.”

      “Where is she?” I asked.

      “She’s in the temple gardens.”

      I nodded to the God Killer secured in her hands. “Wait to leave until after I talk to her, okay?”

      “Okay.”

      I turned toward the gardens, and Sharifa stopped me. “Huck—”

      “Yeah?”

      “Azi will never admit it, but she’s scared.”

      I nodded and then left Sharifa to hide the God Killer.

      I found Aziza sitting in a tree in the gardens, watching the sky. She didn’t look at me when I approached, even though I’d intentionally made noise as I did so.

      “Aziza.” I called to her as if she were mine to command. In reality, we were on the same team, and I needed her.

      The guardian looked down at me dispassionately, but there was a flicker in her eyes of something else.

      “Going to kick me out?” she asked.

      “Is that what you want?”

      “Don’t play games with me, Huck. Are you going to kick me out or not? Or are you just going to execute me for leaving you in danger?”

      “It’s a bit rich of you to be chastising me for playing games. Anyway, Anubis is the in the business of execution, not me.”

      With a simple, effortless jump, Aziza landed on the ground in front of me. “Isn’t that what you want to do to Anubis?” she asked.

      “He only likes one thing, and you know it. This needs to happen, or people will continue to suffer.”

      “Death,” Aziza said, staring hard at me.

      “Yes.”

      “I was angry,” she began.

      “Yes, as was I.”

      The guardian turned away from me then, as if she were going to climb the tree once more. But she didn’t.

      “Aziza,” I said, “for what it’s worth, I want you to know that I think I understand your position. And I’m not going to kick you out of the Temple.”

      She whipped around and glared at me. “What about what you’re planning for Anubis?”

      “That’s not going to change.”

      She shook her head but didn’t say anything more about it. “What happened to Satemi? I saw the undead in the streets.”

      “His body is with his family.”

      “His body?”

      “Yes. A snake bit him, and I wasn’t able to save him.”

      For the first time, Aziza grew quiet. Not stewing or sulking, but almost looking chagrined. For a moment, a different Azi broke through her hard exterior. Was she regretting not helping us in the temple?

      But I had no time to give her, even if she was struggling with her actions. The city—no, the world—was in trouble, and would stay that way until Anubis was dead.

      “I need your help, Azi. Bastet needs your help.”

      “I don’t care about Bastet,” she said scathingly.

      “Sharifa and I need your help, then.”

      “Sharifa is going with you?”

      I nodded. “We might die. But that’s not my intention. I intend to win this fight with Anubis. But if you are there, our chances are even better. Especially since Sharifa no longer has her wings.”

      At this, Aziza looked shocked. “What do you mean?”

      “There was a price to pay for getting the God Killer, and I’m just sorry she was the one who had to pay it.”

      Aziza looked as if she wanted to leave then, her face filled with worry for her friend.

      “Come with us,” I said.

      Aziza stared at me for some moments, her expression running the gamut from anger to sadness and even fear. It was the first time I’d seen such blatant emotions on her face.

      She was letting me in.

      Finally, she nodded. “Okay, Huck. I will be there. If only for you and Sharifa.”
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        * * *

      

      Next, I spoke to the priestesses, leaving them with a list of things to do if the worst should happen, and after that, I decided it was time.

      There was someone I needed to talk to.

      I had never been down to Femi’s end of the temple. The hallway was cramped and smelled a little of salted fish. I figured there was another storage area somewhere nearby.

      I knocked on the door, and it took a moment to hear her on the other side.

      “Who is it?” came the muffled response.

      “It’s me. Huck.”

      Femi didn’t respond again for the longest time. Maybe she really was mad at me. If she thought what I’d done had been this unforgivable, maybe it was better to just move on.

      But after a moment, the door opened.

      “Huck?” Femi asked, her purple eyes wary. “What do you want?”

      “May I come in?”

      “Oh.” She blushed a little, though I wasn’t quite sure why. “Sure. You can come in. It is not as nice as your room, but… Yes. Come in.”

      She stepped aside to let me in, and for the first time, I got to see what her room really looked like.

      It was hardly bigger than the cupboard I had woken up in not so long ago. The walls were the same pale stone as the rest of the temple, but these seemed to have lost some of their luster. For furniture, all she had been given were a twin-sized cot and a side table to put her single lit candle.

      Closing the door behind me, she went to sit on the bed, pulling her feet up and hugging her knees to her chest. She looked nervous to see me, and after everything that had happened recently, I couldn’t really blame her.

      “May I sit?” I asked, gesturing to the space next to her on the bed.

      After a moment, she finally nodded. The bed had little give to it, and even her room smelled different from mine, the air slightly mustier and clinging uncomfortably to the lungs.

      “I wanted to talk to you about something,” I said.

      She was avoiding my gaze, looking down at her bare feet and her perfect little toes. “I wanted to tell you something, too,” she said. “I wanted to say that I am sorry.”

      “Oh.” I was taken aback. “You are?”

      “Yes. You were right. It is not my business who you… who you make love to. I realized that when I watched you with the priestesses.”

      “Yeah. I’m sorry I tried to hide that from you. I knew you wouldn’t like it if you knew about it ahead of time.”

      Her brow furrowed. “When I saw what you were doing with them, I hated it at first. But, the longer I watched, I guess that I….”

      Flushing tomato red, she buried her face behind her knees.

      I laughed. “You liked it?”

      “I was surprised, too, Huck,” she said, her voice muffled. “I started having dreams about it. Fantasies. I realized….” She sighed deeply.

      “It’s okay. You can tell me.”

      “You won’t laugh again?”

      “Well, I can’t promise that. But I’ll try.”

      She paused, mulling over my words. But eventually, she raised her head out of hiding as if deciding to believe me.

      “Growing up in the temple in Mennefer,” she said, “physical pleasure was treated as something entirely sacred. They called it ‘pleasure,’ but they never described it like it was actually pleasurable. Instead, it was something animalistic. Something dangerous. Like it was just…”

      “…just an exchange of power,” I finished for her.

      Nodding, she said, “Yes. It was to give up the best part of yourself to a man, to let him own you. But the priestesses during the ritual did not feel that way. For them, it was fun. I realized it was more fun than I had imagined it to be. Or that I had ever experienced myself.”

      She paused for a moment, as if searching for the right words. “It is difficult to change how you have lived your whole life. How you were forced to live to keep your body pure. It is difficult to move your mind away from thoughts like that.”

      “I understand what you mean, Femi. My mom was very religious, too.”

      “Even if it is hurtful to you, it eats you up inside. After you saved me from the ritual, I was afraid to take hold of my new life. My continued existence was already in defiance of the will of the gods. I was afraid to let my body also defy them. I know it’s silly. But to see you so flagrantly living the way I could not, I became angry. I suppose part of it was jealousy, but not all of it was.”

      She started to blush again, so I put a hand on her back to comfort her, to let her know there was no judgment.

      But I could not have predicted what she said next. “The other reason was that I felt possessive of you. Like you had shared with Aziza something that was mine, or maybe that she could give you something you wanted that I never could. Because I have realized that I care about you, Huck. I know we haven’t known each other for very long, but you are the most important person to me I have ever known. I feel things for you, unlike things I have felt for anyone else. Your body, your soul… I desire them all.” Taking a shaky breath, she finally said, “I think I am in love with you.”

      Blushing furiously, she went to bury her face away again. Before she could, I took her head in my hands and kissed her. I hadn’t forgotten how wonderful her kisses were, but fuck, had I missed them. Her lips were as soft as ever, and she smelled as pleasant as she always did. Flowery and sweet.

      For a moment, her hands hovered in hesitation, as if she didn’t know what to do or what was allowed. But she quickly pushed past it, wrapping her arms around my shoulders and deepening the kiss, letting my tongue explore her mouth.

      To my surprise, she laid down on her back across the bed, pulling me down with her until my body lay snuggly on top of hers. I liked the new Femi. Our bodies together like this, lying this close, and with our mouths pressing together, it felt like the most natural thing in the world. I had never felt for anyone like I felt for her, and now that I knew she felt the same way, I wanted to spend the rest of my life exploring the limits of our affection.

      But, unfortunately, it couldn’t last. I was on a time limit. And after my time with the princess, my deadline had crept much, much closer.

      I pulled away, and we stared into each other’s eyes, catching our breath.

      Still blushing, she asked, “So. What did you want to talk to me about, Huck?”

      “It’s not as good as this.”

      Eyelashes fluttering shyly, she said, “Nothing is.” She smiled, and I kissed her dimple.

      “There’s something I have to do, Femi. It’s the right thing, and it’ll help a lot of people. But it’s dangerous.”

      Her expression instantly turned serious, lavender eyes staring through mine. “Dangerous? What is it?”

      “I plan to kill Anubis.”

      Shaking her head, she looked absolutely terrified. Her hands were on my arms, and I could feel her beginning to clamp down on me, her fingers trembling.

      “No, Huck,” she insisted. “You cannot. It is not possible. I know better than anyone. He will destroy you.”

      “I think I have a chance.”

      “Bastet told you not to do it.”

      “Well,” I said. “Bastet doesn’t know.”

      “Huck,” she said, begging. Pleading. “Please. Do not kill yourself to protect me.” Her voice shook, and tears began to fill her eyes.

      Leaning down, I kissed her forehead. “I don’t plan to, Femi. I’m not going alone. And besides, Sharifa and I found the God Killer.”

      Femi’s eyes widened at this. I wiped a tear from her cheek.

      “Don’t cry, Femi. It’s going to be okay. I don’t plan on dying today. I just wanted to make sure you were okay in case things don’t go as planned.”

      Wrapping her arms around me, she squeezed herself into my chest as hard as she could. I didn’t know if it was entirely the right thing, telling her beforehand, especially since it caused her so much misery to hear it. But it felt like it was what I was supposed to do.

      She cared for me about as much as I cared for her. It wasn’t fair to keep assuming she was too sheltered to understand. She had just proven me wrong, hadn’t she?

      After several moments, she let go of my waist to bring her hands on either side of my face, forcing me to look straight into her brilliant purple eyes. “Huck,” she said. “You will not die. Because when you get back from killing him, I promise I will be here waiting for you. I am ready for you.”

      I raised an eyebrow. “You mean what I think you mean?”

      “Yes.” She blushed again, but she did not hide away. “I am ready. I want you. So you must come back, right? For me?”

      “Of course, Femi. For you, I would do anything.”
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      All by myself, with the weight of the world on my shoulders, I made my way through the city to the Temple of Anubis. It felt strange knowing I was going back to the place where this whole thing had started.

      I hadn’t been there since my botched execution. So much had happened since then. It was like I had been a completely different man, separate from myself. Whoever that man was would never have been ready to kill a god.

      Was I ready now?

      On my way through the city streets, I could see the evidence of Nuru’s army of guards and their efforts to cleanse the city of Anubis’s wrath.

      The fighting was still going on, of course. I could hear a scuffle happening a few streets over, the air punctured by the sounds of men shouting and animal roars. But most of the battle had moved into another part of the city, leaving this corner of Thebes relatively quiet and lifeless.

      Not only were the dismantled bodies of animals strewn around, missing heads and other parts, but the bodies of both armies could also be found among the slaughter, and those of the innocent Thebans caught in the middle.

      Houses and marketplace stalls had been destroyed, barrels and crates had been shattered, and their contents displaced in the sand. And though the sun had caused the spilled blood to dry quickly, it still covered the place. The sand beneath my feet was pink with it. Thebes or Waset—or whatever else the city may be called—would never be the same.

      As I climbed my way past a pile of stone debris from a collapsed house, something about the sand caught my eye. Rather than the evidence of human footprints and animal claws, it looked as though something very large had been dragged through it. I might not have noticed it at all if it weren’t for the blood in the sand, which had been smeared and dispersed in a very strange way.

      While it seemed odd to me, I didn’t really plan to stay and puzzle over it until an accompanying sound made me stop short. It was a loud hissing, coming from just behind me.

      Turning around, I saw them for the first time. I couldn’t believe I hadn’t heard them approach. But, nonetheless, there they were.

      Two massive snakes had moved up the street behind me, their heads as big as bumper cars and their bodies so long they wove between several buildings and out of my line of view. Their eyes were pure black like Set’s, but rather than having a hidden gentle quality about them, these eyes were like Aziza’s. Deadly. Deranged. Poisoned as well as poisonous.

      I could have sworn they were smiling down at me.

      “Huck Langssston,” the one on the left said, its voice airy and harsh. Like two pieces of sandpaper rubbed together. “In the flesh.”

      “Yesss,” the other hissed. When they spoke, they elongated their S sounds. “Sssuch a weakling, isn’t he? What is Anubisss so worried about him for?”

      “He’s just big enough to be a good sssnack.”

      “I’m sorry,” I said. “Who—what—the hell are you?”

      "Oh, our apologiesss,” the first snake said. When its tongue poked out of its mouth, it was the size of a shining black firehose. “We are the ssson—“

      “—and daughter of the great ssserpant, Lord Apep,” the second one finished.

      “Yeah, no thanks. Honestly, I’ve had enough of Apep after Amun-Ra’s temple.”

      “Yesss, we heard,” said the one who’d called herself the daughter of Apep. “You ssset off a centuriesss-old trap. Father was very sssteamed about it. Wasn’t he, brother?”

      “Yesss, he was, sssister. And he knew what that meant. A sscertain weapon was being exsstracted from its tomb.”

      “I don’t know what you’re talking about,” I said, smugly. “I don’t have any weapons with me.”

      It was true. I did not have the God Killer anywhere on my person. For the time being, at least. I had entrusted it to someone else, and now that these two had snuck up behind me, I was very glad that I had.

      The snakes hissed angrily, exposing their slimy pink mouths and machete-sized fangs. Raising their heads higher off the ground as if to intimidate me.

      “We know what you have done, Huck Langssston! Do not lie to usss! Anubisss has been warned of your plansss, and he has sssent a fresh army to ssstop you!”

      At this, they parted, and like the curtain on a stage, they revealed a fresh scene behind them, one that made my gut clench.

      Making their way toward me through the city was Anubis’s latest hoard of undead creatures, this one a series of human mummies woken straight from their graves. There were at least a hundred that I could make out, and far more beyond that, all carrying with them an assortment of weapons and hard metal shields.

      They were rotted and zombie-like, just as Khaf-ra-sif had been. But if my fight with him had been any indication, these things were not just deadly but extremely hard to kill.

      I didn’t know how many guards Nuru had sent into the city, but I hoped to Jesus H. Christ that they would be enough. I doubted it.

      The snakes turned back around to look at me, smiling again. One of them even hissed a laugh.

      “What is the point of this for you?” I asked them. “What do you and your dad get out of this?”

      “Anubisss’s desiresss are beneficial to us all,” Apep’s son said. “As the lord of the afterlife and the father of the new generation of godsss, he will bring forth a new age.”

      “One that worksss to benefit all godsss and their children,” the other added. “But enough talk.”

      Baring his teeth, the other snake said, “Now, we eat!” before darting for my head.

      I had been anticipating the move, so when the snapping bite inevitably came, I flattened myself against the ground, ducking beneath its attack.

      At the same time, I waved a hand at some of the bricks from the nearby collapsed homes. They zipped through the air like bullets and pummeled into the snake’s side, causing him to hiss out a scream and roll away.

      Jumping to my feet, I darted into an alleyway just as the other snake struck out at me, and the houses were so close together, her head couldn’t fit through. For a moment, her hard black eyes glared at me through the small gap until she turned away down the street and out of sight.

      It didn’t take long to find out what her new tactic was. The wall to my right began to shake, bricks loosening and tumbling away, as she pushed herself through the house from the other direction.

      Straining my powers, I pushed back. Whether or not they succeeded in killing me, they were still wasting my time, and at the moment, either one meant bad news for the city. The wall before me warped under our combined pressures until finally, I shoved my hands forward with all my strength, burying the snake in debris.

      Coughing through the dust that had been flung into the air, I looked around for the second snake.

      I didn’t have to look for long. Now that the alleyway had been destroyed, he had free range at me and immediately came snapping down through the cloud of dust. I tried knocking him away with another barrage of bricks, but in his anger and determination, this time, he battered them away.

      He opened his mouth to swallow me whole, and it was all I could do to press a foot down on his jaw and catch his upper jaw with my hands, keeping him from biting down. He wrestled me into the ground as I held on with every ounce of strength left in my body, sand flying into my eyes and his horrible breath filling my nose. My eyes watered, and I couldn’t see.

      He whipped me around, dragging my back against the sand, and eventually lifted me into the air. Gravity was now his ally, urging me down into his gullet. My arms shook with the effort to hold myself up.

      For a fraction of a second, my eyes cleared enough to spot the pile of bricks far below me. Taking the risk, I let go of him with my right hand and swung it.

      Bricks whipped past me, filling into the serpent’s mouth. He choked on them, and as he flailed his head, I let go, falling hard into the sand below. The serpent gasped and gagged, coughing up a brick or two, but his throat had been totally clogged.

      Collapsing, his head and body spasmed as the last hints of life left his body. And finally, he was gone.

      Spitting sand out of my mouth, I looked at his bloated corpse and said, “How was that for a snack?”

      My triumph was cut short as I spotted the encroaching army of mummies, I didn’t think I could take them all on without an actual weapon. I had used up enough of my strength today, and whether I liked it or not, I had to save something for my fight with the god.

      Praying that Femi and the priestesses had remained in the safety of the Temple of Bastet, I took off, leaving the rest of the war behind me.
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      Inyotef sniffed. “You make a lot of demands of me, Champion,” he said, his mouth and nose twisted in distaste. Yet there was a humility about him as well, a humility that hadn’t been there when last we had spoken. “But perhaps, under all this, there is a deal that we can strike.”

      “I want this war to end,” I said. “What does the Dog want to make it happen?”

      It had been much easier than I’d expected to get a meeting with the priest. When I had arrived at the Temple of Anubis, I had expected the guards to be blocking the entryway, stationed by the dozens with swords and spears poised to take me down. I would have bowled through them all. But instead, the temple had been drained of most of its protection. Except for one remaining guard, scrawny and shaken, the rest of the temple appeared empty. Skeletal.

      The guard at the entrance had shivered when he saw me approach him down the stairs, and he’d bowed low. He’d quickly explained he was stationed there in anticipation of my arrival and had orders to take me to see Inyotef in his chambers.

      I followed, anticipating an ambush among the halls, but none came. There really was no one here but us. It was so bizarre, so unexpected, I couldn’t help but be suspicious.

      But if Inyotef was willing to speak with me, even if it was on his terms, I was going to take that chance.

      The high priest’s office was similar to the rest of his temple, with yellow stone walls and floors and the constant glow of firelight from clusters of beeswax candles. While his room was not as nice as the one Bastet had provided me, it had definitely been outfitted to suit his position in the temple, with a wide and soft bed, several benches, and even a little shelf in the corner with rolls of papyrus paper.

      It told the story of a studious and work-driven man, ambitionless in general, save for his duties to his church. It seemed to me like it must be a lonely and repetitive life.

      To give oneself fully to their god, I guessed they had to give up a lot of themselves in the process. And not for the first time, I was glad that I hadn’t followed the same path. Even now, in my duties to my patron goddess, I followed what I knew to be right.

      “He wants you,” Inyotef said.

      “What do you mean? Spit it out.”

      He smiled, a touch of his former wickedness returning. “He wants your soul, Huck Langston. Your heart. You disrupted the sacrifice of the girl, Femi, and though the proper time for that ritual has passed, the willing sacrifice of Bastet’s champion in his honor should make up for it nicely.”

      Slowly, I nodded. I had been expecting as much. Hoping for it, in fact. “I’m willing to do anything. I’ll do whatever he wants. But you have to promise me one thing.”

      “Of course.”

      “When I’m gone, my friends will not be harmed. The guardians will be allowed to stay with Bastet if they want to. Femi will be allowed to live her life however she wants. And you will personally hold Anubis to his word that he will leave Bastet alone. When I say I want the war over, I mean all of it. Not just the actual physical fighting. This conflict between them needs to stop once and for all. One way or another.”

      To my surprise, the priest nodded and agreed. He vowed to keep his word.

      He wasn’t the only one to make a big promise to me today. And in the back of my mind, I hoped everyone else would keep their word, too.
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        * * *

      

      The priests of Anubis wasted no time.

      The ritual chamber was just like I remembered it. I walked down the same staircase into the belly of the room, the large and open space lit only by the candles in the center and the brazier on the platform across the room. It was bizarre being back, and this time being the one in Femi’s place.

      Inyotef stood behind the brazier, holding his obsidian blade in the fire and watching me through the flames with a self-satisfied smile on his face.

      Even after the mass execution of the priests such a short time ago, Inyotef somehow had a whole other staff readily on hand, and they stood at attention, waiting for me. Groomed and ready to carry out the whole damned thing, like they had been training for this one moment.

      They directed me to lay down on the ovular black altar, and I did as I was told. They had instructed me to arrive nude like Femi had been, and the stone of the altar was freezing against my back. I did not flinch, however. I would not let any of them see me be weak. Not in this moment. They bound my wrists and ankles in black rope, and then they really got to work.

      The priests drenched me in oil and golden paint until finally, Inyotef raised his hand.

      “Enough,” he announced, his voice carrying throughout the room. “Let us begin.”

      The ritual went just as it had last time. The chanting, the ominous phrases from the head priest echoed by his lessers. Inyotef walked smugly past the brazier and down the stairs, the burning stone blade raised high above his head, preparing to plunge it into my heart.

      I watched him every step of the way, listening to every familiar word he said.

      It was just like before, only this time, instead of it being Femi about to be sacrificed, it was me.

      I should have felt nervous. I should have felt shame. To be bound here, waiting to die, to have given up everything I had in the hopes for something better, should have felt like a failure.

      Perhaps if Inyotef had been willing to look a little more closely, he would have noticed how I really felt. Because, despite it all, I wasn’t nervous. I had something up my sleeve he hadn’t anticipated. And when the time was right, I would show him how far I was willing to go to save the people I cared about.

      Standing next to the altar now, he held the black blade in both hands high above me.

      “We gather here,” he continued, “to provide Anubis the soul of his usurper, that the noble Dog may spare us his wrath.”

      “Anubis, the Dog Who Swallows Millions,” the priests chanted around me.

      Inyotef lowered the blade close to my chest, aiming for my heart. Heat radiated from it like magma against my skin.

      Meeting my eyes, he raised the blade one last time and said, “May your soul appease the noblest of lords.”

      Out of the corner of my eye, I saw a flicker in the dark behind his head, the flash of candlelight glinting off of metal. But I did not react.

      “Go unto death and the mouth of the Dog!” he shouted.

      “Unto the mouth of the Dog!” the priests chanted.

      And as the blade came down, Inyotef’s hands suddenly shifted. Transformed.

      As the priests watched, their leader faded, his body morphing to become a new man. Pale like a Grecian. Hazel-brown hair. And a scar above his right shoulder blade.

      I smiled at their shocked faces, the obsidian blade now clutched in my hands. “A little trick I picked up in the Temple of Amun-Ra,” I said.

      Looking up at me from the altar was a wide-eyed and horrified Inyotef, bound and trembling. He tried to twist away from me, but I pulled him back. The priests attempted to do the same, mumbling in horror and stumbling backward, but the guardians appeared out from the shadows where they’d been hiding, weapons poised and pointed right at the priests’ throats.

      “Aww, leaving so soon?” Sharifa asked them in her baby doll voice. “The party’s just started!”

      “You’re going to finish the ritual, or you’ll be the next one on the altar,” Aziza growled, her curved blade hooked around the throat of another one of the bald priests. He whimpered and nodded.

      “You got the weapon?” I asked Sharifa.

      She nodded and patted the wrapped bundle tied to her hip. The God Killer, ready to go.

      With the guardians’ “encouragement,” the priests held a screaming Inyotef down. They chanted as I performed the rest of the ritual, adding a couple of my own edits into the mix.

      “We call upon the Lord, Anubis,” I said, holding the black blade aloft. “We sacrifice his most loyal and powerful follower that he may set foot before me!”

      “Now,” I said, looking right into Inyotef’s frightened eyes. “Go unto death and the mouth of the Dog.”

      “Unto the mouth of the Dog!” the priests chanted nervously.

      I brought the blade down.

      It pierced Inyotef’s chest with a horrible sizzle as his flesh was burned from the heat. He screamed in agony as I slit him open, blood spilling from the wound, his heart struggling to beat around the burning blade. His body jerked in immense pain, and his fellow priests winced and sobbed.

      Finally, with the last feeble twitches of his limbs, Inyotef fell limp. Dead.

      The priests continued their chant to summon Anubis. And with the head priest now dead, something in the air around us changed.

      The candles along the altar flickered in a breeze I didn’t feel, and the brazier behind me began to burn black. Inyotef’s bloodied body began to rise from the table, coming to stand upright on the black stone. The priests cried out in terror and fled, and this time the guardians let them go. The three of us stood, watching Inyotef’s limbs twist and his body bulge as he began to morph into a new shape.

      His remains were absorbed and repurposed by the god he had dedicated his life to, his flesh tearing apart and reforming, growing, becoming one with his master. His face burgeoned, dark fur sprouting from his flesh until he bore the head of a jackal, a long-nosed black dog. His body elongated, growing to stand at a full fifteen feet tall, his kilt newly shining with gold.

      The god Anubis stood above me in his full form, as large and imposing as his statue had been. But rather than stone and metal, this body was made of flesh and blood, his dark eyes staring down into mine.

      A golden staff twice as tall as me and as thick as my wrist appeared in his waiting black-clawed hand. His wolfish snout growled as he gripped the staff, preparing to swing.

      He was as ready for our fight as I was.
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      “So,” the god’s voice boomed, deep and gravelly. “Huck Langston, the champion of Bastet, has summoned me before him.”

      “Seemed like it was long overdue,” I replied.

      “I agree. I had been hoping Inyotef could organize our destined meeting on different terms. But alas, he was a fool.”

      I allowed myself to laugh. “Yeah. Pretty much.”

      Wordlessly, Sharifa edged closer to me until my fingers were pressed against the cloth bundle at her hip. One second away from grabbing the God Killer. When the time was right, I would strike.

      I was moments away from killing a god, and the thought alone sent jitters along my spine. It was exciting, but the pressure was still immense.

      Anubis continued, “Your power has extended far beyond what the goddess would have given you. I assume you found other ways to empower yourself?” he said, sneering, revealing a series of sharp animal teeth.

      “I have my secrets.”

      He wheezed out a little laugh. “Of course you do. Under any other circumstances, I would ask you why a champion of Bastet required my physical presence. But you have the God Killer in your possession.”

      Baring his teeth, he growled, his eyes shifting to the bundle between Sharifa and me.

      I nodded. I wasn’t going to let him scare me out of this now. “You know what needs to be done, Anubis. So, let’s cut the crap and get this over with. One of us isn’t leaving here alive.”

      Gripping his staff tightly, he lifted it. “You are correct, Huck Langston,” he said. “Now. Let’s see once and for all who the bigger man is!”

      And with that, he swung his staff straight at my head.

      Grabbing Sharifa by the shoulders, I pulled her to the ground as the staff grazed by us. It clipped her swinging ponytail but otherwise left us untouched. I felt around for the handle of the God Killer beneath the cloth, but there was no time. The end of the staff was already stabbing down. I rolled away from her as the staff’s end pounded the ground between us, cracking the stone floor beneath it.

      By the time I had rolled back to Sharifa, she already had the sword out and ready for me.

      “Thanks,” I said quickly, grabbing it and rolling to my feet as the staff came and went once again.

      The god snarled at the weapon clutched in my hands, the pure white glow of it reflected in his black eyes.

      Anubis swung his staff again, and this time I attacked as it went past. I darted in behind the staff and slashed at him with the God Killer, at any inch of his flesh I could reach. Cuts manifested along his arms and knuckles, revealing golden blood sloshing beneath, but they healed over quickly, and I had to hurl myself to the sandy ground to avoid his next swing.

      Readying the blade again, I saw the guardians on the other side of the god. Sharifa had gotten up from the floor and materialized her rope in her hands, swinging it as a lasso above her head. She tossed the other end of it to the flying Aziza, who grasped it tightly, lifting her flightless friend into the air.

      I ran at the god again and used all my enhanced speed and strength to get behind him and bring the blade down into his calf. He roared again and kicked me away, and though the cut had been deeper than bone, this one too healed over quicker than I would have wanted.

      I seemed to be wounding him just fine, but the god’s death would need a fatal blow. I would need to aim for his heart, but with him so tall, I wouldn’t be able to get him from the floor alone.

      Maybe I could make use of one of the pillars.

      Then came Aziza, her large silver wings beating through the air and Sharifa trailing behind her like a jungle explorer on a vine, aiming a powerful kick directly at the god’s head.

      Of course! All I needed was a distraction, and the guardians were doing a fine job of it.

      She landed hard, and Anubis roared, smacking her away, and I had my chance.

      As Sharifa and Aziza worked, I launched myself toward the most likely pillar. I dug my fingers and toes into the pillar carvings and began to climb.

      Aziza flew by my head, swinging Sharifa through the air again, and this time the guardian landed what would have been a bone-shattering kick into the god’s chest. Again, the god shook her off.

      I found myself wondering how much damage Anubis could do to us. It was one of those rules, and I wished I’d asked Set about it when I’d had the chance. Could he kill us directly? Or did he need to use one of his servants to do that for him?

      I didn’t know, and that made me nervous. I had to move quickly.

      As I climbed ever higher, at times having to break the stone apart with my fingers to get a better hold, the guardians prepared another attack. Aziza zipped through the air, and Sharifa adjusted her grip.

      “Hold on tight!” Sharifa shouted up to her.

      “I’m already holding as tight as I can! You’re heavier than you look!” the other guardian yelled back, straining to keep her grip on the rope. “What the fuck did you say happened to your wings again?”

      “Now is not the time!”

      Aziza flew by me with Sharifa in tow, and the god swung his staff at the guardians once more. Instead of kicking the god this time, Sharifa swung wide, using her weight at the end of the rope to swing like a tetherball, wrapping the rope around his head.

      Anubis roared.

      They wrapped him up in the rope, tying his face and blinding him. He clawed at the air, swinging his staff around and landing a blow on Aziza’s side. She cried out and fell from the air, letting go of her end of the rope.

      Pulling it away from his eyes, Anubis glared down at Sharifa and kicked her away, sending her sprawling to the floor as well.

      And in his distraction, I saw my opportunity.

      I launched myself off the pillar’s surface, and everything felt as if it were happening in slow motion.

      I fell upon the god, holy weapon clenched in both hands above my head, ready to bring it down the second he was in range. This was it. This was the moment everything else had been building up to. There was no going back.

      Gripping the handle of the God Killer, I brought it down, and with a sickening sound, it pierced directly through his chest. He screamed in agony, golden blood spraying from the wound.

      I let go of the blade and dropped to the ground, watching him die. Sharifa sprinted over to stand next to me, watching him too, her hair weighed down with sweat and sand. This was it. We had done it.

      But something wasn’t right.

      He wasn’t dying. Not like how I imagined.

      To my horror, his scream turned into a barking laugh. Grasping the handle protruding from his chest, he yanked it out, and after a few seconds, the would-be fatal wound had healed itself just like any of his other cuts.

      “What the hell?” I couldn’t believe what I was seeing.

      This was the weapon that was supposed to strike fear into the hearts of all the gods. The one weapon capable of killing them.

      Had I done something wrong?

      The god laughed again, admiring the shining blade now held in his hand. “Foolish man,” he said, “putting faith in old magics. Surely you don’t think I’m stupid enough not to have guarded myself against such things by now.”

      In my hands, the sword had been about the size of a baseball bat. Compared to his size, however, it looked so small, like an average carving knife.

      “How? How could you guard yourself against something like this?”

      Instead of a response, he gripped either end of the weapon and snapped it in half, like a toothpick, tossing the halves into the sand at my feet. I stared down at it, my gut sinking horribly. How could any of this have happened?

      I couldn’t comprehend it. It didn’t seem possible.

      In my own distraction, he took the opportunity to send a blast of magic my way, sending me flying through the air. I spun wildly, wind whistling in my ears until I landed hard against a brick wall and slid to the floor. My back stung with fresh cuts and deep bruises.

      I felt dazed. I felt loose in my own skin, like I was in a dream or a high. It didn’t make sense. Nothing made any fucking sense.

      Another blast of magic picked me up and tossed me across the room and into another wall. I let myself go limp. I couldn’t bring myself to fight back. I couldn’t see any point to it. It was like being back in the middle of that burning house, lying in a pile of rubble with a broken leg and nothing to look forward to but the sweet mercy of death. Something inside myself had turned off. Some part of my spirit had fled or been quashed.

      “Help him!” Sharifa screamed. “Azi, do something!”

      “What the fuck do you want me to do?” the other guardian grumbled back.

      “You still have your wings. You can catch him! Please! He’s hurting him!”

      In the silence that followed, the god picked me up again, throwing me like a ragdoll. All my breath was knocked from my lungs. I couldn’t breathe. I didn’t feel alive.

      “Stop him! Please!”

      “Aziza,” It was the god who spoke this time.

      I blinked sand out of my eyes and looked up. Framed by the light of the candles, I could see them. The god standing tall and untouched, and the guardian hovering before him, armor glinting in the candlelight. Her wings flapped softly as she looked into his eyes, as he held out a clawed hand to her.

      “Aziza, my guardian.”

      His voice was soft. Imploring. I knew the game he was playing.

      I struggled to get to my feet, to find the right words to stop her. But I just didn’t have it in me.

      “My most loyal,” Anubis said. “My most beautiful. I see you have not forsaken my gifts.”

      Aziza turned her head to admire her wings. “They look different in silver, don’t they? It’s strange to see them like this.”

      “They could be gold again, my dear,” the god said.

      “No!” Sharifa yelled. “Azi, don’t listen to him!”

      She ran toward the two of them, and with a halfhearted wave of his hand, the god sent her flying into a wall, too.

      “You would take me back?” Aziza asked. Her voice was soft. Enticed.

      A wave of rage surged through me. But for the moment, I held my tongue.

      “Your heart was not truly invested in Bastet. I could always sense that, my beauty. Your heart and soul have always belonged to me. No matter whose colors adorn your body, you have made yourself mine. And I honor such loyalty. You know that better than anyone.”

      “You’re right. I do.”

      The god opened his arms to take Aziza into his embrace, but she did not immediately reciprocate it. From across the room, her eyes settled on mine.

      “Why?” she asked him suddenly.

      “Why what, my dearest guardian?”

      Looking back into his doggish face, she said, “Why did you have me kill the people I did? Why did they need to die? I used to follow you without question, my lord. But….”

      The god clicked his tongue, shaking his head. “They have filled your poor head with doubt. Don’t you trust me anymore?”

      From around the pillar came a wounded and limping Sharifa. She knelt in the sand at my side and grabbed my arm as if to pull me to my feet. But her grip was halfhearted. She just didn’t seem to have the energy in her.

      “I….” Aziza’s voice wavered. “I’ve realized unquestioned trust in someone like you can be dangerous. Innocent people can get hurt.”

      The god nodded. “That is the very nature of war, my dear. You know this better than anyone. War is misery incarnate. But those who survive are stronger for it, are they not? And what about you, my dear? Was war not what brought us together? Was it not centuries ago that you pledged yourself to me, at a time when you had nothing left?”

      “I suppose….”

      “War is simply another word for change, my beloved guardian. And change is what keeps this world strong.”

      My heart sank further as I watched Aziza’s mind run wild with what the god said. She seemed lost in his words. Seduced by them. I had always known she cared for Anubis. And now here she was, selling out to him.

      I wanted to fight for her. But something inside me was holding me back. Part of me still wanted to trust her. And despite every other instinct I had, I was waiting to see if I was right.

      Next to me, Sharifa sniffled. She did not have as much faith in her fellow guardian.

      The god held out his arms once again. Embracing Anubis now would seal the deal. Would make Aziza belong to him once again.

      When she still did not approach, the god said, “Come here, my guardian. You and I will change this world for the better.”

      Aziza’s response came as a whisper that not even the god could hear.

      “What was that, Aziza?”

      “No,” she said more forcefully. “If you really think that change is good, then certainly more of your reign wouldn’t be.”

      “You don’t know what you’re saying, my dear—”

      “No. I do.” Her wings batted the air confidently now. “You want to talk about change? Huck is change. Ever since he entered my life, he has been nothing but good. I didn’t want to accept it at first, but he’s right. You’re dangerous, Anubis. And if you really believe that some must die to make others’ lives better, I see no more worthy candidate for destruction than you!”

      Impatient and spurned, the god roared. “You want to talk about what is dangerous? I have given you everything you need to become what you are, Aziza! Without my guidance, you would never have learned to hone your abilities. Without me, you are nothing!”

      “No.” Aziza’s black gaze met mine again, and she gave me a small smile. “That’s not true. Who I am has nothing to do with you, Anubis.”

      After a pause, she said, a hint of humor on her face, “A god is no friend of mine.”

      The god followed her gaze. “You would give up everything I can offer you for this man?”

      Her silence that followed spoke volumes.

      With a thunderous growl, the god held out a hand toward the guardian. Her body lurched, her armor and circlet sizzling with black electricity, and she let out an immense scream.

      “AAIIIIIEEEEE!!!!”

      Aziza twisted through the air, sobbing and screaming and pulling at her hair and face. Desperate for the pain to stop.

      “Aziza!” Sharifa cried.

      With another angered wave of the god’s hand, the guardian vanished from the room, transported I didn’t know where by the power of Anubis. Once the final echoes of her screams had abated, he finally turned his black eyes back on the two of us.

      “No matter,” he said. “I don’t need her to do what I need done.”

      “And what is that, Anubis?” I asked the god. “What do you want? You can’t even hurt us.”

      “Huck, don’t,” Sharifa hissed frantically in my ear.

      The god sneered. “Maybe not. I cannot kill someone protected by another god’s power. But I can still keep you busy. As long as you are here, you cannot be anywhere else, Huck Langston. Waset will fall to me, Bastet’s followers will be dead, and the goddess will have no other recourse but to bow to me.”

      “There has to be something we can do,” I whispered to Sharifa.

      “Like what?” she asked hopelessly. “He’s right, Huck. There’s nothing any of us can do. Not without the God Killer.”

      She let go of me as if resigning herself to failure. Grabbing her arm, I tried to shake her out of it. “We can think of something!” Seeing her fall apart snapped me out of whatever daze I’d been feeling. The fire inside of me had awoken again. I refused to be beaten down by this asshole.

      I could see the fragments of the God Killer on the ground nearby. Though Anubis had broken it, the two halves were still glowing, still emanating some kind of power.

      Broken, but not done.

      Dashing forward, I scooped up the half with the handle, brandishing its severed end at the god. I wanted to see him dead. I needed to see him bleed.

      Even if I couldn’t kill him, there was nothing wrong with continuing to fight. Even if I couldn’t do what I came here to do, I was going to fucking do something. Even if it killed me again.

      I used some magic of my own to send a few of the burning candles into his face, giving me just enough of a distraction to strike. I planted the broken end of the blade into his side and jumped, swinging myself around him and dragging the blade with me, slicing through him as I went.

      Golden blood leaked from the wound, and the god roared in pain, but again he healed himself in an instant. I went for his thigh next, as well as the backs of his knees, and he threw me away from him with his magic once more.

      Shaking it off, I ran at him again. But this time, I found Shari at my side, dual swords out and ready to do whatever she could to help.

      She jumped over my head, leaping at the god, but her swords bounced off his skin. She couldn’t hurt him at all, not even to cut into his flesh. But even then, it still worked as a distraction. It could still tire him out. And that was all we had at this point.

      As I carved into his ribs and was kicked away again, it hit me. A distraction.

      I knew what had to be done.

      Sharifa was thrown in my direction, landing hard in the sand and skidding to land at my side.

      Letting out the breath she’d been holding, she looked into my eyes, still disheartened as ever. “I’ll fight with you, Huck, if you think it’s the right thing to do,” she said. “But this is a fight we can’t win.”

      I leaned over and kissed her tenderly on the forehead. Keeping my lips close to her skin, I whispered, “Yes, we can.”

      “What? How?”

      I kissed her forehead again, harder this time. Earnest. Fuck, I would miss her.

      “There’s a chance one of us can leave,” I finally whispered. “I’ll keep distracting him. When you see your chance, you have to take it.”

      I tried to get up, but she grabbed my hand. “Huck, no,” she begged. Her eyes were already filling with tears. “I can’t lose you, too. Don’t give yourself up for me.”

      Leaning down, I kissed her on the lips for what I was sure would be the very last time.

      She would get out of here safely, live her life as she saw fit, and either the god would beat me down or his war would. But if she got to go on, it would be worth it to me. Knowing that Sharifa and Femi and the priestesses could be safe, at least for now, I would gladly give my life.

      I jumped to my feet and ran to attack the god again.

      It continued like this for several minutes. Me jumping at Anubis, slicing away at his flesh, and him throwing me away. And every time, though he would bleed, it would be erased moments later as if I had never touched him at all.

      He wasn’t impervious. He was just immortal. I had been promised the chance to kill him, had believed such a thing could be possible, and no matter how much I planned and strategized and worked my ass off, none of it meant anything.

      None of it, except for one last thing. Because even as I was being beaten to a pulp, I saw her do it. With tears streaming down her cheeks, she took her opportunity to escape. Over the god’s shoulder, I saw Sharifa standing at the top of the stairs, looking back down at me one last time before running off down the corridor forever.

      I kept fighting. I sliced up every inch of the god’s skin that I could reach. Again and again, I cut him up like sashimi, and every time he healed himself.

      There was no way for me to know if I was doing any good. It was a very real possibility that I was doing nothing at all, that continuing to fight him was pointless. That I would die here. But if there were the slightest chance that this fight was worth it, I would keep taking that chance as long as I could. Until my dying fucking breath.

      Eventually, I grew tired. My limbs hurt. My body was bruised and cut. When the god threw me again, he did so halfheartedly. As if he was getting bored of it all.

      I landed in the sand, feeling it digging sharply into my side. I coughed, trying to catch my breath. I was so. Fucking. Tired.

      “When do you plan to give up, Champion?” the god asked me. “Do you plan to fight me until you die? Surely, you must think more of yourself.”

      “You’d be surprised,” I said. I winced. The sharp pain in my side had somehow gotten stronger. “I see no better way to die than this.”

      The god pondered this for a moment. “I must be honest. You surprise me,” he finally said. “It seems Bastet has chosen her champion well. Someone willing to give his life to defend her. It’s noble, really.”

      “Thanks. I guess I’ll take the compliment.”

      “It makes me wonder if you wouldn’t be better suited to a god with actual viability. With actual plans for the world. You could be quite a useful asset.”

      “Really?” I spat. “You’re stupid enough to ask me to join you?”

      Anubis shrugged. “It was just an idea. I was giving you one last chance to switch to the winning side. You can change your mind and join me at any time. At least until my armies come to kill you, that is. It’s up to you.”

      I coughed up more sand. Damn, I fucking hated the stuff. There was so much of it, covering everything. The ground, my hair, my lungs. There was no escape.

      There was no escape.

      I refused to become Anubis’s lackey. Hell no. Not in a million fucking years. But if his armies did come to kill me, I wouldn’t have a choice at that point, would I? My soul would belong to him. He gave up nothing to keep up this fight with me, whereas I would give up everything.

      The pain poked into my side again, and I realized it wasn’t the sand after all. It was the other half of the sword. It had scraped into my skin, leaving a new cut.

      I picked it up and looked at it as it glowed between my fingers. Now more than ever, it hummed with power. There was still something to the sword, something that it had, even if Anubis didn’t think so.

      And as I held it, I felt a strange connection to it, like we were two of a kind. Like it was an old friend or a brother, and it was reaching out to me, trying to tell me something.

      And then, suddenly, as crazy as it was, I got an idea. I didn’t know where it had come from. But somehow, deep inside myself, I knew I could trust it.

      There was still magic in this sword. It still had life.

      And so did I. Now wasn’t the time to give up, but to take the ultimate gamble.

      Somehow, though, I knew it would pay off. As if the magic that had been guiding me had been leading me to this moment all along.

      This was my true destiny, these glowing fragments of an ancient sword.

      I was calm as I stood, a piece of the God Killer in each hand.

      The god barked a laugh again. “You really think you can still kill me with that thing? Ha! It cannot slay me!”

      “No,” I agreed. “But maybe this can.”

      Holding both sharpened ends of the halved sword to my stomach, I braced myself. And in one single thrust, I stabbed.

      I screamed. Not just from the agony of the weapon tearing through my gut but from the explosion of magic surging through me. It was like getting electrocuted or blasted by a lightning bolt. Every cell in my body vibrated, pulled apart and slammed back together, frying and burning and changing.

      When it was over and the haze over my eyes cleared, I dropped the sword back to the ground. The metal was cold and lifeless. Its glow was finally gone.

      As Anubis watched me, his brow creased in shock. My hands and belly were red and slick with dripping blood. And my skin, already pale and out of place, had started to glow white with magic.

      The God Killer was alive. And its power now flowed through me.

      I ran a hand over my wounds, and the skin laced itself back together.

      “Impossible!” Anubis insisted. “That isn’t how the God Killer is supposed to work! What have you done?”

      Launching myself at him yet again, I reached my hands out for the god’s throat. I grabbed his wrist and, with little effort, tore his arm straight out of its socket, spraying golden blood across the altar and dousing several of the candles at his feet.

      The god sputtered, confused and terrified.

      I didn’t stop. I tore him into pieces again and again and again, and each time I did, he healed himself slower and slower.

      Finally, I used my magic to throw him against the pillar and knocking it out of place. With the horrible crunch of shattering stone, the pillar collapsed on top of him, knocking the air from his lungs. Such things shouldn’t be possible. He was a god. He was above breath, above life.

      But I had broken down his very nature. I was above nature now. And he was powerless to stop me.

      Clasping my hands around the end of the pillar, I lifted it off him, tossing it away. The god began to beg to snivel and ask for mercy. But with one final blow, my hands shattered his chest, tearing him asunder once and for all.

      “Huck… don’t…” he wheezed. A stream of golden blood began to drip from the corner of his mouth. “You don’t… know what… you’re….”

      “Don’t tell me what I don’t know,” I said.

      Putting my hands on either side of his head, I twisted. There was the terrible snapping sound as his neck broke, and I pulled up, tearing it straight off his body.

      The god went limp. This time, his body did not heal. Cold and motionless on the floor, he was finally, miraculously dead.

      The glow emanating from my body receded until I was back to my normal self. As normal as I could be. The god’s limbs began to turn gray, and his entire body shriveled up like a prune until every part of him had evaporated, erased from the world.

      All that was left of the god was a puddle of golden blood and his discarded staff.

      Without the pillar there for support, the ceiling began to crumble. I knew it wouldn’t be long before the temple collapsed on top of me. Grabbing the staff, I made for the exit, launching myself up the stairs. Leaving the ritual room and the drained fragments of the God Killer far, far behind me.

      The floor shook beneath my feet as I ran, staircases falling behind me and pulling walls down with them. I didn’t even have time to see if any other priests of Anubis or temple guards were lurking inside. The temple was collapsing fast.

      On my way up another staircase, I saw a saddened Sharifa shuffling her way up the steps. She heard me coming and turned around, her face brightening in happy surprise.

      “Oh, Huck!” she exclaimed. “I can’t believe you—oof!”

      As I dashed by her up the stairs, I had picked her up with my free arm and flung her over my shoulder. There would be time for talking later. Right now, I was just concentrating on getting us out of there alive.

      As we burst out of the temple and back into the sunlight, the ground began to sink beneath my feet, sucking into the earth in an enormous sinkhole.

      I kept running, not stopping until we were well away from the danger and back in the center of the town.

      I dropped Sharifa into the sand and flopped down next to her, struggling to catch my breath. She started laughing and kissing me.

      “Huck, I thought you were going to die in there! I’m so happy! You did it, didn’t you? You killed him! How did you do it?!”

      It was then that I noticed the gathered crowd.

      Upon the god’s death, his mummies had collapsed, and so the people of Waset had tentatively poked their heads out of their homes. Nuru’s green-clad guards stood around, but there wasn’t a single pharaoh’s guard in sight. Whether they’d been killed or had fled the scene, it didn’t matter to me. Good fucking riddance.

      I saw a priest of Anubis hiding amongst the crowd, trying to remain inconspicuous, perhaps looking for an exit. Before he had a chance to flee, I used my magic to bind him and pull him toward me. He gasped as I grabbed him around the neck, but seemed too frightened to struggle.

      “Don’t speak, just listen,” I said sternly.

      The man trembled, and I took that for agreement.

      “I just killed your god, tore him into pieces. The way I see it, you have little power over this city now. However, there is a body of a young woman in the Temple of Bastet, and her priestesses would very much like to see it prepared properly for burial. You are in charge of making it happen. Nod if you understand.”

      Still trembling, the man nodded once.

      “Good. As soon as I release you, you are to go to Bastet’s Temple and ask for the body of Muminah. And you are going to prepare it as if it was Pharoah’s body, with all the proper respect it deserves. I don’t care how much trouble it causes you, nor how difficult the task may be now that I’ve destroyed Anubis’s Temple. But if I find out you haven’t properly completed this task, I’ll hunt you down myself, and you can meet the same fate as your precious dog. Is that understood?”

      Cowering now, the man had been listening with his eyes closed. He opened them and avoided my stare.

      I shook him once for good measure. “Speak!”

      “Y-yes, Champion. I will do as you demand.”

      I gave him one final shake and then dropped him unceremoniously to the ground. He groaned, but after one glance at me, quickly found his feet and scuttled off into the crowd, toward the direction of Bastet’s Temple.

      A gasp traveled through the crowd, but it had nothing to do with the disgraced priest. The people parted, letting a new figure walk through them. As soon as I saw her, I took Anubis’s staff into my hands and stood. Sharifa gasped as well and fell into a kneeling position.

      Bastet watched the two of us with her silver cat eyes, her pupils nearly thread-thin. She knew very well what I had done. She was pissed.

      Following Sharifa, I kneeled before the goddess, holding Anubis’s staff out before me. Presenting it to her. “The war is over,” I announced to her and the surrounding crowd.

      Her ear twitched, her tail straight as a rod. “You disobeyed me, Huck Langston,” she said. “You have slain the god Anubis against my wishes.”

      The crowd gasped again at the news. Their eyes watched me with new curiosity. The only man alive who had successfully slain a god.

      “Yes,” I said. “There was no other end to the war, my goddess. There was no other way to save you from him than to end him.”

      “I am guessing I am not the only god you have counseled with, then?”

      I nodded. I did not say Set’s name. But I doubted that I needed to. I was ready to keep defending everything I had done. But instead of more questions, the goddess just sighed heavily.

      “Huck,” she said. “What you have done today… there will be severe consequences. I tried to warn you of this, and still, you disobeyed me. There will be ramifications that even I cannot foresee. I am afraid that I may regret bringing you here. If I had known what you would be seduced into doing—”

      Standing, I walked close to her, wrapping an arm around her waist and pulling her against me.

      “I don’t regret anything,” I said. “I did what was best for you, my goddess. And I will continue to do so as long as I live. If you’ll have me.”

      And it was then, finally, that she kissed me. She was wonderful, her lips lush and warm, and her breath honey-sweet as it always was. Our touch was electric as our powers bounced off each other. It was amazing, and then all at once, it was over.

      Just like that, she shapeshifted back into her black cat form, back into the body of Onyx. With one last look of her shining silver eyes, she darted between the legs of the gathered crowd, and with the flick of a tail, she was gone.

      I was sure I would see her again soon. And in the meantime, I had a promise to keep.
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      I found Femi waiting for me in my room, just like she had promised. She was sitting on my bed, her hair loose, her body already naked. When I walked in, alive and breathing, she ran to me, tears in her eyes.

      As she hugged me, crying into my chest, I kissed the top of her head, my nose filling with the delicate scent of jasmine. Maybe rose.

      I couldn’t believe how lucky I was. How much of a blessing that trip into that burning house a week ago had turned out to be. It had not only given me power like nothing else I could have imagined, it had also given me a harem full of women all my own. The loyal and powerful Sharifa, the doting Olabisi and her fellow priestesses, and now the sweet and caring Femi. Even Aziza had found a place beside me.

      I felt a moment of uncertainty as I thought of the guardian. I didn’t know where Anubis had sent her, or whether she was safe. But that would have to wait until later. I had to trust that, wherever she was, she could hold her own. At least for the time being.

      Besides, there was something else I had come here to do.

      Shyly, Femi watched me with purple eyes, hopping up on her tiptoes to kiss me on the mouth. Carrying her back to the bed, I laid her down and moved to take off my kilt.

      For the first time since our bath together, I took to exploring her body. Her wonderful hourglass curves, the softness of her hips, and the gentleness of her fingers. I kissed each one of her digits in turn and she giggled.

      Taking her full breasts in my hands for the first time, I savored the moment. Rubbing her nipples with my thumbs in a circular motion, her whole body shivered with new sensation, her nipples beginning to harden at my careful touch.

      She let out a shaky breath.

      “You okay?” I asked, chuckling.

      “Yes,” she said, already breathless. “You are very good.”

      Laying myself down across her body, I kissed her again. “We’ve only just started.”

      My plan was to be gentle with her. Tender. I wanted her to enjoy every moment of this.

      I took my time with the foreplay, kissing her on the mouth and continuing to play with her wonderful breasts. All too quickly, she was begging for more. Overtaken by a surge of desire, all nineteen years of yearning, she spread her legs for me, swirling her youthful hips. Wordlessly waiting for me to enter her.

      Putting out two fingers, I slid them slowly inside of her, feeling how unbelievably wet she was. She moaned deeply, sensually, and my erection grew harder at the sound. Femi blushed at the unfamiliar noises she was making and laughed at herself. It was a wonderful sound, a celebration of all her new sensations, of her body filling with feelings she’d never felt before and didn’t know she could.

      Sliding my fingers in and out of her led to more moans, which became harsher as her pleasure built. Instead of allowing her release, I took my fingers out and moved to kiss her again. I wanted her first climax to be better than she could have ever imagined. And for that, she would have to wait.

      After more kissing, I took her hand in mine and brought it down to her moist center. She seemed confused, but still, she didn’t say anything. She trusted me completely.

      I let her feel herself, explore how wet she had become. Putting her fingertip to her clit, she shivered again, and then smiled at me, her adorable dimple puckering her cheek. I then took her hand again and brought it slowly to my cock.

      At this, she looked more hesitant, meeting my gaze with concerned purple eyes. The male physique was still unfamiliar to her. I would seek to fix that.

      Wrapping her soft fingers around me, I guided her hand up and down the shaft, teaching her how to pleasure me. And fuck, was it working. Watching her pleasure alone had gotten me pretty far already, so as I let go of her hand and let her take over, I let out some moans of my own.

      She took to exploring me, her hand gently rubbing up and down my length, intensely watching the pleasure she was giving me. Her grip was looser than I would have preferred, but it was only her first time, and even then she was still getting the job done.

      Soon enough, it was time. I was close.

      I put my hand to hers, signaling for her to release me. She did so, laying back down on the bed.

      Putting my hands against her thighs, I bent my head to kiss her belly, and at the first touch of my lips, her hips ground into the bed beneath her. She was ready too.

      I moved her thighs apart and knelt before her, readying myself to enter her. As if in preparation, as if she knew, Femi grasped my arms, bracing herself. Meeting my eyes, she nodded.

      In one, gentle motion, I had entered her. She was wet and deliciously tight. She cried out in pleasure.

      I only needed to thrust a few times before she reached her peak and came undone. When she came, instead of a scream or a yelp, she moaned deeply, settling into herself fully for the first time. I gave her a moment, then started again, building into a rhythm, taking my time, and teaching her that she could peak more than once.

      When she reached her climax a second time, I continued to my own release, filling into her.

      With my help, she had finally come to know herself. Every part of her. She was happy. And I was, too.

      Afterward, as I held her, her curly hair splayed across the bed behind her, she stroked my arms. She hadn’t stopped touching me, still exploring every part of my body. Wanting to know me.

      She didn’t want to talk about what had happened with Anubis. That part of her life was behind her now. It was behind me, too.

      And as she pulled me in close for another round, she whispered between sweet kisses, “Everything is changing, Huck. Ever since you got here, my life has finally started. It is only going to get better from here, right?”

      “Of course it is,” I said, kissing her back.

      And I meant it. No matter what I had to do.

      No matter what.
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        * * *

      

      The feeling had struck him suddenly. Tight and sickening. Like nothing he had felt before.

      He stood and began to pace the room. The sounds of his footsteps echoed across the black stone floor and the high arching walls.

      It was done. Her champion had done it. Against all odds, Anubis was dead.

      Hands shaking, he reached for the nearest thing to him—a vase. He promptly threw it against the nearby wall, smashing it into pieces. He was a god. He shouldn’t be able to feel this way. It was below him. The disgusting, discomforting feelings were meant for those of the mortal brood, those limited by the cycles of life and death.

      And yet, it was foolish to deny that he felt these things—the nausea, the fear, the anger.

      The anger was the one that took him now, searing through him like hot metal. Hadn’t he warned Anubis? Hadn’t he done everything he could for his friend? And all the Dog had done was prove himself a fool in the end.

      Huck Langston. That was the champion’s name. The man who had managed to kill a god. The man who had made every god no better than a mortal.

      The man must die. Yes. It was the only way. There were still more interests that needed protecting, after all. More plans.

      “Yes,” the noble Lord Apep hissed aloud to himself. “The man must die.”

      He would succeed where Anubis had failed.

      No matter who tried to stand in his way.
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      Thanks for reading!

      This book was a lot of fun for me, and hope you've enjoying reading it. If so, here are some things you can do:

      1.    Leave a review. (I can’t stress how important these are.) I don’t have an ARC team, and every review you see on Amazon or Goodreads is a reader taking the time to leave a note about the book.

      2.    Tell your friends. Share the book in your groups. ALL of them, as many as you can. It really helps.

      3.    Sign up for my newsletter, which is really just a note every time I publish a book, so you never miss a new release: http://jackporterwrites.com

      Beyond that, if you want to get in touch with me (or find a typo or some other monster), hit me up at author@jackporterwrites.com.

      Thanks in advance for your help, and I look forward to writing many more stories in the future.

      -Jack
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