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     Chapter One
 
    
 
   “You’re mine.”
 
   His fingertips rested lightly on my neck but I knew at any moment they could tighten, stealing my breath, and there was nothing I could do about it. My body refused to obey me, like someone else was controlling it and I a mere puppet. I tried not to panic as I waited for the end to come but those large fingers didn’t tighten, they didn't strangle me as I'd expected. Instead, they skimmed down to my collarbone, my arm, my hand. He lifted it up to his mouth and placed a gentle kiss on my fingertips.
 
   I stared at those firm lips, expecting to find cruelty but finding only determination. His bottom lip was fuller than I remembered, lending a softness to his otherwise harsh features. His chin was square but sharply so, with a jawline sweeping down in a dramatic angle. A slight widow's peak directed attention to deep set eyes topped with slashing brows, and then down the line of his thick nose. He was so beautiful, it was distracting me, I couldn't see past it. So I focused my gaze on his, no matter how well he hid his true nature, his eyes would prove traitorous. 
 
   They were black, pupils and irises blending into one, with colors swirling over their surface like an oil slick in the sun. Every color I could think of was there, ghosting over his eyes, then diving down into a vortex, as if he were pulling them inside himself. I felt myself lean forward, following the colors down into his darkness. 
 
   He blinked slowly and broke the spell.
 
   “Anubis,” I whispered as my body pressed into his.
 
   “Godhunter,” his lips went to my shoulder, his arms around my waist. 
 
   Straight, black hair hung to his shoulders, shining like glass and glittering with gold here and there, where a few cylindrical  beads were crimped onto his thick locks. My hands gathered the heavy mass of it, lifting it to my face so I could inhale the sweet scent of frankincense and myrrh. Intoxicating, everything about him was intoxicating.
 
   “No,” I tried to pull away. There was something I was forgetting, someone I was forgetting.
 
   “There is nothing but you and I,” his head lifted and his eyes pinned mine like butterflies on a board. “You thought you could escape me, that you could defeat me, but there is no defeating death, and there is no escape from me.”
 
   “You’re not death, you’re an Atlantean,” I struggled to build some kind of wall between us. “You’re a thief, stealing worship and power. Can’t you see that’s how Atlantis was destroyed in the first place? It was too much power for one race to wield.”
 
   “It was one small group of Atlanteans who made the mistake that destroyed my home,” his eyes narrowed. “Those of us who survived, suffered for it and we adapted, found new homes and new people, but this is all distant past. Now we are gods and you are a human who dares to hunt us.”
 
   “Only those of you who use humans as disposable batteries.”
 
   “I don’t use your kind,” he brushed back my long, dark hair, sending heat down my neck and across my chest. “I accepted responsibility from them and now I help them into the afterlife. Death is neither good nor evil, yet you chose to fight me. Stop fighting me, Vervain.”
 
   One of his hands came up to rest on my shoulder, his thumb rubbing against my collarbone. He squeezed gently and seemed to radiate an icy chill. It wasn’t uncomfortable, in fact I welcomed it. I wanted it to take me over, to take away all the pain, like it seemed to promise, to make me numb. Wait, were those even my thoughts? My desires?
 
   “No,” I tried again, “I don’t want you. I don’t want to be here.”
 
   “You will,” his lips lifted at the corners. “You’re already mine.” 
 
   His mouth was suddenly on mine, as brutal and possessive as his words. I wanted to fight, to deny his hold on me, but my hands wouldn’t move and my tongue was already captured by his. His taste was dizzying, warm and sweet, like drinking spiced cider laced with rum. I felt a rush of fluttering pleasure rise from my core to crawl over my chest, leaving me hot and wet in its wake, and I groaned in response.
 
   Anubis pulled me closer, his calm façade finally cracking as his hands roamed wildly over my body. We were flesh to flesh, my clothing simply gone, and between us he was hard and eager. I finally found the strength to push back but only managed to gain a couple of inches. His head immediately lowered and I felt the wet pleasure of his mouth close over my neck.
 
   I sighed as tingles shot through me again and felt my knees give way. He caught me easily, my lower body molding to his, as he continued to lick and bite his way down to my breast. When he reached his destination, I cried out and he gave an answering growl. My hands slid up to hold him closer, only it wasn’t hair that they slid through, it was fur.
 
   My eyes shot open in shock and I fought with all the strength my sudden panic gave me. It was enough. I broke through his hold and landed hard on my ass. I scooted back but he followed, coming to stand over me like an avenging angel… or an enraged god.
 
   Staring down at me was the head of a jackal, pointed ears and long muzzle, all covered in sleek black fur that flowed down to disappear into his gilded chest. His mouth opened, sharp canine teeth glinting as he spoke.
 
   “Remember, Godhunter,” Anubis’ rich voice came out of the jackal’s mouth. “Remember who you belong to and who you’ll learn to serve for eternity.”
 
   I screamed, sitting up to push him away from me, and warm hands gripped my arms. Struggling, I flailed out desperately and they tightened, pushing me down until his body covered mine and held me in place.
 
   “Vervain,” his voice had changed, it was warmer and deeper. “Vervain, wake up.”
 
   I opened my eyes to find Trevor above me, my beautiful werewolf lover. His long, dark curls fell around his face and his golden eyes were glowing in the darkness. I gave a shuddering sigh and relaxed back in the bed, realizing it had all been a dream. A horrible, disgusting dream.
 
   “Are you alright, Minn Elska?” The cherished endearment soothed my raw nerves even more and I pulled him to me, feeling his heart start to slow down with mine.
 
   “I’m fine, Honey-Eyes,” I whispered. “Thanks for waking me. I didn’t hurt you did I?”
 
   “No, I'm okay,” he pulled back so he could look me over. “Are you sure you’re alright?”
 
   “It was just a nightmare,” I gave him my best effort at a smile. His eyes told me that I failed miserably.
 
   “That’s the fourth one this week,” he sat back on his haunches.
 
   “Come back here,” I pulled on his hand till he laid back down beside me and wrapped me up against his chest. I slid my hands over his hot skin, cuddling up to his warmth as I swung my hair over my shoulder. “It’s nothing, my body’s just trying to relax after all the stress.”
 
   “Balder’s dead, you don’t have to worry about him anymore,” he looked down at me, his strong features softening with concern.
 
   “I know but there’s still Demeter on the loose.”
 
   “Persephone took care of her,” his perfect lips spread in a smile.
 
   “Demeter's still alive, which means she still wants me dead. I return the sentiment of course but I can't help feeling like I've failed my lions. We should have found her by now. Then there’s Ares, who’s still mad about me killing Aphrodite and taking her power, no matter that she was trying to kill me at the time. And we can't forget Blue with his stalking vampire groupies following me around for who knows what purpose. I wish he could just forgive me for believing he was behind all that nonsense in Arizona.”
 
   “Poor misunderstood Godhunter,” Trevor nestled his face into the side of my neck, where his latest set of bite marks had yet to heal. 
 
   While he was occupied, my hand crept up to my other shoulder, where I’d received my latest scar, a knife wound from Anubis, the Egyptian God of the Dead. Teharon had healed it for me but a scar had remained, which was odd, the Mohawk god was the best at what he did and had never left me scarred before. He had shrugged it off though, saying there might have been magic in the blade that had prevented a full healing but that I'd be fine. I'd nodded and hoped he was right but deep inside, I knew something was off because what I hadn’t told Teharon or Trevor, or anyone for that matter, was that even though the wound had healed, the cold from the blade remained. Anubis had literally given me the cold shoulder and now the cold was spreading. 
 
   I’d gotten used to being marked by men. First Blue(aka Huitzilopochtli, the Aztec God of War and Sun, oh and also the Father of Vampires), then Thor(if you don't know who Thor is, you're an idiot), and then Trevor(Firstborn of Fenrir, the Viking Wolf God and Father of the Froekn/werewolves). Now I’d been marked again, this time by Death himself(or at least someone who thought he was Death himself), and I was going to have to do something about it soon. I just wasn’t sure what.  
 
   “Vervain?” Trevor drew my wandering attention back to him. “You seemed really far off for a moment.”
 
   “Sorry, baby,” I yawned, “I’m just tired.”
 
   “Go to sleep then, Minn Elska,” he kissed my forehead and wrapped the blankets tighter around us. The whirr of the air conditioner tried its best to lull me back to dreamland but I knew who was waiting for me there. I remembered the feel of his hands on me, squeezing my shoulder where his knife had struck. 
 
   A pulse of cold seeped out an inch further, creeping over my collarbone as my body started to tremble.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Two
 
    
 
   “Vake up,” an insistent knocking accompanied the voice coming from the other side of my bedroom door. “I’ve made breakfast and Intare vill be vaiting, Tima.”
 
   “Arrgh,” I rolled onto Trevor’s stomach. “Whose idea was it to let Kirill move in?”
 
   “I believe he followed you home, Tima,” Trevor mocked my Intare title.
 
   “Kirill,” I groaned and burrowed deeper into my Wolf Prince, “Bad kitty, go away.”
 
   “Tima, men vill be very disappointed if you’re late.” Kirill’s Russian accent was normally sexy but when I was tired, it became just plain annoying.
 
   “Fine,” I sighed and sat up, noticing that Trevor was wide awake and looking chipper. “Sometimes I really hate your werewolf resilience.”
 
   “It has its perks,” he shrugged.
 
   I stumbled into the bathroom to wash my face and do all the other things that must be done in the morning. Then I yanked on a little pink camisole and a layered wraparound skirt. I smiled a little at the swirl of paisleys in the hues of pink silk. Flowing silk always made me feel so feminine, like I could sing a stupid song about feeling oh so pretty. Okay, maybe some coffee before the singing. Or maybe just coffee. Singing is not one of my talents.
 
   I pulled my hip-length, dark, wavy hair back and knotted it at my nape, as I stumbled down the hall toward the scent of coffee and hamburger. A smile spread across my face and my stomach rumbled as I realized what Kirill had prepared.
 
   “Loco Mocos?” I beamed at him, as I took a seat at the carved Chinese table in my Asian-themed dining room.
 
   “Your favorite,” he smiled and placed a big bowl in front of me, along with a delicate teacup filled with coffee.
 
   “Yum,” I sighed as Trevor slid into place beside me with his own bowl.
 
   “I have to admit,” he shook his head, “I thought this was the most disgusting thing to eat for breakfast until you made me take a bite. Now I don’t think I could live without it.”
 
   “Well you know me,” I grinned and poured cream into my coffee, “I love gravy, smother something in gravy and I’ll eat it up.”
 
   “Smother something in gravy, eh?” Trevor leered over at me.
 
   “Hmmm,” I thought over the possibilities, “nope, too messy.”
 
   “You two are perverts,” Kirill shook his head and dug into his bowl.
 
   “Life is so much sweeter when you’re pervy,” I cut up the over-medium egg, spilling the bright yellow yolk over the hamburger patty and grilled onions before scooping up some rice and gravy to go with it. “We need to get you a girlfriend. Maybe then you’ll be more inclined to join the pervert club.”
 
   “No time for vomen,” Kirill put on his serious face. “As Ganza, I must be constantly on guard.”
 
   “Don’t worry about it, man,” Trevor pounded the werelion good-naturedly on the shoulder. “She’s my top priority too. You can take a break once in awhile.”
 
   Kirill looked at Trevor like he’d just sprouted a beanstalk out of his nose.
 
   “Zere is no break for Ganza,” he gave Trevor a glare for good measure before returning to his food.
 
   Trevor rolled his eyes and shrugged his shoulders at me. “I give up, beautiful. You’re gonna have to pull that stick out of his ass because I can’t reach it. It’s so far up there, I’m surprised he isn’t spitting splinters.”
 
   I nearly choked on my Hawaiian-style breakfast. Kirill just sent Trevor another glare. He pushed his thick, black braid over his shoulder in a dismissive motion. It fell with a solid thunk against the back of his chair, dangling past his butt, and I smiled at the almost feminine gesture which on him was somehow distinctly masculine. 
 
   Kirill had the most beautiful hair I’d ever seen and I loved seeing it unbound, which it normally was, but I’d got him in the habit of braiding it before bed, so it wouldn’t tangle hopelessly by morning, and sometimes he forgot to undo it. He was simply too focused on other things… like protecting me.
 
    “I didn’t think you'd want me anywhere near his gorgeous ass,” I raised an eyebrow at Trevor.
 
   “Good point,” he nodded seriously. “Stay away from it. We’ll get him a proctologist.”
 
   “No one is going anyvhere near my ass,” Kirill cut in sharply. “And I zank you both to stop vith ze talking about it.”
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Three
 
    
 
   We traced into my werelion palace and found the Pride ready and waiting. They greeted us all warmly, even Trevor who was accepted as my mate. Now that they were allowed to sleep with other women, the lions couldn’t care less who I slept with, as long as he made me happy and boy did Trevor fulfill that requirement.
 
   They were grilling again, a favorite cooking method for the Intare, and we were escorted swiftly through the winding corridors of the African-influenced palace to a tent erected outside. It was all technically mine now that I'd taken Nyavirezi's magic, along with the lions I now led, but I had yet to move in full time. I like my place in Hawaii and besides, cell phone reception was atrocious on this side of the Aether. I still couldn't figure out how we got cable and internet. If I hadn't killed Nyavirezi, I could have asked her. Oh well, I was okay with the mystery as long as she stayed dead.
 
   Large blankets were spread out beneath the white tent, strewn with enormous pillows, bowls of fruit, and board games… yes, board games. The Intare had been isolated for so long, they’d found ways to entertain themselves, and that included lots of different games. So every get together we had involved food and competition, a fact which didn’t bother me at all.
 
   I sat near a chess board, Kirill and Trevor sitting on my left and right respectively. Around us the rest of the Intare settled, content that I was near to take care of any disputes and offer guidance as needed. Darius, Fallon, and Aidan came over with some plates of food while Samantha took up the rear with an armful of soda.
 
   “Samantha,” I waved a hello to the Froekn woman. 
 
   She’d been dating Fallon, who I thought looked so much like LL Cool J that I almost told him how much I enjoyed his work on Deep Blue Sea when I’d first met him. Except Fallon had hazel eyes, eat your heart out, LL. 
 
   I was concerned about the relationship between a werewolf and a werelion but who was I to judge? I was the Werelioness and my mate was the Werewolf Prince. I was pretty much doing the same thing, even though I was technically a human. So I decided to keep my nose out of it and wish them the best. So far they both seemed happy.
 
   “Rouva,” she gave me a quick bow before handing out her armload. I know, I have so many titles. This one meant Queen and was what the Froekn called me, as their highest ranking female, a rank I got simply from being Trevor's mate. Fallon gave me a plate of food, then helped Sam sit down. “I love it here,” she smiled as she looked around.
 
   I took in the African-esque landscape. Delicate trees dotted the wide expanse of land, broken only by a clear lake in the center and bordered by steep mountains all around. It was a predator’s paradise and was stocked with large amounts of game for precisely that purpose. Lions needed their meat and they needed to hunt for it.
 
   “Yeah, it’s pretty,” I smiled back at her. “We should invite all the Froekn over for a hunt sometime.” 
 
   I winced, thinking of how my old self would have shied away from the thought of killing animals(even though I'd hypocritically enjoyed eating them) but my new self, which was home to a piece of Trevor’s werewolf soul, the untamed lioness magic, and my uniting jaguar Nahual(Aztec animal twin), understood that hunting was necessary. Circle of life and all that. 
 
   I used to say I'd starve if I had to kill my own meat, now I looked forward to it. 
 
   “Father would love that,” Trevor grinned mischievously and looked over my shoulder. “Wouldn’t you, Dad?”
 
   “What?” I turned sharply and saw Fenrir smiling down at me. “What are you doing here?” I jumped up and he caught me, hugging me close as our bond tingled between us. 
 
   “The Intare wanted to surprise you,” he set me down and waved behind him at the Froekn, who were beginning to mingle with my lions. “They thought we should celebrate our recent victory together.”
 
   I looked over at Darius, the lion I left in charge while I was away, and he smiled broadly, his golden-boy good looks making the smile even brighter.
 
   “I hope you like our surprise, Tima.”
 
   “Thank you, Darius,” I transferred my smile to the werelion who came up to deliver a plate of food to Fenrir. “Thank you all. It was a great idea. This place needs more happiness poured into it.”
 
   A loud roar went up from the lions, followed by a swift, simultaneous bow and a shouted, “Tima!”
 
   I nodded back at them, overwhelmed by their devotion and perhaps blushing just a little. We recently had our first battle together and even though it wasn’t their battle, they’d chosen to fight beside me. We’d been lucky, no casualties, but the Froekn had lost a few wolves and I knew our lack of losses was exactly that… dumb luck. My lions hadn’t shown a shred of fear, even as they faced down Anubis’ regenerating werejackals, and I’d been so proud of them all. 
 
   “Intare,” I shouted, instantly receiving everyone’s undivided attention. “My beautiful, brave lions. Your unfailing courage has given me strength and now your compassion has given me hope. The hope that my two families can live peacefully, as they have already fought fearlessly, beside each other. My Pride, you are true to those words. I am so proud to be your Tima.”
 
   My lions went wild, shouting, roaring, and stamping their feet, with calls of “Tima” filling the air.
 
   “Froekn,” I continued and looked to the wolves, “Valiant Ones, you too have lived up to your name. First you welcomed me into your family and now you embrace my lions with the same enthusiasm… some of you more than others,” I looked over at Samantha and there was a round of good-natured ribbing and laughter. “I'm blessed to be a part of you and honored to be your Rouva. Now let's enjoy our victory!”
 
   Another roar split the air, even more thunderous than the last, joined with werewolf howls. Fenrir’s hand came to my elbow, helping me sit back down before he took a seat next to Trevor. He winked at me with obvious approval and I flushed with pleasure. Fenrir was a great leader and I tried my best to emulate him. I was so glad he'd brought the Froekn to visit. It was just what my lions needed. We may not have had casualties during the battle but we'd known loss right before it. 
 
   Demeter, mother to one of my best friends, had tortured and killed Al, one of my werelions, simply because she wanted to hurt me. Still recuperating from the horrors Nyavirezi, their last Tima, had put them through, Al's death had been hard on my men. It had been hard on me, subjecting me to a magical severing of the bond I shared with Al as his Tima. We pulled through it though, creating the first Intare ritual ever made, and these new friendships could only help my lions even more.
 
   “Nicely put, Daughter,” Fenrir's smile was full of his own pride.
 
   Trevor kissed me on the cheek. “I love you,” he said simply. “Aren’t you glad you got out of bed now?”
 
   “Yes,” I laughed and nudged him away so I could start eating. A girl’s gotta have her priorities.
 
   My shoulder flashed an icy pulse suddenly and I inhaled sharply as my head came up. Directly in front of me, standing right in the center of open grassland, was Anubis. The sun glinted off his sleek hair, bringing out the blue highlights and shining on the gold beads, as the breeze made it dance around his shoulders. His smile was serene as he stared at me and lifted a hand in greeting.
 
   “No,” I whispered, my breath coming in short gasps.
 
   Mine, a gentle voice drifted through my head before he disappeared.
 
   “Minn Elska,” Trevor’s voice matched his concerned expression. “What is it?”
 
   “Oh, nothing,” I laughed, the sound of it sounding a little too forced. “I thought for a second there that I was getting a bad case of heartburn.” 
 
   Laughter, soft and seductive, poured through my mind and I tried desperately to block it out.
 
   “Here, have some water,” Samantha handed me a glass tumbler.
 
   “Thank you,” I gulped the cold liquid down but it only served to remind me of the numbness spreading from my shoulder. What the hell was I going to do?
 
   There’s nothing you can do, the voice inside me continued. I’ve already told you, Godhunter. I claimed you with my blade, you’re mine.
 
   “Shut up,” I whispered under my breath and then smiled at the curious glances around me.
 
   I too enjoyed your speech, there was a thoughtful pause. Even more interesting is the fact that you meant every word. You care for these creatures immensely.
 
   “Excuse me,” I stood up and everyone looked immediately concerned. “Relax, I just need to visit the ladies room.” They all smiled and settled back down as I made my way back to the palace, so I could talk to the voice inside my head without sounding crazy. 
 
   I stalked up the wide steps, across the spacious veranda, and through the corridors of Pride Palace, grateful I could finally find my way on my own and hoping that Anubis would keep quiet just a little longer. I passed the library and the common room, all empty, and then the bedrooms flew by me before I finally came to the master suite situated at the center of the palace. As soon as I closed the door to my bedroom, I rounded on the intimate intruder.
 
   “Why do you sound so surprised that I care for them?” I hissed viciously. “Are you so evil that you’ve never loved anyone? Also... not creatures. They are Intare and Froekn. Shapeshifters or weres but not creatures.”
 
   Evil, the voice mused, skimming over the part that didn't interest him. I’ve never thought of myself as such. The very nature of my office demands neutrality. I don’t believe I’m evil.
 
   “That’s like an insane person swearing they’re not crazy,” I paced back and forth, frowning at how much I was starting to resemble an insane person.
 
   You’re not insane, the voice was steady and calm.
 
   “Stop that. What are you doing, reading my thoughts now, too?”
 
   My mind is melded with yours at the moment, a tinge of condescension crept in, of course I can read your thoughts. You don’t have to speak out loud. You’re mine; you can speak to me through thoughts whenever you wish.
 
   “Stop saying that! I’m not yours!” I took a deep breath when I realized I’d been screaming. “I’m the Godhunter and a witch,” I said more calmly. “I’m Rouva to the Froekn, mate to the Firstborn, and Tima to the Intare. I do not belong to you. I just don’t have the space on my dance card, sorry.”
 
   Rich, warm laughter shook through me before it was suddenly terminated in shocked silence. Yeah, I did that to gods a lot. Shocked them because I made them laugh. Gods were usually too serious for their own good and they rarely expected someone to knock them out of their stoicism. Then I show up, Wolverine gloves over jazz hands. I'll crack a joke in the middle of a fight if I can manage it.
 
   The silence stretched out and I started to relax, thinking he’d left, but then he spoke up. You cannot sway me with your comedy. You attacked Death and now you must pay the price. I will humble you beneath my boot and you will beg for more. The bite of slavery will be all the more harsh for you because of your new found nobility but you’ll bear it because your body will not be able to deny me. You’ll not even be able to escape me in death because I am Death and I’ll deny you. You’re mine forever.
 
   “Fuck you!” Okay, so it wasn’t the sharpest come back but it was all I could think of at the time. He had pushed all the right buttons and taken me over the line from mad to enraged. Very few people could do that, mad yes, enraged no.
 
   Yes, that will be a part of it as well, the laughter was back, as you’ve already seen.
 
   “You dog headed, son of a bitch!” I screamed, noting in the back of my mind how appropriate that insult was. “Bring it on. I’ll suck you dry alright, but it’ll be your magic I’m drinking down and I won’t be the one on my knees!”
 
   All I got in response was more laughter that slowly faded away. Evidently Anubis wasn't as impressed with my ability to take back the power gods had taken from us humans. So far, I'd killed two goddesses with my new talent, taking their magic for my own, but that didn't seem to faze Anubis. Which made me very nervous.
 
   I looked out the wall of widows across from me that showcased my beautiful butterfly courtyard and headed for the French doors that opened onto it. I needed a little serenity before I headed back outside to be with the others and the verdant tropical courtyard was just the thing.
 
   I opened the doors and stepped into the thick perfume of jasmine, vanilla orchids, and honeysuckle. Immediately, brilliant hued butterflies flew around me and I felt my heartbeat start to wind down.
 
   Butterflies were a powerful symbol for me, they were the form my love magic took. All my different magics had some kind of form I could see when I looked inward, but the butterflies resounded the most symbolically with me. A fragile looking thing but its power to transform was the strongest of all my magic. It calmed me to remember that I was not simply a human witch anymore. I would not be taken so easily.
 
   I lifted a hand and a shimmering blue butterfly landed on it. Its wings flapped slowly, hypnotically, and I smiled as its tiny legs lifted and lowered on my fingertip. Anubis may think I'm just a tiny bug he can squash but he's going to discover that my fragile form houses some very powerful magic... and there's always room for more.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Four
 
    
 
   “Loki!” I shouted as I plowed into the gorgeous god. I hadn't been paying attention to my surroundings as I headed back to the party. My thoughts were still too focused on Anubis.
 
   “You look a bit distracted, Granddaughter.”
 
   Yep, Loki was now technically my grandfather. He's Trevor's grandpa and as Trevor's mate, the connection extends to me. Initially, I'd used the title to taunt him, he wasn't so keen on the idea of being someone's gramps, he was more into causing mayhem and death but recently, Loki had a change of heart. He realized that life wasn't all that great without your family and he'd made a huge effort to get them back. Part of that effort had been saving my life, so I'd forgiven Loki his past mistakes and he was now welcome in my home.
 
   “Just trying to remember where everything is in this place,” I laughed and gave him a quick hug. 
 
   It still felt so strange to be hugging him after all the things he'd done to me. Starting with stealing my Wolverine gloves and ending with severing my relationship to Thor. Thor, who hadn't gotten on the Forgive Loki train. Thor, who still blamed me as well as Loki, for the ending of our relationship. Thor, who I'd finally been able to let go of, in my heart and my head. I just couldn't take his drama anymore.
 
   Besides, I had so many other relationships to deal with. I was connected to seventy-seven lions now, as close as a sister to them all. If I wanted to, I could tell you where each of them were at any given moment. That was how deep our ties were. Then there was the Froekn, my werewolf family through Trevor, who I wasn't as intimately connected to as I was to my Intare but who were family nonetheless. There was also the God Squad, the group of gods who fought beside me in the god war, they were like family to me as well, even Horus who acted like he couldn't stand me.
 
   Then there was Trevor of course, my main squeeze and boy was he squeezable. I had nothing to complain about when it came to my lover. Maybe if I had, my life would have been easier. Because now, on top of all that, I had Odin. 
 
   Well I guess I didn't really have him anymore. I'd told Odin our relationship couldn't go anywhere in this life, even though I'd been his wife in another. Even though he'd given up his eye to bring me back from the dead, and even though we had raised two sons together, one ours and one his by blood and mine by adoption. I considered Vali as much my son as Vidar though, even if I hadn't given birth to him.
 
   So yeah, Intare, Froekn, the God Squad, Trevor, Odin, and two sons from a previous life. I wasn't kidding when I'd told Anubis my dance card was full. I just couldn't worry over Thor anymore, I didn't have the time. Also, I didn't have the desire to.
 
   “May I escort you back to the party?” Loki held an arm out to me.
 
   “Of course,” I slid my hand over his forearm. I was determined to make an effort with Loki. I fully believed in second chances. We all mess up sometimes.
 
   “Your home is beautiful,” he offered as we walked back into the sunshine. “I was just having a look around. I'm in love with that library. Those bay windows give an amazing view of your land.”
 
   “Yeah, it rocked my world a little too,” I grinned up at him. “Hey, you wouldn't happen to know how it is that we manage to get cable up here, would you?”
 
   “You do?” His brows shot up. “Nyavirezi must have been stronger than I thought. You have to establish a line through the Aether which stays open constantly. There's probably a focus object its tied to. There would have to be one here and then one in the Human Realm, creating anchors for the bridge. It's very difficult to do, the only other god I've known to accomplish it is Odin.”
 
   “Right, Odin,” I frowned. He had some kind of device in which he could see anywhere in the world. It also caught cable. I'd teased him about it. “His Santa TV.”
 
   “Santa TV?”
 
   “Yeah, you know; he sees you when you're sleeping. He knows when you're awake,” I sang as Loki started to laugh.
 
   “Oh, I'm so calling Odin, Santa the next time I see him,” he laughed some more. “I may have to take up caroling.”
 
   “I've actually been thinking about buying him a Santa hat,” I giggled.
 
   “Oh no, please,” Loki stopped and gripped my hand earnestly. “Allow me to give him the hat. I can't express how much joy it would give me.”
 
   “Anything for you, Grandpa,” I laughed and he went back to escorting me to my wolf. He stopped just short of the tent though and I looked up at him in question.
 
   “So this is what it feels like,” he said quietly as he watched Fenrir talking to Trevor.
 
   “What's that?”
 
   “Caring,” he swallowed hard. “It's a little frightening.”
 
   “Yeah, but its worth it.”
 
   “I'm starting to see that,” Loki smiled and I was caught off guard by it. Not because he was smiling, Loki's Cheshire cat grins were infamous, it was because he was smiling like a first-time father, with his heart in his eyes.
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Five
 
    
 
   Moonshine was a nightclub for supernaturals, whether they were gods, witches, vamps, or shifters. It was in an old warehouse on the outskirts of Honolulu that had been redone to look like a forest. After making your way through a rather normal entrance room, you’d find yourself in wonderland. Unless you were a VIP, aka supernatural, then you'd have to go through the VIP room where you’d be required to make a binding oath preventing you from using magic on the premises.
 
   Trust me, it was necessary.
 
   The warehouse bones were concealed under forest murals and a combination of fake and living foliage. On the ground floor, trees grew up to the ceiling, stretching their graceful limbs across the soft green dance floor, where they grew further apart to accommodate the dancers. Back toward the walls though, they were closer together, creating intimate spots of semi-seclusion. If you looked closely, you'd find sculptures in the branches; fairies, dragons, and griffons along with more mundane animals. The paper lanterns that were hung randomly about, helped light the hidden treasures and kept the dark from being to thick.
 
   There were tables shaped like boulders and seats meant to look like little grass hills. The bar was on one end, a large piece of weather-roughened slate with bar stools carved from tree trunks. It was manned, as everything was, by Froekn but soon there would be some Intare on the payroll. A few of my lions had asked Trevor about employment and he had agreed. The bar was actually half mine but Trevor had paid for it, had in fact, created it to give his family something to do besides kill people for a living. So I let him make the hiring decisions. 
 
   Behind the bar was Trevor's office and the DJ booth. Off to the left and in front of it, nestled in the trees, was a brand new wood stage, its' edges hidden by a plethora of plants. There were subtle lights focused on the platform, suggesting that Dark Horses would probably be making an appearance later. 
 
   The horse shifter band was pretty much the only live entertainment we brought in. Which is why we didn't even have a stage until recently. Trevor had thought it would be more intimate to have bands play in the trees instead of having them raised on a platform. But that was before he hired Dark Horses and discovered how aggressive the group's fans could become during a set. So he finally relented and had a proper stage built. The compromise was to camouflage it so it would fade into the club's décor.
 
   Across from the bar was a waterfall fed pool, originating from a stream on the second floor. The waterfall created a fine mist, lending an air of fantasy as it did its best to keep the live plants moist and happy. There were lots of plants nestled in crevices along the rock basin, flowers blooming and adding fragrance to the ambiance. 
 
   To the left of the pool was the Wild Room, a room purely for weres. It was even more of a forest than the rest of the club, the plants left to overgrow the confines that man liked to put on them. It was where the weres went to relax, or run, since it also held the entrance to a running track that ran the perimeter of the club inside the walls, rising up to the second floor, to skim over the entrance so it could remain unbroken. 
 
   The second floor of Moonshine looked similar to the first, with smaller trees but the same couches disguised as grass-covered hills and flat-topped boulders for tables. Except along two sides of the balcony where normal tables had been set up for people who wanted to have a meal. 
 
   The stream that fed the waterfall ran along the wall which concealed the upper level of the running track. It flowed over the edge, right alongside the stairs that led up from the ground floor. Directly across from the stairs was a concealed entrance to a tracing room(we called it the family room, since only Froekn and Intare were allowed to use it) and access to the basement, where there were secure rooms for any vampires who needed to stay the day… for an extra price of course. 
 
   Moonshine had an Atlantean security system, housed in the large moon that dangled from the ceiling. It could sense emotional changes and so could predict when a fight was about to break out… or when someone was about to get lucky. It was the only club in Hawaii that could offer a completely safe environment. Trevor had worked a miracle in creating it.
 
   The music always played at a level low enough to be enjoyed and talked over(it did get louder when Dark Horses played) so I was having a conversation with Kirill when Trevor came up from the lower floor. We were sitting in our favorite spot near the stream, which Trevor had roped off for our exclusive use. It added another layer of protection for the family room, whose door was directly behind a tree, directly behind us. It also assured us a table in the popular nightspot where even the VIP level was packed. It was good to be the boss.
 
   “Rouva,” Trevor caught my attention with that. He usually saved the Froekn title for when important business was afoot. “There’s someone here who’d like to speak with you.”
 
   He turned and indicated a woman coming up beside him. She was a stunning Hawaiian with thick, wavy red hair that fell to the middle of her back. It was an amazing color, the Hawaiians called it ehu, a sparkling, sandy red that caught the soft lights and lit up like fireworks. She was tall, over six feet, and stood with a confident sex appeal that wasn’t in the least overbearing. Her lush lips spread in a smile that pulled a return one from me immediately.
 
   She was hot… quite literally.
 
   I stood to greet her, feeling waves of heat caress me as I approached, and knew instantly who I was dealing with. My heart started to beat faster, killing one of her pantheon was what had started me on my god-hunting quest. I was sincerely hoping that smile of hers meant she wasn’t one to hold a grudge because this was one lady I didn’t want to have to fight, especially since I lived in Hawaii… her territory, though myth said she she resided on the Big Island instead of Oahu.
 
   “Madame Pele,” I held out my hand to her and she took it without hesitation. “Welcome to Moonshine. Can I offer you something to drink?”
 
   “Thank you, Godhunter,” her voice was molten earth, rich and fiery. “I’d love a Bloody Mary if you don’t mind.”
 
   “Of course,” my mind was reeling. Pele drank Bloody Marys. I turned to Trevor and he motioned to one of our waitresses and went to go give her the order. “Please join us.” I indicated the couch, covered in a soft faux grass, which we’d been sitting on.
 
   Pele flowed more than walked, a sensual swaying of limbs that somehow poured her forward and onto the furniture. I sat down on another “hill” across from her. Kirill remained standing, staring at the Volcano Goddess with wary intensity. She removed a cigarette from her little gold clutch and put it to her lips. The end smoldered, then started to glow red as she puffed on it.
 
   “Okay, now you’re just showing off,” I smirked a little.
 
   She blinked rapidly, taking the cigarette from her lips as they went slack. “You are kalohé, aren’t you? I like a little sass though.”
 
   “Glad to hear it,” I smiled and waved Kirill back.
 
   “One of your lions?” She looked him over like he was an appetizer or maybe the whole damn meal.
 
   “Yes, my predecessor was a connoisseur of gorgeous men.”
 
   “I see that,” she smiled wider.
 
   “He’s also my Ganza,” I caught her gaze, “which basically means it's his job to protect me but I’d gladly do the same for him.”
 
   One eyebrow rose as she lifted her chin to look me over. She made a curt nod, appearing to like what she saw.
 
   “You’re definitely the woman I need.”
 
   “Me too,” Trevor gave Pele a half smile as he handed her a tall red drink. He sat beside me, casually slinging an arm around my shoulder.
 
   She lifted her glass in salute to him before taking a deep swallow.
 
   “What can I do for you?” I asked.
 
   “I know why you fight gods,” she frowned, taking another quick sip of her drink before placing it on the boulder between us. “They stir up wars, riots, anything to get humans to kill each other, so they can claim the dead as sacrifice. But there are other methods of sacrifice that you’ve missed. My people are dying, killing themselves and each other, and I can’t bear to witness it any longer.”
 
   “Dying?” I thought hard about any unusual activity in Hawaii and came up with a big blank.
 
   “The drugs, Godhunter,” she looked suddenly weary and I got a flash of her other form, the white-haired crone. Such sad eyes. “Cocaine, Crystal Meth, Ecstasy, they’re all bad but especially the Crack. It’s turned my people into crazed murderers and thieves. My proud, beautiful people are dying and it’s all because of that bastard Mayan, Acan.”
 
   “Acan? I’m not familiar with him.” I looked over at Trevor but he just shrugged.
 
   “Minor deity,” Pele made a noise that sounded a lot like a bubbling teapot. “He was god of some kind of wine the Mayans made. Well now he’s become a drug lord… a drug god.”
 
   “But there’s got to be lots of drug lords,” I still wasn’t sure where she thought I’d fit in. “He can’t be the only one bringing drugs into Hawaii.”
 
   “He’s not the only distributor but he is the power behind them all,” Pele took a long drag off her cigarette. “Whether they know it or not, Acan’s magic eases the way for them. The police would have a much easier time of it without his interference.”
 
   “So he backs all the drug shipments with magic,” I was starting to get the picture, “ensuring they get in undetected, and sending in his own merchandise to get a cut of the profits as well. Then he scoops up any deaths resulting from drug related incidents or the drugs themselves and feasts off the power all by himself since no other gods are in on it.”
 
   “Exactly,” Pele’s dark eyes met mine, flashing fire for a second.
 
   “That’s evilly brilliant,” I looked over at Trevor who was shaking his head in disgust.
 
   “For a drunken fool,” Pele growled, “it’s absolutely amazing.”
 
   “Do you know where to find him?”
 
   “I know he’s somewhere in Mexico,” she smiled grimly, “which is why I’ve come to you. I need back up and a locator spell... that’s not my area of expertise. He’s not in the God Realms so it shouldn’t be too hard for you to find him. Will you help me?”
 
   “No offense,” I held up a hand, “those seem like good reasons but you could get a locator spell from another god and I would think you'd have a whole pantheon for back up. I don't understand why you want me.”
 
   “The others in my pantheon are apathetic to the people's needs. They've grown lax, saying that worship has diminished so why should we care?” She inhaled a sharp, angry breath and when she released it, smoke drifted out her mouth. “These are my people. They gave me a home, gave me purpose, and gave me the power to both protect and destroy them. Can you imagine the amount of trust that took? I vowed a long time ago that I would not abuse this power or betray their trust. I've never been senselessly cruel and although I can be a bit volatile at times, I've always tried to temper my actions with love.”
 
   “That's admirable,” I nodded slowly. “I meet so few Atlanteans who take their roles seriously, especially since worship has waned, and it gives me hope to know gods like you exist.”
 
   “I have stood beside these people through wars, conquest, disease, and Christ's poachers. I gave their Queen strength when she was unjustly imprisoned and I helped gain her release so she could do more good for our people, even though she had turned from her gods and took the encroaching religion as her own. I helped her because she was still mine and she was in a position to help the rest of my people. I can't fathom how someone could love an entire race, accept their worship, and then simply cease to care,” she shrugged. “I admit I could go elsewhere for help but this is your home too, Godhunter. I thought you might be more inclined to care.”
 
   “And I can kill your kind easier than you can,” I smiled at her grimly.
 
   “There is that,” she grimaced, “but frankly, I'm so incensed by this, I doubt I'll need your help on that front. I only ask for you to assist me in finding him and then to watch my back. The rest, you can leave to me.”
 
   “I need to talk to the others,” I gave Trevor a quick glance, “but I think they'll agree to it. Can you meet me back here in two days?”
 
   “I will,” she stood, shook our hands, gave Kirill one last, hot look, and left.
 
   “Somebody likes Kirill,” I teased my somber lion. “She's hot too. Smokin'! Also, she's pretty awesome. Anyone who has that kind of loyalty, is alright in my book.”
 
   “Tima,” he groaned. “Please stop girlfriend quest. I am content.”
 
   “I think Pele could make you even more content,” I waggled my brows at him.
 
   “Lions do not like fire,” he grumbled and looked away. “Burnt fur smells bad.”
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Six
 
    
 
   I looked down at the two sleeping pills in my hand and then up at my reflection in the bathroom mirror. I was so exhausted, my eyes were starting to lose focus but I was afraid to go to sleep. Anubis’ visits had become a nightly affair and I was about to resort to drugs to get some peace. I frowned, thinking about how drugs seemed to be the topic of conversation for the night.
 
   Picking up a glass of water off the Art Deco counter, I flung the pills back into my throat and chased them with the liquid. I looked up at the framed black and whites of old Hollywood celebrities that hung on my bathroom walls, stopping on Mae West’s enigmatic smile. I smiled back and sat at my dressing table, above which was painted my favorite quote of hers: “It’s better to be looked over than overlooked.”
 
   This was one night I was hoping to be overlooked.
 
   I pulled a brush through my tangled hair gently, starting at the bottom and working my way up, before braiding and securing it. If I didn’t braid my hair at night, I wound up with a huge mess in the morning. Besides, I needed some time to let the pills kick in and hopefully, in combination with my extreme exhaustion, they’d send me over into such a deep sleep that even Anubis wouldn’t be able to reach me.
 
   I finally got up and went back into the bedroom. Trevor was already in bed, the room dark except for one little lamp that rested in a nook on the bed's wall above his head. The light filtered out through the carved walls of the Chinese wedding bed we shared, making pretty patterns on the thick red carpeting and back-lighting his body to perfection.
 
   I stared at him through the wooden filigree, knowing it wasn’t the only wall between us. I’d allowed Anubis to invade our relationship. I was hiding things from Trevor and it was all because of that jackal-headed ass. 
 
   Trevor never held anything back from me, being a mated Froekn has that affect on wolves. There's a need to constantly reconnect for them, to strive for that moment of oneness that came with the consummation of the bond. 
 
   I had felt at one with Trevor but I didn't experience the full knowing of him as he had of me. I could sense things about him, what he'd like or need, but I wasn't aware of every nuance of his soul. It was such a strange, unbalanced connection we shared, coming with restrictions that didn't apply to a normal Froekn bond. Even though Trevor had the upper hand when it came to knowing all about me, his insight had ended with the consummation. One look was all he got before the door shut on him. Now I could hide anything from him. I'd just never had a reason to before.
 
   Dropping my bra on the floor, I crawled into bed in just my panties. I sighed as the thick covers welcomed me down, cozy with the AC making the room a cool sixty-eight degrees. I liked to keep my bedroom cool enough to cuddle; werewolf lovin’ could get a little warm. The rest of the house was set to seventy.
 
   Thick arms wrapped around my waist and pulled me back against a wide, warm chest. I smiled sleepily as Trevor buried his face in my neck and gave me a kiss. The drugs were starting to kick in and I let go of consciousness quickly, hoping that only oblivion awaited me.
 
   The next thing I knew, I was waking up feeling more rested than I had in days. I snuggled happily under the covers, stretching a hand out to stroke the heat Trevor’s body had left behind. I could hear him puttering around in the kitchen and the rich smell of coffee was already creeping back to me. The sounds and smells of home combined with a release of my pent up anxiety, made me giddy.
 
   I laughed, hugging Trevor's pillow to me and inhaling his spicy scent. I was free! You don’t realize how much you need pure, undisturbed sleep until there’s a lack of it. I laughed again, throwing the pillow back as I sat up and stretched my arms above me. My back cracked happily and I sighed, crawling to the bottom of the bed, where the wide opening let me out onto the unsuspecting world. 
 
   Bwah ha ha, I was back!
 
   I stripped off my panties, picking up last night's discarded bra as I headed into the bathroom for a shower. I threw the clothes into the black and white hamper and turned on the hot water to give it some time to heat up. I was humming happily as I went through my morning routine, anxious to go about my day without fear of the night to come.
 
   When I finally walked into the shower, the bathroom was filling comfortably with steam. I added some cold water to the mix and stepped under the spray. It was heaven on my aching muscles. I hadn’t realized how tense I’d been over the whole Anubis thing. I mean, my life isn’t the calmest around but worry was not usually a part of my MO. There really was no point in worrying; what will be, will be. 
 
   I seemed to have made an exception for the God of the Dead.
 
   My head was back, my eyes closed as I rinsed the shampoo out of my hair, when I felt strong hands slide up the sides of my stomach and take possession of my breasts. I sighed and smiled knowingly. I loved it when Trevor surprised me in the shower, he could do some great positions with his werewolf strength. 
 
   The hands continued their trek upwards, slipping up my neck and holding my face under the spray as his lips sucked in one of my nipples. I moaned, the sensation of a hot mouth on me as the water caressed me everywhere else, making me writhe. His lips made their way up to my neck and then he turned me swiftly, pressing me against the back wall and pulling my hips against his. He pressed hard against me and I spread my legs wider to help him. Right before he slid into me, I looked back at him over my shoulder… and screamed.
 
   It wasn’t Trevor. The man behind me, with his large hands on my hips and his eager appendage pressed to me intimately, was Anubis. His dark eyes stared intently at me as I yanked away and shrank back against the wall. He pressed forward, holding me up with a hand on both of my upper arms. His eyes were swirling violently, his lips curled up in a snarl, and his wet hair writhed about him like venomous snakes.
 
   You still think you can escape me, Godhunter? He was hot and hard against me and I whimpered, feeling cornered like an animal.
 
   Trevor and Kirill both shot into the room, Trevor in his wolfman form and Kirill holding a nasty looking blade. Anubis slid a snide look at them but continued to press into me as if they weren't important enough to be concerned with. My boys pulled up short, looking at me in sudden confusion. Kirill lowered his weapon a little as he scented the air.
 
   “What the fuck is wrong with you? Help me!” I screamed at them and Trevor shot forward, straight through Anubis, who stepped back with a smirk. 
 
   “What is it, Minn Elska?” Trevor stared with deep concern into my eyes.
 
   “Can’t you see him?” I pointed at Anubis who was still standing in the corner of the shower. 
 
   “No, see who?” Trevor stared hard into the corner, pulling me out of the shower stall. 
 
   “Anubis,” I felt a towel slide around me and looked over to see Kirill’s worried gaze. “He’s standing right there.” I pointed to him again. “You fucking bastard!” 
 
   He only laughed and faded away.
 
   “I scent somezing strange,” Kirill pushed past us and checked out the shower, sniffing in quick bursts. “It’s leaving now.”
 
   “Cause he’s gone,” I collapsed against Trevor, shaking badly.
 
   “What the fuck is going on, baby?” He leaned his head back to try and peer into my face.
 
   “Let me get dressed and then I'll tell you,” I sighed and pushed away, heading into the other room as I dried off with shaking arms.
 
   “Minn Elska,” Trevor and Kirill followed me, Kirill looking towards the ceiling when I dropped the towel to get dressed. “Just tell me.”
 
   “I’ve been having nightmares,” I pulled on some underwear, then a comfy black sheath dress before I headed down the hall and into the kitchen to make myself a cup of coffee. 
 
   “Yeah, I know,” Trevor sat across from me at the table, Kirill taking the seat on his right. “I’m the one who sleeps with you, the one who holds you when you wake up terrified, remember?”
 
   “Can I finish?” I placed my hands flat on the table, willing them to stop shaking.
 
   “I wish you would,” Trevor had changed back to human and I just realized he hadn’t bothered redressing. He must have been really worried.
 
   “I could be bounded in nutshell and count myself king of infinite space, vere it not zat I have bad dreams,” Kirill looked so calm but I knew instinctively he was spooked. 
 
   I raised an eyebrow “You quote Shakespeare?”
 
   “I have great memories of you reading it to me,” his smile was soft. “Now please to tell us vat your dreams have been about, Tima.”
 
   “They’ve been about Anubis,” I rubbed at the cold spot on my shoulder and Trevor reached across the table and pulled my hand away to inspect it.
 
   “The wound’s healed alright,” he frowned and poked at it, then hissed at the cold. “What the fuck?” He shot out of his seat and pulled me out of mine.
 
   Without a thought to Kirill’s presence, which said a lot, he lifted the sheath over my head and splayed his hand over the growing cold. It had spread over my arm and down my side. I met his scared gaze with one of my own.
 
   “Remember how Teharon couldn't heal the knife wound completely?” I gently reclaimed my dress and pulled it back over my head, “He said it had something to do with Anubis’ magic, death magic.”
 
   “Yeah,” Trevor ran a shaky hand through his hair. “He said you’d have to let it heal the rest of the way on its own but it did. So why does your skin feel like ice?”
 
   “I don’t know,” I sat back down but he remained standing. “All I know is that Anubis has been making an appearance in my dreams more and more lately. I finally decided to take sleeping pills last night and it worked, my mind was too drugged for him to invade. Then I went to take a shower this morning and he appeared. I don’t know if it was a hallucination, since you walked right through him, but he sure felt real.”
 
   “Why didn’t you tell me about this sooner?”
 
   “I was hoping it would go away,” I shook my head at my own stupidity. “I thought maybe it was post traumatic stress or something.”
 
   “Tima,” Kirill’s steady voice drew our attention. “Vat did Death God say to you?”
 
   “He said,” I swallowed hard. “He said I was his and that he was going to make sure I was punished for attacking him. Kinky, huh?” I tried to laugh it off but that didn’t work out so well.
 
   Trevor turned and headed back into the bedroom. I gave Kirill a questioning look but he just shrugged. Soon the sound of drawers being flung open floated out to us. I got up and headed back, Kirill close on my heels. Sure enough, Trevor was packing… my clothes.
 
   “What are you doing?” I held my coffee with both hands as I watched him chuck handfuls of clothes and necessities into my suitcase.
 
   “We’re going to the Pride,” he zipped up the case and started on his own. “I have a better chance of defending you there. Then I’m going to get Teharon, Father, and all the others, and we’re going to fix this.”
 
   “Okay,” I said quietly.
 
   He stopped and looked up at me. “Okay? You’re not going to argue with me?”
 
   “No,” I was suddenly happy that I had others to rely on, to help me when I needed it. For once I didn’t care that he was being presumptive. I’d kept him out of the loop and he was reacting with concern and intelligence. I appreciated that. “It sounds like the best thing for us to do. Kirill,” I turned and looked at my Ganza.
 
   “I go pack as vell, Tima.”
 
   “Thank you,” I smiled gently at him. “I’ll go pack up Nick.” My gray tabby would need some things too.
 
   I turned to leave but Trevor pulled me back around. He took the mug out of my hands, placing it on the dresser before pulling me in tight. I didn’t even realize I was shaking again until he held me against his steady strength.
 
   “It’s going to be alright,” he whispered into my hair and I wasn’t certain who he was trying to reassure, me or himself. 
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Seven
 
    
 
   Pride Palace, as I had named the vast estate I’d inherited from Nyavirezi, was huge. Among the numerous bedrooms(a hundred-twenty total), which were needed for all of my lions(seventy-seven total), there was a kitchen complete with a fireplace big enough to roast an entire cow, a common room filled with pool tables and video games, a central courtyard with tropical flowers and butterflies right off of my master suite, a dining hall, a theater, a music room, an armory, a fitness room, a wine cellar, a larder, a ballroom, and my favorite, the library.
 
   The library in Pride Palace was almost as wonderful as Thor’s but it didn’t have that old world charm. My library was open and airy like the rest of the palace. The furniture was heavier in there, mahogany instead of bamboo, but the cushions were still done in a gold and cream pattern like the couches in the common room, and the walls were linen wallpaper… what wasn’t covered by bookshelves, that is.
 
   Like Thor’s library, this one had very few patches of wall left that weren't taken up by books. All four walls had shelves, broken only by the door and the two bay windows that had stunning views of the grasslands. There were even free standing shelves placed throughout the open room, back to back. Priceless objects of art were scattered about, representing pretty much every country in the world. Statues, inlaid boxes, wood and stone carvings, and paintings on gilt stands. They'd been gathered by the Intare, who were just as diverse in race. A treasure trove that any museum would be proud to display and which I adored, but it was the books that I considered to be the true treasure.
 
   Nyavirezi had a penchant for magic and most of the tomes were old and filled with spells I’d never seen before. That meant only one thing, either they were ancient or they were filled with god magic. Both possibilities thrilled the hell out of me. I'd been practicing god magic, which was distinctly different from human magic, since I'd come into possession of Ku's spell book. So far I'd only been able to manage a few beginner spells but I was improving fast and I had hopes of being able to hold my own against the other gods someday.
 
   I hadn’t had the chance to sit and start reading any of Nyavirezi's books yet, so I found myself staring at them wistfully as the gods, the Froekn, and the Intare argued over my head. Teharon and Kirill were the only two who remained silent besides myself. They sat to either side of me, Kirill guarding me as always and Teharon inspecting my shoulder.
 
   “What are you going to do, go running around the God Realm shouting Come out, come out wherever you are?” Odin was in Trevor’s face. “This is Anubis we’re talking about. No one even knows how to get to his territory… not even Horus, and they're cousins.”
 
   “And I wouldn't go, even if I did,” Horus muttered with a shiver.
 
   “Well it’s a hell of a lot better than sitting on my ass doing nothing.” Trevor looked like he was about to shift, so I sighed and got to my feet, inserting myself between them.
 
   “I love you both but this isn’t helping,” I placed my hands up between them.
 
   “I love you too, Minn Elska,” Trevor gave me a sweet smile before sending another angry glare at Odin. “It’s Odin I don't like. He says he loves you, claims you’re his dead wife reincarnated, the mother of his son, but he doesn’t seem to give a shit that Death is coming for you.”
 
   “You go too far, wolf pup,” Odin’s one eye started to flash, the peacock iridescence becoming a swirl of blues, greens, and purples. “You’ve no idea how much I love her. How much I've sacrificed just to ensure she have this second chance at life. You’re bound to her on oath, the magic strengthens your love for her. I however, have loved her for centuries, all of my own volition, forsaking all others for her even after she died and left me to face eternity alone. You’ll never love her even a fraction as much as I do.”
 
   I gasped, my body starting to shake in response to Odin’s heated words. I knew he spoke the absolute truth, even though his nickname was Oathbreaker. With me, and especially about us, he never lied. I knew it because I'd lived it. There was no question whether I was Sabine, Odin’s dead wife and the mother of Vidar. I had raised Odin's son Vali too and counted him as my own. I had Sabine's memories, her tarot cards recognized me, and my soul cried out for not only Odin but for my sons as well. I missed being a family.
 
   For Trevor to question our connection had to mean he was scared shitless but what Odin revealed in his impassioned speech hadn’t been about nerves, it had been an opportunity to tell me and everyone else what he really felt. Not exactly a complication I needed at the moment. It was bad enough that Thor still wasn’t speaking to me after I forgave Loki for breaking us up.
 
   “You one-eyed, two-faced, son of a bitch,” Trevor growled. “You better start running.”
 
   “Who are you calling a son of a bitch, mutt?”
 
   “Enough,” I roared, the lioness clawing her way out of my throat. I'd be damned if my men were gonna go at it in my own house.
 
   Both men looked startled, then sheepish as they backed away from each other.
 
   “If you guys both love me so damn much,” I eyed them. “Why don’t you try working together to save my big white ass!”
 
   “Yes, Rouva,” Trevor sat on the couch near my chair.
 
   “You’re right, of course, Vervain,” Odin sighed. “I apologize, Trevor. I know we’re both worried about her and I fear it’s shortened our tempers a bit.”
 
   “Yeah,” Trevor ground out. I gave him a hard look until he added, “I’m sorry as well.”
 
   “Thank you,” I sat back down and looked around the room at all the worried faces. It was so strange to not have Thor there. “I’m lucky to have such good friends that care so much about me but I honestly don’t think there’s anything to be done.” People started to speak but I held my hands up. “I’ll stay here until the threat is over but Odin’s right, there’s no way to find Anubis and we have no idea what to do about him, even if we could.”
 
   “Horus,” Tsohanoai, who I called Mr. T, was seated beside his wife Estsanatlehi (Mrs. E). “Is there perhaps an Egyptian spell to help relieve the cold for Vervain?”
 
   “No,” Horus looked even grimmer than usual. “Nothing. He claimed her with a blade made of pure magic. Atlantean soul magic.” A low gasp circled the room. “Yes, exactly.”
 
   “What?” I looked around at all the even more worried faces. “What exactly?”
 
   “Soul magic,” Horus grimaced. “It's like your Froekn's Binding but against the will of the victim. The cold you feel, that numbness, is your soul leaving your body.”
 
   “So I'm going to die,” I said hollowly.
 
   “No,” Horus looked at me like he was about to offer his condolences. “You'll live by his whim. He will have your soul and even if he chooses to give it back to you, he will have strings in you, like a puppet master. Once that cold is complete, you will no longer own your life. It will be his.” 
 
   The silence was thick, weighty, but for me, full of screaming. In my head, this constant scream of denial was ringing out, blocking out all thought, blocking out almost everything. I almost didn't hear Persephone when she spoke.
 
   “Demeter might know how to reach him,” Persephone’s sweet face had lost some of the innocence she’d had when I'd first met her but it had been replaced with something strong and beautiful. 
 
   I was proud of how far she’d come. Standing up to Demeter and moving in with Hades, her husband, was a huge step for her but I was worried that this latest battle, in which she’d finally seen the depth of her mother's cruelty, had done a number on her. She’d surprised us all by attacking Demeter, surprised us even further by winning the fight, but I think a part of Persephone died that day. The little girl was gone forever.
 
   I mourned the loss of her innocence but I was relieved that she finally knew the truth about Demeter. Persephone's mother had raped and tortured Kirill, caused numerous difficulties in my life, including the loss of my friendship with Blue, had almost succeeded in killing Trevor, did succeed in killing one of my lions, and then she went after Hades. Everything else, Persephone could have forgiven but trying to kill your daughter's husband can be detrimental to the mother-daughter bond. Persephone had named Demeter her enemy.
 
   Was it wrong of me that I was relieved?
 
   “Do you think she’d tell you if she did?” I knew how much Demeter hated me, blaming me completely for her daughter’s defection, and somehow I didn’t think she’d be inclined to help us.
 
   “I don’t know,” Persephone shrugged. “She’s been trying to talk to me and I keep ignoring her, so she may give me the info just to try to get on my good side.”
 
   “I guess it wouldn’t hurt to ask,” I nodded. “Thanks, Sephy.”
 
   “No problem,” she smiled and for a second the old Sephy was back.
 
   “There’s nothing else we can do about my issue,” I looked back at Teharon, the Mohawk God who always patched me up when things went wrong. “Right, Teharon?”
 
   “I can’t heal you any further,” He shook his head, making his mass of stick-straight black hair shimmer over his shoulders. “You’re not wounded, you ensorcelled and it’s deeper than any possession I’ve ever seen. He’s attached to your very cells, pulling  on you slowly but effectively. I can’t push him out like I did with Huitzilopochtli but something must be done. That cold is spreading and I’m not sure what will happen when it takes over completely. I’ll do some research but I think the best course of action right now is for everyone to keep alert. Keep taking those sleeping pills at night, Vervain, and try not to be alone when you’re awake.”
 
   “Alright,” I took a deep breath, “now how about something to get our minds off this?” I explained what was happening with the drugs in Hawaii, who was behind it, and who had come to ask for help. “Does anyone know if this is true? She seemed honest enough but I don’t want to attack anyone without being certain.”
 
   “Too bad Blue’s gone bad again, he’s Aztec but he might have had some insight into a Mayan god.” Brahma, the slick Hindu god who looked more like a Bollywood star, bit his lip in thought.
 
   “I’ve heard rumors about a god in Mexico running drugs but I always thought it was just that… rumors,” Pan’s charming curls were falling into his face, exposing the little horns they otherwise hid. He had a shirt on that advertised his porn company, Naughty Nymphs. Beneath the words, a naked nymph with strategically placed leaves smiled suggestively.
 
   “It’s true,” we all turned to stare at Finn when he spoke. He shrugged, his bright green eyes meeting ours. “I used to travel a lot in my swan form and one of the places I flew over was Mexico.” 
 
   Finn was actually Fiachra, one of the children of Lir who were turned into a swan by their Aunt. I won’t go into the whys of it but thankfully he and his siblings found a way to conquer the magic and shift back to human. Now they had a choice of forms. Unfortunately, he didn't have any other cool god powers, just the bird thing. Oh and immortality, that was pretty cool, I guess.
 
    “And you saw Acan?” I pressed.
 
   “Yeah, I’ve seen him,” he brushed a stray lock of black hair out of his eye. “He has a place way back in the jungle. I only noticed because he had a plane load of cocaine heading out when I was passing over one time and his magic was surrounding it, protecting it.”
 
   “So you know where he is,” hell, this might be easier than I thought. The old thrill was starting to race through my veins, pushing out my worries.
 
   “Yep, as long as he hasn’t moved in the past ten years,” Finn smiled. “I doubt he’d give up that place though. It was something special.”
 
   “So what do you guys think?” I looked around the room. “Wanna go hunt a drug lord with me?”
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Eight
 
    
 
   Finn was right; Acan’s home was something special. It was a palatial expanse of pure white stone, shining out of the thick foliage like a pearl on green velvet. It had two stories and a tower going up three. Long terraces ran along the upper floor, many with bright colored curtains flowing out of open glass doors. Behind the house was a manicured lawn, an Olympic sized pool, and rows of roses. Men scurried about everywhere, the sounds of their voices mixing with the call of exotic birds and monkeys. 
 
   I crouched on a hill beside Pele, wearing a set of camis instead of my normal fighting gear. I still had all my usual weapons though, including my gloves with the retractable blades that functioned like claws… once belonging to Ku. I wasn’t much of a fan of guns, it being hard to decapitate a person with a firearm and decapitation being the only way to kill a god, but I was starting to appreciate that there might be a use for them. Mainly, in situations involving humans.
 
   Then Mr. T attacked.
 
   Estsanatlehi and her husband Tsohanoai, were Navajo gods. Mr. T was a sun god and the Mrs. could bring the rain. I thought that was splendidly harmonious. They were the best with weather magic, which Mr. T wielded on the men unlucky enough to be outside. He basically roasted them on super speed, till they passed out from the heat. Quick, effective, and quiet. I loved it.
 
   “Alright,” I looked over at the others, “let’s go.”
 
   Invading Acan’s compound was mind bogglingly easy. He obviously hadn't planned on a god attack, concerned only with competing humans We rushed over the remaining guards, dispatching them with fists, blades, and magic, before spreading out and rousting Acan like a bull in a pen. We ushered him into a living room, surrounding him on all sides in case he tried to run.
 
   “What do you want?” His eyes darted over all of us.
 
   “I want my people back,” Pele hissed and lunged for him.
 
   Acan lurched away but she was too quick for him. In a second, he was dangling off the floor in the grip of a woman who towered over him. Pele’s eyes were filling with fire, as Acan’s were with fear, and the little Mayan whimpered like a dog.
 
   “I’ve done nothing wrong,” he trembled. “I don’t even know who your people are.”
 
   “I am Pele,” she stared at him like he was insane not to recognize her. “I am the Goddess of Fire and of the Volcano. You’ve poisoned my people for long enough.”
 
   “You won’t stop the drug use by killing me,” Acan whined. “People are addicted, all types of people, and the amount of sacrifice I get daily is overwhelming. Join me and I’ll share it with you. There’s more than enough for all of us.” He looked around at the circle of gods hopefully.
 
   “Do you really think I’d abandon my people and take up with the likes of you?”
 
    Smoke started to rise from where she held Acan’s shirt but something he said had caught my attention. The power, he was acting way too weak for a god absorbing mass amounts of power on practically a daily basis.
 
   “Pele!” I jumped forward as I caught the flash of magic in his eyes.
 
   I knocked her out of the way as a bright gold shimmer faded into the floor where she’d been standing. Acan laughed and as he did so, he was surrounded with golden light. I reached into my pocket for a handful of powdered rosemary, beginning a chant of protection.
 
   “You have no idea how much power I have,” Acan reached out with both hands and sent waves of energy streaming toward Pan and Trevor. 
 
   Instinctively I threw the powder towards Trevor and finished the spell, hoping Pan could survive on his own. The gold wave was absorbed by the protective sphere around Trevor but Pan wasn’t able to deflect it. It hit him full blast, knocking him to the floor and tearing screams from him. 
 
   Teharon ran over to Pan and I caught a flash of seeping wounds going all the way down Pan’s arms before I gave my attention back to Acan. Track marks, my brain registered with horror. He was attacking us with the sickness of his merchandise. I launched myself at him and Trevor snarled as he changed into a wolfman.
 
   My metal claws were out and they cut through my target like a perfectly baked potato, thick skin splitting to reveal the soft inside. The thought made my stomach rumble and brought my lioness to the surface. What went better with a baked potato than steak? I roared into Acan’s face and saw the first flicker of real fear in his eyes.
 
   As I set myself to the task of clawing him up as badly and as quickly as possible, Odin and Brahma caught hold of Acan’s hands with their magic. Acan may have been powerful but in the end, he was no match for the entire God Squad. All of my friends closed in, really ticked now that one of our own had been injured, and soon Acan was bound up tighter than a goth girl's corset.
 
   I backed off, pleased with the damage I’d wrought, and sent a quick look over my shoulder at Pan. He was fine, healed and standing. He gave me a quick wink. No hard feelings then. I gave an inward sigh of relief. It was hard to choose amongst your friends but when it came down to a friend or my lover, there really was no choice. I was thankful Pan understood.
 
   “How about we let our host show us around?” I asked as I got a grip of the ropes holding our prisoner. “We could start with the storage rooms.”
 
   “Sounds fascinating,” Pele nodded with smug satisfaction and took Acan from me. “Where are the drugs?”
 
   “The tower,” he grimaced.
 
   Pele almost looked disappointed that she didn't have to torture the information out of him. She contented herself with shoving him out of the room though. We followed them down a long, airy corridor, marble floor echoing with the thumping of our boots and the sweet scent of jungle flowers flowing in on the breeze. The place looked like a resort. I half expected to see a waiter walk in carrying a tray laden with margaritas.
 
    Pele pushed open the door at the end of the hallway and shoved Acan through. By the sound of the muffled grunt, he didn't catch himself in time. Sure enough, when I made my way into the room, it was to find him rolling ignominiously on the ground. Pele hadn't thought to pick him up, she was too busy staring at the hundreds of crates taking up most of the floor.
 
   I walked past her and lifted the lid on one of them. Inside were white blocks wrapped in plastic and tape. A second crate yielded a similar product but the third one held shimmering blocks of blue. I could see sparkles glowing through the outer wrapping. I picked one up and held it in a ray of sunlight. The little shimmers caught the light like jewels.
 
   “You mother fucker!” Trevor pulled the still struggling Acan to his feet and slammed him into a wall. Plaster rained down around them and Acan seemed to become a part of the masonry for a second. Trevor pulled him out and revealed a drug lord shaped dent. Then he punched Acan and the much smaller man went flying into a crate.
 
   “What am I missing?” I asked Odin, who was standing near me, looking like he was waiting his turn at the guy.
 
   “That's Net,” he said before pressing his lips together in a grim line.
 
   “Net?” I frowned. “Like the god-drug Balder used on me?”
 
   “The very same,” Odin smiled grimly and I looked over to see Trevor's hand around Acan's throat. The Mayan's face was turning blue.
 
   “Do not kill him,” Pele interrupted and Trevor looked at her like she'd lost her damn mind. “That is my right. Tell him, Godhunter.”
 
   “She did say that all we needed to do was clear the way,” I shrugged. “She said she would handle Acan.”
 
   “Drop him,” she demanded. When Trevor looked as if he would argue, she raised a hand. “He will be punished but first I would know if this is his only cache.”
 
   “She's got a point,” Pan piped up.
 
   Trevor dropped him and all that was heard for the next few minutes was the sound of Acan gasping for breath. He stared up at Trevor with pure hatred and Trevor gave it right back. When Acan finally caught his breath, Pele calmly walked up and put a hand on Trevor's arm, gently edging him aside. She crouched down in front of the prone man.
 
   “How many?”
 
   “This is all,” he looked way too smug for that to be the truth.
 
   Pele held up a hand, closing all fingers except her pointer, which began to glow. Like molten lava. She slowly lowered it to Acan's face, leaving it half an inch away from his skin as he shrank back into the side of the broken crate he was propped against. She regarded him steadily, as one would regard a hedge you were about to trim. Just a job that needed to be done with the minimum amount of effort possible but the maximum effect.
 
   “I have dreamed of listening to you scream,” she said in a bored voice. “So please know that I have no problem burning every inch of skin from your body, asking the healer to do his work, and then starting all over again. In fact, I relish the thought.”
 
   “This is it,” Acan's voice was shaky and sweat was pouring down his forehead.
 
   “You are going to die this day,” she continued as if he hadn't said anything. “It's only a question of how long you shall suffer. This is the only choice you have left.”
 
   “There is a leather journal,” he bit out. “In the office upstairs. Look in the desk drawer. It will have the locations of the other sites. It has everything in it.”
 
   Pele looked back at me, “Godhunter, would you mind?”
 
   “Sure, no problem,” I turned to leave and Trevor followed me out.
 
   I didn't bother with all the stupid female empowerment shit like, I don't need any help, or I can manage going up a set of stairs by myself. That wasn't just a waste of my breath, it was stupid. Some of Acan's sun-cooked men could have woken up or maybe fresh stock arrived. Whatever, there could be shit to get into and I wasn't about to begrudge Trevor's company.
 
   We found the main staircase and ran up it quickly. The landing at the top gave way to two hallways and that was where we split briefly. I ran down one and he the other until I heard him yell: “Here.” I went running back to find Trevor already rummaging through a gigantic wood desk. I went to help, pulling drawers out and sorting through the mess of paperwork that it appeared even drug lords couldn't escape.
 
   Finally, I found the book and we headed back downstairs. When we reached the open door to the storage tower, the sound of cracking wood alerted me to what my companions had been occupying their time with. Inside, I found dozens of crates smashed open, most of them filled with the white blocks but quite a few had those sparkling blue ones too.
 
   “I didn't realize Net was illegal,” I handed the journal over to Pele, who flipped through the pages efficiently.
 
   “Not illegal,” Odin said with distaste. “We don't govern ourselves as such. It's just a wicked substance used by the weaker of our kind to control those more powerful. Very few take it recreationally, and those are usually gods who have given up on the world and life in general. It's a coward's weapon.”
 
   “I understand,” and I did. When Balder had used it on me, I had dropped down into a paralysis born of apathy and confusion. He could have killed me and I wouldn't have raised a hand to stop him. In fact, he would have if it hadn't been for Loki.
 
   When I looked back at Acan, Pele had him in her grip again. This time she smiled and it sent shivers down my spine. Who knew the Fire Goddess could be so cold?
 
   “Why do you care about them?” Acan screamed up at her, held in mid-air by magic and her hand around his throat. “They’re only humans! We are gods! I’ve only done what all of us do.”
 
   “Not all of us,” Odin’s voice was a low rumble, “and we especially don't use such underhanded tools against our own kind.”
 
   “Then you’re fools,” the Mayan was fighting the bonds with everything he had, veins bulging in his face and neck.
 
   “No, you are the fool,” Pele’s eyes went hot and a river of lava flowed out from them, traveling beneath her skin and down her arm. “The relationship we created with humans was meant to be symbiotic. They gave us power and we gave them magic, be it through protection, love, healing, or even sickness. It all had a place and we were there to decide where it should go. We guided them with our advanced knowledge and we learned as well. A lot of the gods have forgotten this and that saddens me but I have not forgotten, my people have not forgotten, and I will not abandon them. Not now, not ever, and definitely not for the likes of you.”
 
   Acan started to scream, his skin blistering and turning bright red, before his clothes caught fire. I gasped and stepped back but a part of me applauded and was moved by Pele’s speech. I had heard before that the relationship between us and the Atlanteans was meant to be symbiotic but I'd never heard it said with so much passion. Or heard a god admit that they could learn from us. Also, it was rare to find one who truly loved her people.
 
    Enjoying yourself, Godhunter? Anubis’ voice echoed in my head. I clenched my teeth and tried to ignore him. Do you like watching gods suffer? Grovel? I’ll bet you do. You love the hunt… the kill, and you tell yourself it’s all in the name of survival. It’s for the greater good. Are you so different from the gods you hunt? I don’t think so. Worse, I think. At least we are honest about what we do.
 
   Twist my actions all you want, I thought, directing my hatred at him. You and I both know what gods do to humans, what this god in particular has done. I don’t enjoy the kill, I never have, but I make sure to remember it. I make sure to sear it into my soul and pay the price with my memory.
 
   He quieted and I hoped he was gone for good, as the scene continued to play out before me. Acan’s hair had caught fire but the flames wouldn’t kill him, nothing but decapitation would, so he just continued to scream. The sound was horrendous and I found myself wanting to cover my ears.
 
   “Madame,” I called to Pele. “This is beneath you. You've had your revenge, now let's be done with this nasty business. Let me kill him.” I unsheathed my magically enhanced kodachi. The short sword caught the sunlight on its edge.
 
   Pele frowned, looking over the charring flesh of her enemy. “You’re right, his suffering has eased my wrath. Now he only sickens me. Do what you do best, Godhunter.” She dropped him to the floor, where he immediately rolled out the flames. Stop, Drop, and Roll. It was surprising how many people forgot that.
 
   I walked forward and stared down at his whimpering, patheticness. My stomach twisted at the smell of cooked meat and I fought back the lioness, who reared up for the kill. The selfish god had caused more suffering than I could imagine but it still bothered me to see him tortured. I was not naive enough to think that he could be saved but I wasn’t jaded enough to believe in useless torment either. Vengeance was ugly and slow, justice should be swift.
 
   I lifted my blade and as I brought it down, severing the god’s neck and sending him into whatever kind of afterlife awaited the gods, Anubis whispered once more. 
 
   I don’t understand you.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Nine
 
    
 
   I didn’t hear from Anubis again until I was standing in the bathroom of my suite in Pride Palace. I guess the God of the Dead had a thing for water.
 
   The bathroom was large and open, dominated by a central, sunken tub that could easily fit five. It was round, deep enough that it required a set of stairs to get into, and lined with a shelf for sitting. In the center, a large showerhead was hung, negating the need for shower doors or curtains since the spray didn’t have a snowball's chance in hell, of reaching the edge. Okay, probably not the best times to be using idioms referring to hell.
 
   Normally I would make use of the shower, the bath using too much water for just me. My Japanese blood hated to waste but after the horrible week I’d been having, the other seventy-five percent of my genes was taking over. The mix of Caucasian and Native American was telling my reserved Japanese to take a hike, we wanted a bath.
 
   I watched as the water rushed into the tub from four foot-long narrow openings beneath the rim. The mammoth basin was filled in less than five minutes and I was rushing to turn off the faucets. Damn, that was a lot of water to pump in so fast. Must be the god plumbing.
 
   I threw off my clothes, laying them on one of the numerous pieces of bamboo furniture, and happily made my way down the steps and into the warm water. At the bottom I sank down, letting the water cover my head and plug my ears with the welcome silence only submersion could provide. I floated to the top, breaking the surface with my face so I could breathe, but keeping my ears filled with the liquid oblivion. I felt a ledge beneath me and braced myself against it, splashing with my toes in delight. Naked, weightless, warm, and wet… it was just what I needed. Of course Anubis chose to interrupt that peaceful moment.
 
   You confuse me, Godhunter.
 
   I lost my balance, sputtering and dropping to the bottom, almost succeeding in hitting my head on the ledge and drowning in the process. I shot back up, gasping for air as I climbed onto the seat. Once there, I pushed the tangled, wet mass of my hair out of my face and glared at the empty air in front of me.
 
   “Can’t I enjoy one bath without you?” I growled.
 
   You’re mine, your privacy is gone, he sounded snooty enough to slap. If he’d been corporeal I would have gotten my peaceful mood back by doing just that. I’ll talk to you when I wish.
 
   “What the fuck do you want?”
 
   I want to know why you felt pity for Acan, his voice really was laced with a fair amount of confusion.
 
   “You’re the God of Death,” I rubbed the water off my eyes. “You must’ve felt pity for someone before.”
 
   Never, I could almost hear him shrug. By the time I meet a human, they’re already dead and beyond anyone’s pity. I feel nothing for their souls but the respect my office requires and as far as gods go, we don’t require or desire pity.
 
   “You sound kind of pathetic,” I mused.
 
   Pathetic, more confusion, You pity me because I don’t feel pity? Are all humans this strange?
 
   “You really have no contact with living humans?” I followed the tangent, since I didn’t want to keep discussing pity with an unemotional death god. “What about when they worship you?”
 
   That was priests chanting the same prayers over and over. Incense, candles, and offerings. It gave me power but no insight. He paused long enough for me to wonder if he’d got bored and left. I started to relax back against the ledge but then he spoke again. I’ve looked into your thoughts, searched your memories, and I am left even more disturbed.
 
   “Hey! Get out of there,” I sat up straight. “That’s private stuff!”
 
   I’ve already told you, he almost sounded patient. There will be no privacy between us. I’d thought you were a bloodthirsty killer, using your humanity as an excuse to murder, but I see now the path you’ve followed, and it's more complicated than I’d assumed.
 
   “Great, so let’s just let bygones be bygones and all that,” I smiled hopefully, even knowing it wasn’t going to be that easy. “Why don’t you pull back this chill and we can be friends?”
 
   There is still the issue of your punishment, why the hell did he sound like some caring father figure who just had my best interests at heart? You attacked me and the God of Death does not allow himself to be attacked without retribution.
 
   “You attacked me first,” this was ridiculous. Why was I even bothering with reason? Obviously this guy was unreasonable.
 
   No, his voice lowered, it was you who made the first move. You broke my neck, Lioness.
 
   I remembered it in vivid Technicolor then, which was odd since I'd experienced it in black and white. As a lioness, all of my other senses were amplified so I didn't even miss the colors, it seemed like they were still there. Maybe that's why I remembered them, my human mind was trying to make sense of my lioness memories and so inserted color. 
 
   That makes it sound like I'm a different being when I shift but that's not the case. I was still me, just in a different body, with different urges leading me. My lioness was the huntress. She was the part of me that delighted in the kill and it was her tongue that had savored the taste of Anubis’ blood when I’d torn into his neck. 
 
   The battle had been brought to Odin’s doorstep and I’d fought with my lions to protect him. The enemy’s first line of defense had been Blue’s vampires and Anubis’ jackals. Blue had been a friend of mine until I’d mistakenly accused him of betraying me. He’d been a little upset and I tried to apologize but he wasn't having any of it. In fact, he threw me out of his house so  he wouldn't kill me. Even after all of that, I'd still been shocked to see he was mad enough to join forces with other gods against me.
 
   I was already upset about Blue when I discovered that Anubis’ werejackals could rise from death shortly after they were killed. Not only that, Anubis could basically turn anyone he or they killed into a zombie. The more he and his jackals brought down, the more forces his side would gain. I concluded that the only way to defeat them was to kill Anubis, and I’d immediately gone after him. Cut off the head has pretty much been my motto from day one. So yes, I guess I did attack him first but technically his jackals had already been attacking me.
 
   “It’s all relative,” I shook my head. “I was defending Odin, you were attacking us, but I made the first move against you. So what? War is war. Get over yourself.”
 
   See, now that is exactly why I have to make you suffer.
 
   “Go fuck yourself, dog breath,” so it wasn’t the most adult response but so what, I was pissed and frustrated. The man was irksome. He irked me.
 
   From what I’ve found in your mind, his laugh was sinful, you like to play with us dogs.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Ten
 
    
 
   “You’re not coming?” I looked at Trevor with open astonishment.  “You said you wanted to accompany me when I went to visit them,” I took the teacup he was offering me, welcoming the scent of Chai even in my bafflement. “That was the deal. I get to visit with Odin, Vali, and Vidar as long as you chaperoned.”
 
   “Relax, Minn Elska,” he laughed softly as he took the chair across from mine at the mammoth table in the palace’s dining room. “I have to go into the club today. You can take Kirill with you. I may not trust Odin but I do trust Kirill.” 
 
   “Oh,” I looked over at my lion, who was busy scarfing down an omelet. 
 
   Kirill raised his head and gave me a quick smile. I knew that smile and I knew what it meant. Kirill loved hanging out with Vali and Vidar, and he knew I never got to spend a moment alone with Odin. He was going to take off with my sons as soon as we got there. A thrill shot through my stomach and I quickly squashed it down, feeling like a cheating you-know-what.
 
   You’re attracted to Odin, the voice came so smoothly in my head, I didn’t even realize it was Anubis at first. 
 
   “What?” I looked first at Trevor, then at Kirill, in horror.
 
   “We didn’t say anything,” Trevor eyed me with a little concerned frown. 
 
   “Oh, sorry,” I rubbed at my head as it filled with bemused laughter. “I must be tired. Taking sleeping pills every night is probably having an effect. I’m going to go get dressed.”
 
   I left the table, cup in hand, and headed down the hall to my suite. When the door was closed behind me, I leaned back against it and squared my shoulders.
 
   “Alright, you bastard, come out and face me,” I surveyed the room calmly. “I know you want to.”
 
   I was tired of waiting, wondering when Anubis would actually make an appearance rather than just speaking in my head. It had been two weeks since the shower incident and he’d revealed himself to be quite a prankster. He loved making little comments to me constantly. It was getting to the point where I was used to him being there, questioning my every motive I had with scientific dedication, as if my life was one big petri dish. 
 
   But what he really enjoyed doing was actually making an appearance, showing up in phantom form where only I could see or touch him. It was getting old, especially since he always chose the worst possible moments to show up. I was scared every time I made love to Trevor that we’d have a peeping Tom. 
 
   Tell me more about this infatuation you have for the Allfather, Anubis stepped around the side of my new king size bed and took a seat at the foot of it. I'd gotten rid of the original   because I couldn't stomach the thought of sleeping in the same bed Kirill was raped in. The new bed was on a raised, two-stepped dais, made of deep red mahogany. It was covered in jewel toned bedding and looked a little out of place in the bamboo bedroom. But not as out of place as Anubis did.
 
   “It’s not an infatuation and it’s not any of your business,” I put my tea down and started to rummage through my clothes, trying to deny the thrill seeing him gave me. 
 
   My attraction to the Death God was insane and had been growing in direct proportion to the chill spreading out from his mark on my shoulder. I assumed it was part of his stupid soul  magic, at least I hoped it was, because being attracted to Anubis was on the top of my To Don't list.
 
   I couldn’t seem to help it though. I actually looked forward to talking with him, debating issues most men would never bring up with me, and experiencing life with another in the most intimate way. It was an invasion but I was slowly becoming addicted to it, and if I was completely honest with myself, I’d admit that I looked forward to his visits as well. I needed some serious help on so many levels.
 
   If only I knew a god of psychiatry.
 
   If not infatuation, then what? He completely ignored my other assertion. I can’t see that part of you. It’s like you’ve completely walled off thoughts of him. Why would you do that?
 
   I swallowed hard, unconsciously crushing the delicate silk dress I was holding. Anubis’ hands were suddenly on mine, smoothing out my grip before traveling to my shoulders and rubbing away at my tension. When had things changed between us? When had he become less of an enemy and more of a… no, I wasn’t going there again. The last time I believed I could change a god, it had ended terribly. I pulled away from Anubis and went into the bathroom to enact a change I could actually manage... my clothes.
 
   Surprisingly, he waited in the bedroom until I came out, sitting calmly on the bed again. I shot him a glance before going back to my closet(another new addition, Nyarivezi only had a rack) to pick out some shoes. I was reaching for a pair of red Louis Vuittons to match my dress, when he spoke again.
 
   You haven’t answered me. Why have you hid your feelings for Odin?
 
   “If I tell you, will you promise to leave me alone during my visit with him?” I turned around to face him, the Egyptian God of the Dead sitting casually on my bed. How surreal was that?
 
   I promise I won’t show myself, he looked me up and down, his gaze lingering in places that instantly tightened in response. Oh, this was so not good.
 
   I exhaled a shaky breath and decided it was probably the best I was going to get. I reclaimed my discarded tea and leaned against my dresser to face him. This was going to be rough. I hated talking about my past with Odin. There were so many issues there that I wasn't surprised I had mentally walled them away. 
 
   “Odin and I were married in a previous life,” I watched Anubis' detached expression turn interested. “He wanted me to become immortal but I refused. I didn’t think it was wise to live forever. So I died and he lived on without me, mourning me with our children. Then he decided that he'd had enough. He bartered away his eye for the knowledge to bring me back.” 
 
   I couldn't believe I was telling this to Anubis. I hadn't even told Trevor about the eye thing. Probably because it would bring up even more problems for us. 
 
   “Unfortunately, he didn't expect an additional price for my rebirth. When he placed my soul into the womb of my new mother, he instantly lost her. He'd given up on ever finding me again, when Thor brought me into his hall. It was too late though, I was on another path. I have a new life but I still carry these memories of Odin. The more time I spend with him, the more I remember, and I’ve had to learn how to live with a lifetime of love that must remain in the past. I guess I quarantined my feelings for him as a way of dealing with the situation.”
 
   Why? So simple. He did that a lot, oversimplified things.
 
   “Trevor,” I could play that game too.
 
   You love the wolf more?
 
   “I love the wolf now,” I took a sip of my tea, feeling its warmth drive back Anubis’ cold for just a second. “My life with Odin is buried in a cave in France. I’ve lived it already and I refuse to give this one up just to go back to it. I don't like going backwards.”
 
   Why give either of them up? He smiled sensuously. The wolf is bound to you, he’ll adjust to anything to keep you, and the Viking is desperate to have you back. You could have both of them.
 
   “At what cost?” I shook my head, unsure whether he was testing me, as he often enjoyed doing. “I’d destroy them both and have nothing. I’ve made my decision and it’s Trevor.”
 
   You don’t give them enough credit, his face softened. If they both love you so much, they’d want your happiness.
 
   “I am happy,” I shrugged. “I get to spend time with Odin and I get to live with Trevor.”
 
   But you’ll never feel the Viking’s hands on you again, colors started swirling over the dark surface of his eyes. Can you honestly say you don’t regret that?
 
   “Sex isn’t everything,” I pushed away the images of making love to Odin, the memory of his magic touching me everywhere as his body filled me. Sex with Odin was like nothing I’d ever known, no one could do what he did. Though bonded werewolf lovin' wasn't anything to sneeze at either.
 
   Physical pleasure is a big part of happiness, he watched me carefully. Denying it will only leave you cold… as does denying me.
 
   I shivered, knowing the cold was almost complete, the only warmth left was a small space around my heart.
 
   No matter, he waved his hand and stood up. The love you feel for these men will soon fade. I was only curious.
 
   Before I could say anything, he disappeared.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Eleven
 
    
 
   “Mother,” Vidar met me and Kirill at Valaskjálf’s tracing room. 
 
   I preferred to visit Odin’s silver hall instead of Valhalla, where all the dead Vikings roamed. Valaskjálf was where we’d lived when we were married and he’d kept our room the same as it had been then. It was a comfortable place for me.
 
   “Vidar,” I hugged my son, stroking back his long black hair and smiling up into his sapphire eyes, careful to keep from touching any skin. I didn’t want him worried about the cold. “I missed you.”
 
   “I missed you too,” he guided us into the hall after a quick smile at Kirill. Funny how similar their colorings were. They looked nothing alike of course, beyond the long black hair and blue eyes, but it was interesting.
 
   Odin was sitting before the massive fireplace on the right. The fire was the only light in the large room and the hall had no windows, so the silver walls weren’t as bright as they could have been but they were still beautiful, and so was Odin when he stood to greet us, backlit by them.
 
   “Vervain… Kirill,” he looked around us, his warm smile turning to confusion. “Where’s Trevor?”
 
   “He had some business at the club,” I swallowed past the lump in my throat. “He said Kirill would be enough of a chaperone.”
 
   “I was thinking about going hunting,” Vidar cut into the silence that followed my statement. “Vali is already in the forest.”
 
   “Your forest makes for better sport zan grassland,” Kirill said his line right on cue. “Vould you mind company?”
 
   “I insist,” Vidar waved Kirill ahead of him, toward the front door. “We’ll probably be a few hours. Could you entertain Mom till dinner, Dad?”
 
   Odin nodded numbly, never taking his eye off me. I pulled my gaze from his for a second, to watch my son and my lion leave the hall and head to the forest. My heart was pounding in my ears, so loud that I didn't hear Odin approach. He was just suddenly there.
 
   “Would you like some mead?” He looked nervous, as nervous as I felt. 
 
   It was the first time we’d been alone since the day I'd told him we were over. I told him that unless something happened to change my relationship with Trevor, we could never be together again. Then I'd gone home to find Trevor missing, stolen by Odin's son Balder as a bargaining chip to get to me. Balder was now dead and Trevor and I were still going strong. I had no idea how Odin felt about it all. 
 
   “I’d love some,” I finally answered. 
 
   He nodded and I followed him back to the fur draped chairs near the fire. The Viking territory of the God Realm was always a at a brisk temperature so there was usually a fire going and mead warming. Odin took a mug off a side table and filled it from the pot over the fire. The rich smell of cinnamon, apples, and honey wafted over to me as he returned.
 
   “Would you like to sit here or we could…”
 
   “Here’s fine,” I took the proffered mug and quickly chose a seat, pulling the furs around me.
 
   “Vervain,” oh shit, he looked hurt. “You know you’re safe with me.”
 
   “Of course I do,” I took a sip of the mead, sighing as it warmed me for one blessed moment. “And you know I’m not afraid of you… not exactly.”
 
   “We have to do something about this,” instead of returning to his seat, he crouched down in front of mine. “We won’t have much time alone but I’d like to make use of what we do have.”
 
   I told you so, a smooth voice sang in my head. I pushed it away.
 
   “Odin,” I took a tremulous breath and put down the mug. “You know I won't betray Trevor.”
 
   “I’m not asking you too,” he brushed my hair back gently, frowning a little but making no comment on the chill of my skin. “I just want to hold you, touch you, maybe we can find a way to ease this ache we both feel, without betraying your wolf.” He stood up and held out a hand. “Will you give it a try?”
 
   I looked at his large hand and the slippery slope it represented. It wasn’t a good idea. Things could get carried away way too quickly but I wanted it so bad, wanted him to just hold me, maybe kiss me. Was that so wrong? Yes. I thought of Trevor holding another woman, kissing her, and my throat constricted.
 
   “I promise to just hold you. People get as much contact from dancing. There’s nothing shameful or deceitful about it.” His one eye shivered with iridescent colors, first blue, then purple, and then green. So beautiful, it made me wish he’d never given up his other eye. But then I wouldn't be there to enjoy them, would I? If it wasn't for Odin's sacrifice, I wouldn't be there and Trevor wouldn't have me either. Was getting to hold me really too much to ask? I took Odin's hand, still enthralled by his beautiful eye, and he swung me off my feet and into his arms.
 
   Before I knew what was happening, we were in our old room, the familiarity of ancient books, tree top views, and a raging sunken fire, all shouting home to me. I sighed as he laid me out on the massive bed, a room in itself really, with steps leading up to it, massive posters holding thick drapes, and a built in dresser at the foot. My body sunk back into the furs and he quickly covered it with his. His scent filled my head, wild and fresh, like standing on a cliff.
 
   “Odin,” I had a moment of panic when I felt him pressing intimately against me.
 
   “I won’t do anything you don’t want me to,” he kissed my forehead and rolled to the side, bringing me with him and tucking my body in against his. He sighed then, a sound of complete satisfaction, of relief.
 
   I felt his hand skim over my arm, pushing up my sleeve so he could feel more flesh. He suddenly sucked in his breath and sat up, pulling me with him. I looked at him with wide eyes, knowing exactly what was wrong.
 
   “I thought maybe you were chilled from our cool weather here,” he looked at me intently. “But you’re cold everywhere, Vervain. Has the mark spread so far?”
 
   “Yes,” it was a whisper, a breath of sound, but it conveyed my fear to him easily and completely.
 
   “No,” he pulled me in tight against him. “I won’t lose you again, not to death. I paid the price for you to live. I paid it twice. He can’t have you.”
 
   I already do, taunted the voice inside me.
 
   “I’ve searched my spell books,” I said into his chest. “I can’t find anything to stop it.”
 
   “Vervain,” he moaned and pulled me back down again. 
 
   He wrapped us in the thick pelts that covered the bed, rubbing my arms fiercely to try and battle the cold. Then his hands were everywhere, briskly and desperately warming me. With an anguished cry, he tore off his tunic and yanked my dress off me, so he could press his flesh to mine and surround me with his heat.
 
   “Odin,” I stroked his long brown hair, admiring the golden highlights, “my sweet raven.” He looked up at that, meeting my resigned gaze with his hopeful one. “You can’t fight this. All we can do is wait and see.”
 
   “No,” he moaned, burying his face in my hair and holding my cold flesh defiantly. 
 
   He suddenly shot out of the bed and ran over to the wall of shelves filled with ancient spell books. He pulled down a stack and sat on the floor, flipping through their pages like a madman. I snuggled deeper into the furs and watched him as the cold crept up and began to cover my heart.
 
   An hour later, I was completely numb and Odin was surrounded by his entire collection of books. He looked up after closing the last of them and met my eyes. His face was etched with despair and there was a small flicker of pain within me in answer to it, but then it was absorbed, iced over, and I felt nothing.
 
   He stood up and came back to bed, sliding under the covers and pulling me close. I went into his arms without comment, all my emotions were gone, including any guilt I might have felt for allowing Odin to touch me. Horus had been right, Anubis had taken my soul. I could feel its absence like a hollowness throughout my entire body and then something else occurred to me.
 
   I looked and looked, closing my eyes and searching every dark corner of myself but she was nowhere to be found. I saw my lioness, my wolf, my butterflies and my other magic but they were skittish, snapping at each other and even staring at me with suspicion, and I knew why. My Nahual was gone.
 
   My beautiful white jaguar, the magic that was me, my animal twin, had been taken. I'd always known she was me, the epitome of my magic as a human, but I hadn't realized that she represented far more than that, that my human magic wasn't just magic, it was my soul. And now it belonged to Death.
 
   I should have been scared. I should have been frantic, wondering how my other magic would behave without her controlling presence. I should have been terrified that I was no longer whole, no longer had control over myself, no longer was myself. But I felt nothing.
 
   Odin must have sensed something had changed because he pulled back and stared hard at me. His hand came to my face, slid down my neck, and then, very slowly, it crested my breast. I waited passively, looking up at him expectantly but without concern. He sucked in his breath and squeezed me gently, rubbing my nipple with his palm.
 
   I inhaled sharply. Pleasure. I felt pleasure and I wanted more. My emotions were gone, my heart cold and soulless, but this I could feel and I needed it to bring me back. His touch brought something to life, something tingly and warm. I wanted that warmth so badly. So I let his hand push the lace of my bra down and watched as his mouth covered me. The heat of his tongue swirling around me made me arch up and cry for more.
 
   “Odin,” I held him too me. “More, quickly, give me more.”
 
   He growled low in his throat and a tingle danced through the air, magic surrounding us and flinging our clothes away. I was so cold but he was on fire, his magic stroking me where his hands couldn’t reach. It was working, the numbness was falling back, and I writhed in need. 
 
   “Vervain,” he raised his face, his body straining with the effort to control himself. “Tell me to stop. Say it now and I will, but it must be now!”
 
   “Don’t stop, raven,” I pulled his face to mine and kissed him with all the passion I’d been denying. His close-cropped beard stroked my face softly but his lips were rough on mine. “Fill me up and make me feel again.”
 
   “I love you,” his kisses outlined my face. “I will always love you.”
 
   “Then show me,” I cried desperately. “Show me now!”
 
   He entered me swiftly, inhaling sharply as his heat battled my chill, but he didn’t stop. He slammed into me till our hips met and he could go no further. His passionate cry surrounded me as he filled me and I clung to him, rubbing myself against him, seeking heat and pleasure with mindless abandon.
 
   His lips descended to mine again as he started to pump furiously in and out of me, driving his hips against mine like a punishment for all the years he’d been denied. I wrapped my legs around him, my hands sliding over his huge, muscled body, trying to touch every part of him, needing his love, hoping it would bring back some spark of emotion in my own heart.
 
   Nothing. My heart remained empty even as he filled my body, his magic stroking every inch of my skin, feeling like lips and tongues, strong fingers and silky hair. He loved every inch of me all at once, stroked desire over my entire body, but couldn’t touch my heart. I should have cried or screamed but even that was gone, all that remained was sensation. So I lifted my hips to meet his and chased the sweet rush of delight.
 
   Odin sat back, pulling me up with him, so I straddled his lap. The motion pushed him even deeper and I welcomed him with a hoarse cry. His magic lifted me and plunged me back down onto him, over and over, while invisible tongues licked at my skin. My eyes closed of their own volition, my head fell back, and my hands reached into his hair to steady myself. I needed to feel the center of the storm, to know there was still solid ground somewhere.
 
   Then I let go.
 
   Tongues licked up my spine, hands kneaded my flesh, and as I approached my that sweet, screaming moment, a magical mouth covered my most sensitive flesh and sucked it wetly, sending me shooting into orgasm. My legs clenched around him and I screamed as he roared and reared up into me, shaking until he was spent and then laying us both down carefully.
 
   “Vervain, I love you. Thank you for this.” Odin’s arm was across me but his heat was leaving me quickly and the cold was rapidly conquering me again. 
 
   “I have to go now,” I sat up and he blinked up at me.
 
   “Please don’t regret what just happened,” he reached for me but I backed away, gathering my clothes and slipping into them efficiently.
 
   “I don’t,” my voice was empty, as numb as my body.
 
   Come to me, Anubis whispered in my head. I’ll make it stop. I’ll make you warm again. I’m the only one who can help you. You know that now, don't you?
 
   “Yes,” I whispered and turned away from Odin’s stricken face.
 
   “Vervain,” he scooted off the bed and jumped into his pants but I was already out the door.
 
   Hurry, Anubis urged me on and I flew down the stairs and through the great hall. I was in the tracing room in no time. This spell will bring you to me: Seśep-à em-bah Neb-ta-Djeser.
 
   I repeated the words tonelessly just as Odin stumbled into the tracing room.
 
   “Hetep-k nà per ba-ă,” I repeated the end of the tracing chant while Odin screamed and the room faded away.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Twelve
 
    
 
   Anubis stood before me, in a room made entirely of black onyx. He smiled and opened his arms, practically glowing against all that black. I went to him, my mind clouded and my body numb, like a zombie to its master. With his touch my skin flared to life, fire blazing through my limbs. 
 
   I sucked in a deep breath as he drove the ice away and thawed my heart. My soul immediately flowed in and filled the hollow place inside me, making me real again. My Nahual roared as she raced back into me, her cry echoing through me, and I shook with happiness at being reunited with her. It was like surfacing from a wintry ocean and finding yourself on a sunny beach. I felt reborn.
 
   I started to tremble as I looked up at Anubis, reality finally sinking in as the cold faded completely. His eyes swirled with colors and then his lips covered mine. I wanted to pull back but I couldn’t, his fire filled me, controlling me with a magic stronger than any I’d ever felt. My arms lifted as if pulled by strings and my hands slid around his thick shoulders. 
 
   When his tongue touched mine, my body tensed, wanting to pull away, knowing I’d made a horrible mistake but unable to block my passionate response. Images of making love to Odin filled my head and I silently screamed, filled with remorse for hurting him and betraying Trevor. I wanted to die, to just let the flames of Anubis consume me and end my pain. 
 
   “No,” he pulled away and his lips twisted. “Your suffering has only just begun.”
 
   I felt cool metal slide around my neck and looked down to see a thick gold collar in the shape of a jackal’s head. It’s pointed ears went back along my throat, to connect at my nape. An ominous click echoed in the chamber and Anubis laughed at the horror he must have seen on my face. My stomach clenched and I wanted to throw up but even that, he controlled.
 
   He stepped back, pulling on a gold chain attached to the collar, and I stumbled forward. Two gold cuffs appeared in his hands, and his face settled into the haughty lines of a conqueror. He fastened them about each of my wrists, then another two went on my ankles. They were thick and heavy, each with a loop that gave them the unsettling appearance of expensive shackles. 
 
   “There,” he nodded, “now you’re completely mine. Follow me, Miw-sher, my kitten.”
 
   Terror filled my defrosted heart as my body followed his dictates without asking me for permission. We exited the room and passed through a long chamber. Stone walls adorned with beautiful frescoes, pillars crowned with lotus blossoms, a raised dais with a throne, and a table with a golden scale, all blurred through my vision. I took it in but couldn’t process it, couldn’t grasp where I really was. I was too busy trying to regain control of my body.
 
   Anubis kept walking, not even glancing back at me until we were through the room and in a corridor. Doors dotted the walls here and there but other than that, it was just a long, empty stone passage, leading to a very final looking doorway. It was the only door actually open and it seemed to be waiting for us, for me. Stepping through it was like walking into the jaws of, well… Jaws.
 
   The room we entered was lavish and immense. Thick Persian rugs carpeted the floor, gilded walls glowed softly in the light of numerous candles, and a Pharaoh sized bed dominated one wall, with four lotus-topped pillars serving for posters. White gauze stamped with gold jackals hung from the pillars, partially concealing the aggressive expanse of mattress. I eyed it warily as he led me past, to a door in the back wall, and gave me a little push into a bathroom.
 
   “Get cleaned up,” he looked over my rumpled dress and then tore it away easily. I gasped but was unable to cover myself, my arms limp and useless at my sides. “I can smell him all over you.” He threw the chain down and slammed the door in my face.
 
   I stared at the pool of metal at my feet and felt like I’d fallen through the looking glass. This couldn’t be happening. I was in some twisted version of reality. I would never have betrayed Trevor in the world where things made proper sense. I would never have willingly gone to Anubis. My body started to shake again and I would have crumpled to the floor but his magic kept me standing.
 
   “Wash yourself now,” Anubis’ voice came through the door. “Or I will come in there and do it for you.”
 
   I inhaled a shaking, tear-filled breath and looked around. There was a large cream colored tub with a gold, lotus-shaped showerhead and sheer curtains, along one wall. I went over and turned on the water, easing out of my underwear and into the spray as if in a trance. What was happening to me? Why couldn’t I break free? 
 
   I scrubbed thoroughly, crying a little when the proof of Odin’s lovemaking washed away and cringing when the sound of my tears was emphasized by the clinking of the metal chains against the porcelain tub. 
 
   When I emerged from the steam, I found a gauzy, white, strapless dress waiting on the counter. I dried off vigorously before I slid it on and looked up at my pale reflection in the mirror. The dress came with a belt, thick gold plates coming to a point between my breasts. It emphasized both my waist and my cleavage, stunning really, but as it was, it only added to the surreal quality of the situation.
 
   The door opened and Anubis walked in, calmly picked up the trailing chain, and led me out. We stopped in the center of the room and I had time to notice the other furnishings, a dining set in dark wood, a wide stone cabinet, and a long mirror. Then he was circling me, a soft smile on his lips, his hands stroking me as he went. My heart was a jackhammer in my chest.
 
   “It suits you. Now,” he moved to the edge of the bed, pulling me with him, then undid his pants and sat down. I tried not to look at the length of hard flesh rising up between his legs but it demanded attention… as did he. “Kneel,” I felt my legs give out and I fell to my knees in front of him, catching myself with my palms on his thighs. “This is your first lesson in pleasing me, Miw-sher.” His hand came out and slipped around my head, pulling my face down till I was inches away from him. I clenched my jaw and shut my eyes. “Open your mouth and taste me.”
 
   “No,” I grit out and his other hand came up so that he was completely encircling my face.
 
   “Spread those beautiful lips and worship me,” he whispered, his voice sneaking into my head and urging me down.
 
   “No, damn you,” my body actually let me pull back a fraction of an inch.
 
   He made a surprised little sound and lifted my face to his. “Look at me.”
 
   My eyes flew open and his started to swirl with beautiful colors. I felt suddenly at ease, everything gone but the need to pleasure the god before me. I spread my hands over his thighs and felt them tighten. A little thrill filled me at his response and I automatically sought more.
 
   Bending my head, I ran my face against his length, delighting in the heated silk of him against my cheek. His hands clenched in my hair and his breath started to come faster. I shifted my hands down, trailing my nails, and brought them up under the heavy sacs between his legs. They shifted in my grip and I heard him groan as I flicked my tongue over them.
 
   I kneaded them lightly with one hand as the other went up to hold him steady, ready for my descending mouth. I sucked him in and he cried out fiercely, shaking beneath and inside me. I gloried in it, licked him in further and pulled back, scraping lightly with my teeth.
 
   “Miw-sher,” he groaned. “You have magic in your lips. Don’t stop your sorcery.”
 
   I swirled my tongue over him, rubbing him with my hand and squeezing him below as I continued. The rich taste of him filled my mouth as his scent filled my nose and I moaned, eliciting a similar sound from him. My breath came faster, matching his excitement and the speed of my hands, until he cried out, shaking violently and gripping my shoulders as he came into me. I drank him down, giving him one last lick before sitting back to stare up at him.
 
   He’d fallen back onto the bed but he slowly sat up and looked at me with a slack mouth and wide eyes, his long, black hair falling into his face. In a second, the look was gone, blinked away by cold determination, and I found the spell lifted, my sanity returned and with it, a depth of shame I thought I’d never recover from. My face flushed and I looked away from his spent sex, denying myself the urge to cry. Or throw up.
 
   “Go ahead,” he whispered. “Your tears would please me almost as much as your mouth just did.”
 
   I shot to my feet, wanting to tear into him, to cut that cocky grin off his face, but he pulled me back down into his lap and my limbs went limp. As I fumed in impotent rage, he laughed and fondled me from breast to core. I moaned and shook in a new battle to deny his mastery of my body.
 
   “I’m not just the God of Death,” he licked the hollow of my throat and I shivered. “I’m the God of Mummification. I know every inch of the human body, all the places to bring pain,” he nipped at my skin, “or pleasure,” he began to rub me and in seconds I was wet. “They are the same, you know,” he lifted his head to look at me, “the painful places and the pleasurable ones. I can give you either or both, and I will.”
 
   He laid me back on the bed and pushed up my dress. With a swift twist he tore my panties off and tossed them aside. I felt a couple of angry welts rise up on my hips from his rough treatment but I knew the sting was nothing compared to what he was about to do. I looked down as he spread my legs wide, the white of my dress framing my nudity like fine art. My whole body trembled as he ran his hands over me, pulling my dress down to reveal my breasts before returning to my center. His finger glided across my sensitive skin and he smiled, smug and sensuous.
 
   I closed my eyes but it seemed to make it worse, so I quickly opened them just as he bent his head to lap at me like a dog. He flicked his hot tongue over me and then twirled it around that most pleasurable spot. Watching him was hypnotizing, the swirl of his tongue, the sensuality of his mouth, the dark possession of his eyes on me. My hands went to his hair, sliding through its silken weight and pausing at the cold touch of the gold beads. I was fast approaching oblivion, when he stopped and lifted his head.
 
   “No,” I gasped. “Please.”
 
   He flung my skirts down casually and stood to lift up his pants. His eyes skimmed over me and again I saw them fill with passion for a moment before it was controlled. He took my hand and roughly yanked me to my feet.
 
   “You will remain unsatisfied until it pleases me to see your release.”
 
   I shook from unfulfilled desire, shame, and a good dose of anger. I was going to kill him slowly when I got out of this mess.
 
   “You son of a bitch,” I slapped him, glorying in the control of my body the anger had granted me, before he once again took over.
 
   He stared at me in shock, the side of his face turning red with my handprint.
 
   “You’re stronger than I thought, little Miw-sher,” he lifted his hand and touched the mark on his cheek, “All the more fun to break.”
 
   He turned and headed out of the room, a firm hand on the chain, to pull me along as I pulled up my dress to cover myself.
 
   We went back into the room with the frescoes and down a hallway to the right. I followed woodenly, feeling like my heart was shattered. My wolf and lioness were curled up inside me, mourning and afraid. I didn't sense my jaguar at all, she seemed to have sunk back into me. I reached for my lioness and wolf but they shrank back and I couldn’t blame them. I was disgusted with myself too. In one single day, I’d betrayed Trevor twice and just the very fact that I was more concerned with that than my apparent captivity, shows exactly how much the betrayal cut me.
 
   Anubis knew me well. He’d taken the time after all, to find out what made me tick. I thought over all of our conversations, all his questions, and I knew then what he’d been doing… research. He’d been figuring out the best way to hurt me. Add feeling like an idiot to my list of tragedies on the most horrible day of my life.
 
   The room we entered was an intimate dining room. Black shiny dining set, red walls, and basalt Egyptian statues decorated the obsidian floored room. The elegant décor wasn’t what made me stop short though, it was the guests.
 
   Sitting at the table with smug faces were Demeter and Ares, side by side. My mouth dropped, my skin running hot and cold as my humiliation skyrocketed. Anubis gave a little yank on the chain and it was all I could do to lift my chin and glide into the room with as much dignity as possible. Anubis shot me an almost impressed look as he sat at the head of the table.
 
   The chairs on either side of him were taken, not by Demeter or Ares thankfully, but by a stunning Egyptian woman with white hair to the right, next to me, and a thin Egyptian man on Anubis' left. I distractedly wondered where Anubis was going to have me sit, there were three open chairs at the other end of the table.
 
   Another yank on the chain caught my attention. I looked down at Anubis with a raised brow, enjoying my momentary height.
 
   “Sit,” his face was cold and regal.
 
   “Sit where?” I yanked the chain away from him.
 
   He looked startled a moment before he shot to his feet, grabbed the chain back, and pushed me down by the shoulder. “I said sit.”
 
   “I’m not the bitch in the room,” I growled as I sat cross-legged, back stiff and hands calmly in my lap. The stone floor was cold but I’d be damned if I showed it. They could treat me like a dog but I knew who I was and I wouldn’t let them make me feel like anything other than Rouva, Tima, and Godhunter.
 
   Demeter gasped but the elegant woman next to me actually stifled a laugh. I looked at her out of the corner of my eye and saw her secret smile. She was absolutely stunning, her hair shone with the luster of pearls, setting off her dark skin and eyes brilliantly. She was delicately thin, with the barest hint of breasts, exactly the type of body I used to envy, and her every movement was full of sublime grace. I was enthralled, so enthralled that I didn’t notice Demeter standing over me until it was too late.
 
   The slap rang out in the silent room. I barely felt the sting, I was so shocked. And really, after all I'd just been through, it was nothing.
 
   “A bitch am I?” She was shaking in her anger, red faced with rage. “Well look who’s down on the floor in chains. The Godhunter enslaved, the great huntress is finally brought low and I for one intend to make use of it.” 
 
   She brought her hand back for another slap and I stared at her with complete indifference, making no move to block or otherwise defend myself. I’d been tortured by the best and if I could stand being manacled to a wall while Aphrodite tore my back into ribbons with a whip, I could stand being slapped by Dementor.
 
   But before the slap could land, a hand shot out from behind me and casually caught hers. I looked over my shoulder in surprise. Anubis barely spared me a glance, he was too busy glaring at Demeter. 
 
   “She’s mine,” his voice was cool, the breath of ghosts over the grave, with the threat of a thunderstorm beneath. “I’ve allowed you one strike, since your ego is so easily injured but that is the last time you’ll test my hospitality by damaging something of mine.”
 
   
  
 

“I may be down now, Demeter,” I held my chin up, “but things change. When they do, I’ll be coming for you. For what you did to Kirill, to Trevor, and to Al. You’re going to pay.”
 
   Demeter turned red, sputtered, and was about to start raging again, when the lady on my right spoke.
 
   “I always found it easiest to be graceful when I’ve won,” she mused. “A goddess especially should show mercy in victory. Yes, victory is easy,” she turned and finally rested those black eyes on me. “It’s grace in defeat that’s difficult. In ruin, the true character is shown and I find that I’m struck in awe, not of your anger, Demeter but of her strength. Welcome to Death’s Door, Godhunter. I judge you worthy.”
 
   A shiver coursed over me, my eyes tearing to look full on the magnificent beauty before me, and I bowed my head slightly as I heard Anubis’ sharp intake of breath behind me. 
 
   “May I forever honor that judgment by remaining worthy, Lady…” the formal words poured automatically from my lips, as if I’d been speaking them forever.
 
   “Ma’at,” she rested a hand on my head and I felt the whisper of feathers rustling against my skin.
 
   “Lady Ma’at,” I smiled, grateful to have found some bit of kindness in the midst of my nightmare.
 
   Demeter raised her head and turned away stiffly. She went back to her seat and sat down with a haughty sniff. Ares looked thoughtful but it wasn’t me he was staring at, it was Ma’at. He caught me watching him though and changed his look to pure hostility.
 
   “Ares?” Anubis filled the god’s name with a wealth of meaning.
 
   “You’ll have no issue with me,” Ares changed his expression to apathy. “It’s well enough that she’s caught and shall suffer.”
 
   “Good,” Anubis looked toward the end of the table, where a door opened and two servants entered carrying large trays of food.
 
   The servants barely spared me a glance, intent on setting down their heavy burdens. With them came the smell of roasted meat, which filled the room, competing with baked bread and grilled vegetables. Pots of butter, wedges of cheese, and pitchers of wine completed the meal. I sniffed again, the lioness in me picked up another scent beneath that of the food… jackal. The servants were all werejackals. 
 
   Hmph, go figure.
 
   The gods helped themselves, setting to the food with gusto, and I tried to ignore the rumbling of my belly, since no one had thought to give me a plate. Anubis casually cut his meat and then took a thin strip between his fingers and held it out to me. I felt my teeth clench and looked up at him like he was the mongrel at my table. I was not about to eat from his hand.
 
   “You will eat from my hand,” his eyes swirled with light and color and I frowned. “Did you think I’d left your mind now that you’re here? I’m inside you now. I told you there’s no escape from death. Now accept the meat from my hand or I’ll control your body and force you to take it.”
 
   I looked down at the strip he was holding, feeling my pride, wither. I reached for my beasts, my magic, but felt nothing. It was as if the cold he’d driven out had actually just been driven into the core of me, into my magic. The beasts were there but they were cowed, the magic frozen.
 
   “Your magic is mine,” he lowered his face into mine, his midnight hair swinging against my cheek. The gold beads clacking together like bones. “You can’t use it against me. Now eat,” his eyes sparked and the colors faded away to black before his voice lowered. “Please eat, Miw-sher.”
 
   My heart fluttered, the heat he filled me with, spiking. I slowly bent my head, keeping my eyes on his, and took the meat in my mouth. My lips lingered on the tips of his fingers and when he sucked in his breath, it gave me an idea. I’d beat him at his own game. I bit his fingers lightly, pulling them into my mouth and sucking them clean. He wanted me to eat from his hands? Well then I’d do it like a lover, not a pet.
 
   His hand trembled slightly when I finally released it and his eyes filled with dark colors only, the jewel tones of passion. He sat up slowly, keeping his eyes on me and taking another piece of meat from his plate. He held it down to me and I took it again with the greatest sensuality, watching as his breath quickened and his pulse fluttered at his throat.
 
   “You have yet to ask what I think,” the thin Egyptian man broke the spell and Anubis reluctantly looked over at him.
 
   “About what, Thoth?” It made me smile to hear the quiver in Anubis’ voice.
 
   I caught movement in the corner of my eye and when I looked over at Ma’at, she was watching me shrewdly. I shrugged, indicating that I was doing the best I could under the circumstances, and she smiled softly and nodded. Finally, I’d found an honorable female adversary.
 
   “About your new pet,” Thoth’s words brought me back to the conversation. The God of Knowledge would undoubtedly have something smart to say… or smart ass, you never know. Either way, I didn’t want to miss hearing it. 
 
   “What do you think, then?” Anubis’ expression became guarded.
 
   “I think it’s folly to have brought her here,” his thin neck looked almost too fragile to hold his head and I was abruptly reminded of the ibis he could reputedly turn into. “You’re much too fascinated by her, you have been since she set her teeth into you. What’s even more troubling, is that you’ve hid that fascination beneath the guise of vengeance. Who will be the prisoner in the end? I’m not certain it shall be your Lady Lion.”
 
   “There’s nothing troubling about fascination,” Anubis gave me a sideways glance. “A toy can be fascinating.”
 
   “Maybe, but be careful when you play with this one. She has a look about her.” Thoth peered at me but I refused to meet his gaze.
 
   “A look?” Anubis’ mouth twisted in a sly smile.
 
   “A look of victory, or even worse… fate. Be careful that she doesn’t change yours.”
 
   “I’m merely teaching the Godhunter that there are repercussions for attacking gods,” Anubis looked down on me but I kept my gaze on the floor. “Do you want some more, Miw-sher?”
 
   I nodded, still keeping my gaze on the black obsidian.
 
   “Then ask me,” he pulled a little on the chain and I looked up at his face, the sharp angles of his cheekbones, the regal nose, the firm lips. I tried to focus on his beauty, so he wouldn’t be able to read the anger in my mind. “Ask me to feed you.”
 
   “I want more,” I lowered my voice to a purr. “Will you give it to me, Lord Death?” I leaned in, softening my eyes and focusing on his lips.
 
   “Oh, yes,” his breath caught as he raised my chin and fed me a small piece of carrot.
 
   I rolled my eyes up to his and delicately licked butter off his fingers. 
 
   “See,” Thoth threw his hands up. “She’s barely here an hour and now your toy is playing with you.”
 
   “I told you she’s a whore,” Ares gestured at me with his wineglass before taking a swig. “What do you expect?”
 
   I stood up and stared down the table at Ares. “Fuck you, Ares, cause that's what he's going to do to me,” I made it sound as neutral as possible, like I was talking about what color shirt he was wearing but everyone gasped, everyone but Anubis. “Well, you are, aren’t you?”
 
   “Yes,” his eyes were rich swirling jewels again, “Repeatedly.”
 
   “Tonight?” I tried to stop my hands from shaking, my mind from screaming.
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “Then does it make me a whore to accept it,” I looked back to Ares, “to try and make the best of it?”
 
   “Yes, it does,” Ares sneered. “An honorable woman would fight him.”
 
   “I can’t fight him, he controls my body and turns it against me,” my whole body was trembling with rage, my lioness perking up her ears at it.
 
   “You seem to be doing just fine right now,” Ares leaned back in his chair and looked me up and down.
 
   “Because I’m allowing it,” Anubis’ hand stroked down the back of my arm and the cat inside me hissed.
 
   “You’re still a whore,” Ares ignored Anubis and concentrated on me. His eyes were gleaming and I knew then that he’d been biding his time, waiting for the perfect opportunity to torment me. “They say that you fuck Fenrir as well as his pup, that sex is the tool you used to get the Great Wolf to accept you as mate for his son.”
 
   The mention of Trevor and then Fenrir, sent me over the edge. My lioness rose up and slipped from my skin, turned me into the beast as I jumped over the table at Ares. I went for his throat but he blocked me in time and all I was able to get was an arm, an arm without a hand. 
 
   In the back of my mind, I remembered Trevor biting off that hand during the last battle. I felt a large amount of pride in my mate and it urged me along. I tore at Ares viciously, never letting up, until I felt my body weaken and fall back. 
 
   The collar had grown with me and I looked down to see that the cuffs were still in place too. Must be magic. I huffed through my feline nose and looked over my shoulder, to see Anubis holding the gold chain again. He pulled me away, a hint of amusement in his eyes. Ares was groaning and writhing beneath me, covered in blood. The scent of his blood teased me and all I wanted in that second was to finish the deed, to kill Ares and lap up his blood till it cooled.
 
   But Anubis led me away, his control of my body working just as well on my lioness form as it did on my human. I looked up at him as I walked down the hall beside him and mewled. He casually scratched me behind the ears and I knocked at his hand when he stopped.
 
   “You’re beautiful in both of your forms, Miw-sher,” he led us back to his bedroom and I cringed when the door shut with an ominous thud. “But I’d rather see your human shape now.”
 
   I felt the heat of him rip through me, sucking the lioness back within me with quick efficiency. In seconds I was human again, lying on his silky rugs, shaking with the stress his demand had put on my body. I could barely lift my head. So when he approached me, I just cringed, unsure of whether I could withstand a sexual assault in that state. But all he did was throw a pelt on me. The sweet scent of wolf musk filled my nose.
 
   “Go to sleep,” he stripped his clothes off as he walked to the bed. “I want you strong when I take you.” I felt him pick up the chain and heard a click as he locked it around one of the bed posts.
 
   A relieved breath escaped my lungs as all the candles in the room suddenly extinguished. That’s when I realized what I was holding, what he’d given me to keep me warm… a wolf pelt. I hugged the skin close, burying my face in the thick fur and letting the scent carry me away. I was home, safe in the arms of my Wolf Prince. I wasn’t on the floor of Death’s bedchamber, huddling in fear and mourning the loss of my morality and pride.
 
   I controlled myself until I heard Anubis’ even breathing and then I finally let go of my tears. I’d never see Trevor again and that meant more than my broken heart, that meant that he’d die and part of me would die with him. Fenrir would go insane and what of Odin, Vali, and Vidar? Were they searching for me? Would they realize who took me? What would become of my lions or Nick?
 
   I cried but even knowing Anubis was asleep, I was too proud to cry out loud in his home. So instead, I let the tears go as silently as possible and stifled the worst of my sobs in the fur. When I was spent completely, even more exhausted than I was before, I laid the pelt across my nude body and curled up, to fall into a coma-like sleep.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Thirteen
 
    
 
   Trevor was touching me, waking me up in my favorite way, with his loving. His warm hands were at my throat, over my breasts, along my ribs, and finally between my legs. I moaned, rolling my head, too tired to open my heavy eyes just yet. I decided to enjoy the half-awake state of sensuality and spread my legs to bring him closer. 
 
   I felt his thick body slide between my legs, his hands gliding up my thighs and opening me wider. Then he was over me, one hand propping him up while the other took my breast. I sighed as his face lowered to it and surrounded the crest of it in warm wet sensation. Then his mouth came higher, over my neck, to nibble at the spot he liked to mark, his tongue shooting out to taste the tip of my ear.
 
   “Wrap your legs around me, Miw-sher,” his voice sounded different, not as deep but more resonating, like power filled his every word. And when had he started calling me kitten in Egyptian? How did I even know what the Egyptian word for kitten was?
 
   My eyes shot open as Anubis plunged into me and I screamed denial even as my body’s liquid heat welcomed him. I felt him prod my mind, claim control of my body, and I screamed inwardly as he made me his. My legs lifted and hooked around his hips as he’d requested, my arms closed in around his waist and clawed at his shoulders with desire, and my lips searched for his, all as I continued to scream internally. 
 
   His mouth was eager to claim, tongue immediately thrusting to meet mine, and lips sliding over me possessively. When he broke away, it was only to conquer another part of me. He bit at my throat, pulling sounds from it I didn’t want to make, and then he was pushing my breasts together so he could suck both nipples into his mouth at once. I nearly came off the bed.
 
   The bed, when had I got into his bed?
 
   It didn’t matter because then he was lifting my legs over his shoulders, my hips completely in the air, so he could slam deeper into my yielding body. With a sudden movement, he withdrew from me and flipped me over. I cried out, unsure if I was relieved or disappointed.
 
   Before I could get up, he had my wrist in his hand and was pulling my ankle up to meet it. I heard a click and when he let go, my limbs remained pinned.
 
   “What are you doing?” I looked back at him and saw he was doing the same to my other side. “I’m not fighting you. You don’t have to do this.”
 
   He flipped me back over, my knees coming up high, so my arms didn’t have to strain. Then he slowly pushed them apart, almost to the point of pain, and lowered himself between them. I felt him slide into me, going even deeper than before, and I whimpered. 
 
   “I just like seeing you this way,” he looked down on me and the jewel tones were dancing in his eyes once more.
 
   A clicking warned me that he had a hold of the chain leading to my collar. I panicked, looking up at his hand, afraid of what he’d do next, and he laughed. It was a purely sexual sound and it rippled along my skin like soft fur. Then my head jerked back as he drew the chain through a loop at the head of the bed. Another click told me I was fastened tight and he smiled down at me as he pumped harder.
 
   I closed my eyes and tried to pretend it was Trevor, Trevor above me and inside me, Trevor’s new game of tying me up. Trevor, Trevor, Trevor, it became a chant in my mind until I felt Anubis screaming in rage inside my head.
 
   “Look at us,” he lifted a hand off the bed to angle my head down. I closed my eyes tight. “Look at us! Watch me take you, Godhunter. That’s my cock in you, the only one you will ever feel again!” 
 
   He forced my eyes open, made me look at the thick length of him, slick with my passion, sliding in and out of me. I shuddered and felt my resolve break. I just wasn’t strong enough for this. Anubis had studied me until he knew exactly which buttons to push and he’d easily manipulated me. It wasn't even about the sex. It was the humiliation, the loss of control, the betrayal of my love for Trevor, and those stupid damn chains that I always seemed to end up in. I did the one thing I swore I’d never do in front of my enemies, I cried.
 
   He rocketed into his climax above me, giving one last hard thrust before collapsing over me. His cheek landed next to mine and he jerked as he realized it was wet with tears. Pulling back, he looked at me strangely and I looked away. I couldn't bear to see his triumph. I felt him move above me, then at each side, and was grateful when my body eased free of the humiliating position.
 
   I rolled onto my side, going fetal and hiding my face from him. It didn’t really matter, he knew he’d won, but I'd keep as much from him as I could. I spread my hands over my face, feeling justified in all my previous kills. This was the face of evil. To infiltrate his way into my thoughts, make me comfortable enough to talk to him, tell him things I never should have, and then to use that knowledge to torture me, was the pinnacle of diabolical plots. This was the type of god I'd set out to stop.
 
   I might seem like a vigilante to some. Like some kind of unknown comic book hero who fights the villains in the dark of night for the common good. I'm so not that person. Yes, saving humanity was a pretty good bonus to killing gods but if I'm totally honest, it was all about saving myself. 
 
   When I found out about the gods, after I'd made my first accidental kill, I barricaded myself in my house for days, maybe weeks, I don't remember much about that time. I was just so damned scared. Then I got tired of staring out my windows, waiting for the boogeyman to appear. 
 
   I started training, with sword, claws, daggers, and magic. I planned and practiced till I was sure of my abilities and my determination to never hide again. I used the tracing chants I found in Ku's book to get access to god homes, and then I killed them. I killed them as they slept and with every death, I felt a little stronger, a little more certain that I was doing the right thing. It was only after I'd been killing awhile that I realized I was fighting for more than myself, more than my peace of mind. I was fighting for all of us.
 
   Maybe I’d been wrong but even as I lay there, completely defeated, I didn’t regret it. I’d given it my all. I’d fought not just for my country but for all countries. Yet when all was said and done, I was just one woman and I’d lost. Where is the shame in that? Here was my end, disgrace and torture for eternity at the hands of Death himself. But even that didn’t matter to me as much as the thought of Trevor dying a slow death, heartbroken and betrayed. Or of my Intare breaking without my guidance. Of Odin slipping away from life again, or my boys losing their mother. And Nick, never knowing why I didn't come back, just waiting for me with an animal's trust and confusion. Who would take care of him now?
 
   The bed shifted and I felt thick arms slide under me, scooping me up and holding me against a wide chest. I buried my face against that chest, not caring that it was my enemy’s, the very cause of all my anguish. I needed comfort and I took what was offered. I knew there would be little of that in my future.
 
   “Little neferet,” his voice sounded sad and sweet, a kind note after all the chords of torment. “My beautiful one, it will get easier. His memory will fade and you will find joy in me, I swear it.”
 
   “Joy?” I was finally shocked out of my tears. “You brought me here to torture me. You raped my mind and then my body for revenge, and now you’re trying to comfort me with talk of happiness?”
 
   He frowned, looking over my shoulder as if searching for the answers as well. “I…,” he swallowed hard and shook his head, placing me firmly away from him. “Shower and dress, I have business to attend to and you will attend me.”
 
   I got to my feet after a few tries, and shakily made my way to the bathroom, the gold chain hanging heavy from my neck and dragging behind me like I was some tormented ghost. At the door, I stopped and looked over my shoulder. He was sitting where I’d left him, staring into space and looking more lost and confused than I felt. I closed the door with an angry slam. How dare he look like that?
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Fourteen
 
    
 
   The Hall of Two Truths, which I’d previously known only as the hall of frescoes or that strange place with the throne and scales that Anubis dragged me through on the way to dinner, had a line of people winding through it. They waited patiently, reverently, but with an air of nervous expectation. I looked toward the dais that Anubis was leading me to, the obvious destination for everyone.
 
   Ma’at was there, looking all serene and regal again. She was wearing a white draped dress, similar to the one I’d worn the night before but ten times more beautiful on her. Her hair fell in perfect curls around her perfect bottom and her eyes were perfectly lined in kohl, making them stand out on her perfect face. I was perfectly disgusted.
 
   I knew I shouldn’t be jealous. I’d received a good dollop of hottie when I took Aphrodite’s powers, and my hair shone silky soft and curled just as perfectly as Ma’at’s. My skin was completely unblemished for the first time in my life, and I never had to wear mascara because my eyelashes had lengthened and thickened like a Maybelline commercial. 
 
   I still wasn’t really a goddess though, and being around them all the time does something to your ego. My ego hadn’t been strong to begin with, although I’d grown to love my curves, including my completely natural breasts and my significant ass. I was blessed with a small waist and I focused on that when confronted with drop dead gorgeous women… not that Ma’at’s waist was anywhere near chubby.
 
   I shook my head. I was being led toward a gathering of Egyptian gods bent on doing something god-like and probably horrifying as well, and all I could think about was my looks or lack thereof. I was definitely in denial mode, appropriate considering the pantheon I was forced to consort with… it wasn’t just a river in Egypt and all that. Okay, yeah that was bad.
 
   Back to my imminent doom… 
 
   Next to Ma’at was Thoth, a large book in his hands, and slightly behind him was… was… the most horrifying creature I’d ever seen. I actually stumbled a little. Anubis turned and caught me by the arm.
 
   “What is it?” He looked me over.
 
   “Funny,” I swallowed. “I was about to ask you the same question.”
 
   He looked over his shoulder at the creature and then back at me, smiling. “You’ve never heard of Ammut, the Devourer, the Bone Eater?”
 
   “Obviously not,” I tried not to stare at the thing over his shoulder. Mama always said it was rude to stare.
 
   It seemed to be a hybrid. Its head was all crocodile, shiny green skin and a mouthful of daggers for teeth, but where the neck met the body was where the croc ended and what I was able to clearly recognize as a lion, began. The lion chest was sleek golden fur, contrasting sharply with the green skin, and the thick forelegs looked strong enough to rip me in two. The fur flowed to mid back and there ended in gray, thick skin that flowed into wide legs and a little stump of a tail. I think it had a hippo’s ass. Well hippos really are pretty bad-ass and I guess if you’re going to be a monster you’d need the badest ass around so… good choice there.
 
   “Ammut eats the unworthy souls,” Anubis was leading me up the steps.
 
   “Unworthy souls?” I looked at the line of people, then at Ma’at, who held a beautiful golden scale. She placed it reverently down on a stone pedestal. “Oh shit,” I stopped and tried to backtrack but Anubis turned and controlled me with a glance. “No, I can’t watch this. Don’t make me a part of this.”
 
   “You’ll be with me for eternity,” he said calmly. “You must see and accept what I do. This is my duty as God of the Dead. It is an honorable and esteemed position.”
 
   I walked up the steps and stood next to the throne as he sat in it. Solid gold and crowned with a jackal’s head on each point, the throne looked thoroughly Egyptian and just as thoroughly uncomfortable. I guess you weren’t allowed to nod off when you were judging souls. There wasn’t even a butt-pillow.
 
   Anubis fastened my chain to the arm of the throne, gestured for me to sit at his feet, the bastard, and then waved the first person forward. It was a man, he looked proud and unafraid of the god beside me. He did spare a confused glance for me though and it was enough to make me wish Anubis hadn’t dressed me in gold. 
 
   Yes, gold, can you freakin’ believe it? I was swathed in what looked from afar like gold lamé but what, on closer inspection, revealed itself to be way too fine for that. From the weight of it, I was betting it was the real thing. Yes all you history buffs, I was wearing cloth of gold. Yards of it clung to me from shoulders to toes, open at the neck to show off my stunning collar of course. The gold did nothing to hide and everything to enhance every bulge I had. I felt like an ancient Egyptian harlot.
 
   Before I could submerge myself completely in mortification though, Anubis reached out, right into the guy’s chest, and pulled out his heart. Just as casual as you please and the man didn’t even flinch. In fact, the heart seemed to pull away from the body pretty easily.
 
   Anubis placed it, still pumping, on one side of the scale that Ma’at stood behind. From her hair, she took a long white feather and placed it carefully on the other side of the scale. The scale wavered up and down and Anubis watched it closely. When it finally settled into an even position, he nodded and took the heart back.
 
    I had a flashback to when he’d done the same thing to one of the Froekn, except the Froekn hadn’t been dead yet and it had sounded extremely painful. He’d said something then and as he looked at the current heart, he repeated the words.
 
   “You are worthy,” he gently placed the heart back within the man’s chest and gestured past Ammut. 
 
   A pair of gold doors swung open behind the dais and the dark I saw through them seemed to be its own entity, full of menace and nasty things with lots of teeth. I shuddered and looked back at the man who was now smiling. He bowed deeply and started for the doors, not in the least bit scared of what lay beyond.
 
   What’s in there? I whispered into Anubis’ head and he smiled a little at my anxiety.
 
   That is the entrance to Aaru, he replied in kind. There are twenty-one gates, guarded by demons, which he shall have to pass through, before being allowed into Aaru and Osiris’ presence.
 
   You gods sure do love messing with humans, I watched Thoth scribble something in the book he carried. 
 
   What do you mean? He actually took the time to look down at me, disregarding the woman who came up to stand before him. She looked even more confused than the last guy, since she couldn’t even hear our conversation, so it must’ve just looked like we were staring rather hard at each other.
 
   You and I both know that this whole concept is created by Atlanteans, I couldn’t believe he looked so shocked. Come on, I know you’re all from Atlantis. Your advances in science and magic made you gods, not any divine birthright. People expected an afterlife so you’re giving it to them, when actually, they could pass on just fine without you.
 
   Are you that blind? He shook his head. Yes, we were from Atlantis but if you know that, then you should also know how taking power from human sacrifice has in turn bound us to humans and forced us to conform. Human belief created Aaru, not us. Just as human belief turned me into this.
 
   I knew there were restrictions to temper the power, Blue had shown me that, but Blue hadn't been bitter about it. Most gods found the fact that they were partially changed by human belief, to be a minor price to pay for the amount of power they received. I'd never met a god who felt enslaved by it. Yet it seemed that it was exactly what Anubis was feeling.
 
   For the first time, I was seeing the man inside the god. Anubis was tired of death! I reached into his mind, pressing into him as he’d done to me, and what I found was even more disturbing. Honor, great troves of the stuff. He lived in the Underworld, serving humans as Death, not because he was attracted to it but because the duty had been placed upon him. When the god designations had been handed out, he’d been given the short end of the stick. Sure, Death was probably one of the most awesome powers, but it also seemed to demand a hell of a payback, if you'll excuse the pun.
 
   I sucked in my breath when I felt his loneliness, his withdrawal from the other deities that reigned beside him. None of them understood his desire to see life, to be immersed in light instead of death and darkness. Go figure. Death craved life, longed for it like a thirsty man dreamed of water, constantly and tortuously.
 
   “Fuck,” I whispered out loud and the woman before him tried her best not to notice.
 
   “What?” Anubis looked a little spooked. 
 
   He knew how far I’d just reached into his mind, and I was shocked to realize that he hadn’t meant to allow it. He didn’t want me to see the reality because he saw it as a weakness. So it seemed that even his power over me had its price. He may control my body and be able to search my mind, but I could use that connection to do a little searching of my own. It wasn't too surprising, I'd experienced something similar with Blue.
 
   “Damn it,” I shook my head and looked away. “I can’t like you. I don’t want to like you.”
 
   Something eased in the air between us, and he turned away from me with a smile. The woman stepped up and he went about his job, looking way too serene for my tastes. As the people were judged, I sat and thought over what I’d seen in him. A man with that much honor wouldn’t do what he did to me without good reason. The really confusing thing was, I sensed no vengeance in him toward me. I didn’t know if that meant he’d worked out his issues in the night or if he’d never been mad at me to begin with, but if he hadn’t brought me there for vengeance, then what?
 
   He couldn’t have brought me there just to get some female companionship. I mean, torturing and humiliating me were a bit extreme, if that were the case. It went way beyond pulling pigtails. The man I felt inside Anubis wouldn’t do that, so why then? 
 
   He must have been genuinely affronted that a human had dared attack a god… bad enough that other deities had attacked him but a human? That must have pushed him over the edge and his honor out the window. Or maybe the thought of a human, someone he'd traded his freedom to serve, attacking him was just plain enraging. It must have seemed like such a betrayal to him.
 
   What was I doing, rationalizing his treatment of me? That was sick but on a deeper level, I realized why I was doing it. If Anubis really was a good guy at heart, he could be appealed to. He would understand that he shouldn't hold me forever, when it would result in another man’s death. So I continued to work through Anubis’ issues in my head and I continued to hope that maybe he wasn't as bad as I'd thought. Maybe he’d let me go.
 
   “You’re unworthy,” Anubis’ voice took on a sharp edge, not the razor edge of steel but the glass-like edge of slivered obsidian. That edge was so sharp, it could cut you without you even noticing it. You’d bleed to death before you felt the pain.
 
   The man standing before Anubis started to shake. He didn’t scream but I could tell he wanted to. The only sounds in the chamber were the scribbling of Thoth’s pen and my rapid breaths. Ma’at remained calm, Anubis remained calm, I however, started to whimper when Ammut shuffled forward.
 
   When she came into range, Anubis threw the heart to her. I bizarrely took notice that Ammut was a female, when she leaped to catch the twitching piece of flesh, although who knows, I’ve never checked out a hippo before, maybe they hid the goods well. Female or not, she loved hearts, and the delighted sounds of her chomping down on her snack, nearly made me lose the contents of my stomach.
 
   The man before Anubis simply shimmered away, his mouth open in a silent scream, as Ammut swallowed his heart down. I would have screamed then too, if Anubis hadn’t expressly forbade my vocal chords from working. So instead, I curled up against his knee, wrapping myself around his leg, and hid my face in the folds of his pants. I don't know why I did it, strong Godhunter that I was(yeah, whatever), but it was automatic. I guess it's human nature to reach for comfort when we're scared.
 
   Miracle of miracles, surprise upon surprise, curiouser and curiouser, Anubis actually reached down and started stroking my hair soothingly. He also sent out warm and calming waves of energy to me. I felt my muscles relax, my heart slow, as he reassured me without words that this was the proper way of things, that a soul would have to be evil for it to be weighed unworthy and fed to Ammut.
 
   I swallowed hard and sat back, reminding myself of who I was, and why Godhunters didn’t cringe before gods. I was also Rouva to the Froekn, and Tima of the Intare. I did not cower, especially not toward a god who was playing the part of my jailor. Well, at least it made me feel better to think that.
 
   Four hours later, it was finally done and I was much more sympathetic towards Anubis than I wanted to be. I was a little shaky despite my inner bolstering and his calming influence. Anubis, of course, was fine. He’d been judging souls for centuries. It was an average day for him. It was going to become average for me as well, if he had his way.
 
   My stomach shifted at the thought and Anubis sent me a concerned look. Concerned? When had he become concerned about me? I was concerned, concerned about whether I’d ever see Trevor again and concerned over the fact that I was falling in like with the man who’d taken me away from him. Man, I always knew I had issues, especially when it came to men, but this took the cake.
 
   He got to his feet, unfastening the chain from the throne, and helped me to mine. 
 
   “Let’s take a walk in my gardens,” he offered me his hand, hooking my chain into his belt.
 
   “If you like,” I took his hand and eyed him warily.
 
   “I’m asking,” he took a breath and let it out slowly. “So it’s if you like.”
 
   I saw Ma’at’s intrigued expression from the side of my vision. When I looked directly at her though, she’d composed it into polite interest. Thoth however, wasn’t anywhere near polite. He glared at me like I was Delilah, holding a bright shiny pair of scissors. I glared back. I hadn't asked to be there. I didn’t want to be there. Even if I was seducing Anubis, it would only be fair, a captive’s chance for escape.
 
   Was I seducing him?
 
   “Well?” Anubis was still waiting.
 
   “I’d love to see your gardens,” I shot Thoth a challenging look and leaned further into Anubis. “Thank you for asking.”
 
   Anubis led me down the corridor that led to the dining room but we continued on past it and out a door at the end. Bright sunlight blinded me for a moment and I raised my hand to shade my eyes. When my eyes adjusted, I had my first look at Anubis’ world.
 
   Egyptian gardens should be full of palm trees and lotus blossoms. Maybe some reeds along a riverbank and herons tromping around looking for fish. Oh and don’t forget the scarabs, lots of dung beetles rolling around their little balls of… okay scratch that, maybe a nice water feature instead. Anubis’ Egyptian garden might have been all that but darker, maybe under a constant twilight sky with flowers glowing white. 
 
   It wasn’t.
 
   I gasped at the neat paths laid out before me in a proper square, with curved lines dissecting it. It was a garden fit for a King, a French King. I imagined that Marie Antoinette walked paths similar to the ones Anubis started to lead me through. I almost heard her childish laughter on the breeze… who knows, her little, happy, cake-eating self could very well have been there. Though it’s hard to eat cake without a head. 
 
   “Anubis,” I felt a small smile settle on my lips, “it’s beautiful.”
 
   He looked ecstatic, his chest even puffed out a little further, and I shook my head at the complete turnaround in his personality. Maybe there was hope. 
 
   The meticulously trimmed hedges were interspersed with blooming flower beds and the scent of roses was thick, mixing with jasmine and lilacs. There was a tall stone wall defining the large patch of land, the length of which disappeared down the sides of the palace, where smaller gardens reached like a lover's embrace. The wall was topped with lacy iron work, so I was unable to see exactly how far Anubis’ land extended. I was a little disappointed by that but it was the only thing disappointing about the garden.
 
   We walked slowly, enjoying the sights and scents as well as the warmth of the sun directly overhead. At the end of the manicured square, steps led down into yet another garden and beyond that was a hedge maze. In front of the entrance to the maze was a gazing pool, in the center of which was a statue of a peacock in white marble. The head was held high and regal, the tail feathers relaxed and flowing down into the pool. The water in the pool was mottled with sunlight and the shade of overhanging pomegranate trees. 
 
   “A peacock,” I let go of his arm to move forward and when I reached the end of the chain, I pulled on it to urge him forward as well. 
 
   He looked down at the taut chain between us, a small frown marring his forehead before it smoothed away, and then he came forward to stand beside me. I felt the weight of what I’d done unconsciously and knew immediately why his coming to me had been momentous. As a witch, I should have realized it sooner, for as you bind, so are you bound.
 
   The tether worked both ways.
 
   “Why a peacock?” I kept my voice light, so I wouldn’t betray the world of possibilities that had just been exposed to me. The symbolism of the chain tying him to me, as much as me to him, was mind blowing but more important was the question of who would be holding the end of power when this game played out.
 
   “The Chinese believe the peacock represents divinity, power, and beauty.” He focused on the statue but I sensed his attention was actually on me.
 
   “They’re also the symbol of fidelity,” I pretended to study the statue as well but I was really judging his reaction out of the corner of my eye. “Did you know they mate for life… just like wolves?”
 
   “Really?” His voice said cool interest but his body tensed.
 
   “Yes,” it suddenly occurred to me that I wouldn’t get a better opportunity than this. “If their mate dies, or is otherwise lost to them, they either never mate again or they die of a broken heart.”
 
   “Not like wolves,” he turned to face me and when I turned to him, I found his eyes swirling with colors… all of them.
 
   “No,” I spoke softly, like any loud noise might spook him. “Not like wolves… like werewolves.”
 
   “Just say it, Vervain,” his lips thinned and a muscle twitched in his jaw.
 
   “You know what I’m saying,” I lost all pretense. “Trevor will die if you keep me here. Maybe that will suit you just fine but I don’t think so. You wanted to punish me because you found it offensive that I, as a human, would presume to fight gods but Trevor is one of you, and killing him outside of a fair fight, is just not your style. You have more honor than that.”
 
   “Is that what you believe?”
 
   “It’s what I saw,” I backed up a little from the anger that was falling off him in droves, “when I looked inside you.”
 
   “Inside me,” he circled and backed me against the side of the pool. “I think you’ve got it backwards, Godhunter. It’s I who shall be inside you, and there’s nothing you or your mate can do to stop it.”
 
   Before I could appeal to the honor I knew was there, he yanked me against him and covered my mouth with his. There was no passion, no flutterings of desire to distract me. His kiss was almost painful, all punishing pressure and savage teeth. When he finally pulled away, I felt bruised, bereft, and there was the slight tang of blood in my mouth. 
 
   “Make your peace with your old life,” he growled. “You’re not going back. If I tire of you, Ares can have you.”
 
   I sucked in a shocked breath, screaming inside over the thought of being handed off to Ares. If the God of War was anything like his lover, I’d never survive. Panic turned my limbs to water and I would have dropped if Anubis hadn’t been holding me. I stared hard at his chest, rising and falling with his rapid breaths, and pulled myself together.
 
   “I apologize for believing you had any honor,” I finally found the nerve to raise my eyes to his. “I won’t make that mistake again.”
 
   He blinked, the colors freezing over his eyes a second before they started to spin violently. The slap came quick as a snake, a backhanded swipe that landed me at his feet. I stared at the crimson drops falling from my lips and landing on the bright green grass. It was beautiful, in a Jackson Pollock kind of way.  
 
   Anubis crouched down, his hand coming to my chin and lifting my face. “If you were a man, you’d already be dead. Your sex and the honor that you accuse me of being without, just saved your life.”
 
   He stood up and turned to leave but stopped when I started to laugh.
 
   “If I were a man,” I stood up and licked at my lip, “I wouldn’t be here at all, and my sex would hold no interest for you.”
 
   “It doesn’t, regardless,” he gave me a derisive look over his shoulder. “I bed you as a form of dominance, not because of any desire I feel for you.”
 
   Why did his words tear at me? Why did it feel like more of a blow than the one he just delivered to my face? Why did I care if he wanted me or not? Pull yourself together, Godhunter! I took a deep breath and lifted my chin. 
 
   “Must be why you’re so bad at it.”
 
   He froze and I almost started laughing again. I didn’t even feel fear as he turned and settled his oil slick eyes on me. In that moment, I couldn’t care less what he did to me. I’d grin my way to the grave. I was a prisoner, my own body turned against me, my life was gone as well as my pride, but I’d have the last word, damn it.
 
   He didn’t hit me again. He didn’t even yell or rage. All he said were three words, “Tonight you’ll beg.” Then he was gone.
 
   Guess I wouldn’t get the last word either.
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Fifteen
 
    
 
   I peered at my reflection, prodding my slightly swollen lip. There was a small cut on the inside, where my teeth had served nicely to split it open, and I’d probably have some light bruising. Attractive, very attractive. Part of me was proud of it though. I'd finally managed to fight back, even if it was just verbally. If that was what was left to me, then so be it, verbal sparring it was… and the gloves were off.
 
   The sound of the bedroom door startled me and I felt a shivering creep through my limbs. No, I wasn’t afraid of him. What could he possibly do to me that hadn’t already been done? He said he’d make me beg. So what? He could force my body to obey him but he couldn’t force me to beg. No matter what happened, I wouldn’t beg.
 
   I heard him shuffling about and knew I couldn’t cower in the bathroom all night, it’d be almost as bad as begging. So I squared my shoulders and opened the door. All but two candles were extinguished; one on each side of the bed, and the soft glow caressed his naked body with anxious hands. He smiled slowly, grimly.
 
   I met his eyes deliberately and then let my gaze rake him from head to foot. I just as deliberately thought of Trevor and how Anubis fell short… way short. When my eyes came back to rest on his, he was practically snarling. I ignored him and walked casually to the foot of the bed, where the wolf pelt still laid discarded from the previous night. 
 
   I picked it up and frowned. How had I wound up in bed that morning? The last thing I remembered was curling up on the floor with the pelt. Had Anubis carried me to bed after I’d fallen asleep? Did he know I cried into the fur until I was exhausted enough to pass out? I hoped not, it would just be one more added humiliation.
 
   A hand pulled the pelt away from me and tossed it in a corner. He’d snuck up on me while I was musing, sloppy of me… very sloppy. I raised my face to his as he slid an arm around my waist and lifted me off the floor. I didn’t fight him. What would be the point? I just went limp and let him take the full weight of me. He raised a brow but didn’t say anything till he’d thrown me on the bed.
 
   “Remove your dress.”
 
   I did it calmly, pulling it over my head and dropping it over the edge of the bed. The chain draped over my shoulder like a braid when I lay back down and I idly stroked the links. His eyes feasted on me, head to toe, and I felt a twisted surge of satisfaction that he did want me. It wasn’t just about vengeance or dominance. The bastard could say what he liked but he wanted me… and I didn’t want him. What better weapon could I have on a night he’d threatened to make me beg?
 
   He was starting to look confused at my acquiescence. He hadn’t had to use his will on me once. I could see the suspicion creep into his eyes as he crawled over to me. He grabbed my chin and turned my face so he could see the swelling on my lip and I watched that suspicion turn to anger… and then concern.
 
   His touch softened and he stroked the side of my face, as if we truly were lovers and he was upset over my pain. Then his hand ghosted over my neck, my collar, my breasts whose traitorous nipples hardened even though I was thinking dark thoughts. I kept my eyes on the bathroom door across from me and tried to ignore the sensations.
 
   “Are you in any pain?”
 
   I looked over at him in surprise. “What do you care?”
 
   “I don’t,” he replied as he leaned casually on one elbow and trailed his fingers lower.
 
   I tried to hold still but it was so strange to have him lying there, looking at me as he stroked me like an experiment. Hmmmm….. if I touch her here she makes this sound. His face had become so clinical, like a demented Dr. Love, that I shifted accidentally. His gaze went back to mine and I immediately felt his power blaze through me.
 
   My strength left, all my limbs going limp. I barely held my whimper in. The hardest thing for me to deal with, was not having control over my own body. It was probably akin to being a paraplegic, except with an added dollop of possession thrown in. He made me a living marionette and boy did he love to pull my strings.
 
   “Come here,” he had rolled onto his back beside me and I tried to keep my limbs slack but that just seemed to help him control me.
 
   I ended up straddling his face, pressing my hands into the gilded wall for balance, and feeling a mortified blush creeping over my chest. He laughed, his breath hot and intimate on my flesh as his eyes stared up the line of my exposed body. Strong arms wrapped around my legs and pulled me down, till his mouth was filled with me.
 
   I moaned.
 
   I couldn’t help it. The overwhelming sensation of his tongue licking, as his lips fed, and his face rocked against me, was just too much. Then his hands released my legs and took hold of my breasts. I rocked my hips against him as I pressed my chest harder into his hands. It wasn’t until much later, that I realized he’d given me back control of my body.
 
   He brought me over and over like that, till my body was shaking with exhaustion and his face was wet. After each orgasm, he’d ask me if I’d like him to fuck me and I couldn’t stop myself from saying yes, but then he’d tell me to beg and I’d find enough sanity to say no. So he’d continue mercilessly.
 
   I knew his cock was twitching with need but he didn’t even touch himself as he continued to lick me over the edge of sanity. I cried and thrashed, aching for completeness but too stubborn to beg for it. My legs finally gave out and I sat on his chest, then lay back across him, my face coming to rest beside his pulsing flesh. I grabbed at it, turning my head and getting as much of it into my mouth as I could but it wasn’t enough. I wanted more.
 
   Anubis groaned beneath me, clamping his hands around my thighs as I turned over, so I could ride his mouth and comfortably go down on him. He raised his hips up to give me more access, his control finally as shattered as mine. I took in that extra inch, sucking and biting till he gave a ferocious cry and pushed me onto my knees. He was in me in two seconds flat, pumping furiously, so that the sounds of our hips slapping together competed with the sounds of our labored breathing.
 
   I felt myself slip from human to animal, pushing back to meet his thrusts with a savage intensity. There were sounds coming out of me that I knew I'd regret later, and he was making versions of his own above me. Eager hands slipped from my waist to my swinging breasts and pushed me over the edge screaming. Finally, finally!
 
   Anubis howled and spasmed, holding me tight as he came violently, and then fell over me, completely spent. The last thing I remember before I passed out, was him pulling me under the covers and curling around me.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Sixteen
 
    
 
   “Godhunter?” Ma’at’s voice pulled me out of sleep.
 
   My eyes focused first on the neat coil of golden chain resting on the pillow next to me, before moving up to the goddess. She was dressed in a flowing blue dress, which set off her skin and hair. I took a quick glance at my rumpled self, sheet clad, mussed hair, probably circles under my eyes, oh and let’s not forget my swollen, and most likely, bruised lip. It was feeling a little better, which was almost ridiculous after the night I’d been through but hey, I’d take what I could get.
 
   “Hey Ma’at,” I waved a little forlornly from the middle of the messy bed. “What’s up?” Then I giggled and did my best Bugs Bunny impersonation, “What’s up, Ma’at?” I giggled some more but of course she didn’t get the joke.
 
   She gave me a curious smile and sat on the edge of the bed. “Anubis asked me to show you around today,” she touched the chain. “Did you do this?”
 
   “Nope,” I glanced down at it again.
 
   “Hmmm,” she tapped it with a finger before scooping it up and handing it to me. “He said he left a trunk of clothes for you,” she made a regal sweep with her hand and indicated a large trunk against the wall. “Why don’t you get ready and I’ll have some breakfast brought in.” She went to the door to call for one of the jackals.
 
   I went to root through the trunk, chain wrapped around an arm so it wouldn’t pull at my neck. It was filled with clothes I’d normally only wear to the theater… live theater. In fact, most of the dresses were nicer than the Versace I’d worn to see Phantom of the Opera. I’d have been thrilled but under the circumstances… not so much. I was only vaguely surprised, considering the gold dress of the day before.
 
   So I pulled out a green number with long sleeves and a train, it covered the most, even though the neckline wasn’t exactly what you’d call modest. There was actually an assortment of underwear too, and go figure, the God of the Dead liked La Perla. Oddly enough, the dresses didn’t have any tags. I guess his personal seamstress drew the line at modern undergarments. I grabbed the clothes and went to freshen up in the bathroom. 
 
   When I returned, Ma’at was seated at the dining set with a full breakfast laid out. My stomach rumbled as I sat down and she smiled. Of course her plate had dainty amounts of everything, piled neatly, which she started eating delicately, almost geisha-like. I shook my head and filled my plate, filled my coffee cup, and filled my mouth with no amount of delicacy involved.
 
   “You angered him yesterday?” Ma’at barely looked up from her properly arranged plate.
 
   “You could say that,” I snorted. Boy, were she and I a pair, the lady and the tramp. Okay, enough with the ego downer.
 
   “Did he make love to you last night?”
 
   I nearly spewed sausage all over her. “Um, I don’t think you can call what he does to me, making love but if you must know, then yes.”
 
   “And then he leaves you with the sign of your captivity coiled on the pillow like an asp,” she took a little sip of her tea as she frowned.
 
   “Nice analogy,” I looked at the chain I’d laid in my lap, “an asp, great. I didn’t realize it was a threat.”
 
   “I don’t think it was a threat per se,” she tapped one perfect fingernail against her teacup. “I think he’s beginning to see Thoth’s point of view. He’s seeing you as a potential threat, and he’s trying to distance himself to better understand.”
 
   “Okay,” I shrugged my shoulders. “Being a threat is good, I wish I could be more of one.”
 
   “We don’t want him to distance himself,” Ma’at met my eyes with her steady dark gaze.
 
   “Uh, I think I do,” I frowned and took a sip of my coffee. “I think I'd like as much distance from him as possible. In fact, I'd be fine with more of this,” I waved a hand to my bruised lip, “if he'd keep his distance sexually.”
 
   “How do you plan on getting free, Godhunter?”
 
   “Call me Vervain please, and I have no idea,” my shoulders slumped. “I really didn’t think it was an option. How do I escape someone who can control me?”
 
   “Anubis is a good god,” she put her cup down and I saw the concern in her eyes. “I’ve wanted this for him, a woman he could love and who would bring him out of his melancholy. I wanted someone like you, someone strong enough to love him back, but I never wanted it in this fashion. He’s made a relationship with you virtually impossible, at least a real, rewarding relationship. Any love between you now will be twisted, hurting as much as healing.” She shook her head.
 
   “What do you want from me?” I whispered.
 
   “I want you to remind him that he doesn’t have to give up love, that he can live, even though he is Death.”
 
   “And you think he’ll free me then?” My breakfast was getting cold but I was more concerned about the coffee, cold coffee is undrinkable. I took a big swig.
 
   “I’m hoping he will,” she reached across the table and took my hand. “I know you have a lover who literally needs you but can you find it in your heart to see past Anubis’ cruelty to the real man beneath? Can you try to love him for just a little while? It may be the key to your freedom.”
 
   “I don’t know,” I thought about the way he backhanded me and my hand went to my lip.
 
   “He is so angry,” her hand lightly rubbed mine. “I know hitting you was wrong but you’re a warrior and in his mind it was nothing, barely a punishment. For a woman, of course it’s inexcusable, but for the Godhunter?” She shrugged as if the possibility of a man hitting her was ridiculous but for me it was just a part of my job description. “Beneath the gruff, he is warm and caring. He has honor, it’s just shadowed by his self hatred.”
 
   “Self hatred?” He didn’t seem like a man who had confidence issues.
 
   “How many years could you do what he does and still love yourself?” She searched my eyes so deeply, I had to look away. “Think of what judging souls, sending worthy souls through a perilous journey to Aaru and giving unworthy souls to the jaws of Ammut, would do to a kind man. We offer no sanctuary here, even the worthy must face horror through us. As the Goddess of Justice, I understand. I know that the journey is to prove the soul worthy of Aaru, that only the brightest and bravest shall go on, but even I have moments of doubt. Anubis has lost himself in what he became in order to survive.”
 
   I thought about it. Centuries of giving souls to monsters, even the “worthy” ones. What would it do to me? Would I turn cruel, bitter? Probably. I’d definitely hate myself and maybe even the people who came up with this stupid idea in the first place. I smiled a little, realizing humans were responsible for a lot of their own misery.
 
   “You smile,” Ma’at looked hopeful.
 
   “I’ll try,” two words that I was sure were going to get me into heaps of trouble.
 
   The rest of the day I spent learning my way around the Underworld’s palace. Ma’at showed me the library, the path to which I memorized immediately. The library, in my view, is the heart of a home. All kinds of information is stored there, not just what’s written on pages either. You can find out a lot about a person by what books they own and you can discover even more about a god. A god’s library is a treasure trove for a witch and I planned to spend every minute I could around Anubis’ treasure.
 
   When Ma’at finally succeeded in pulling me away from the books, we strolled through the numerous rooms while she hinted that any woman who married Anubis would rule it all. Big whoop, lots of werejackals, a huge palace where the dead were judged, and a walled-in garden. Oh, and don’t forget the maze, yippee, everything I ever wanted… not. I already had my own palace, thank you, I didn't need the Palace of Death and the Garden of Doom.
 
   But I didn’t blame Ma’at. Anubis was probably a pill to live with and I got the feeling Ma’at had to hide any lovers she had, for fear of making things worse. It couldn’t be fun. So I tried to be as upbeat as possible around her, and in her defense, she was an enjoyable hostess. I could almost forget I was a prisoner… except for the whole chain thing.
 
   “Ma’at. Miw-sher,” oh crap, he found us. Anubis took a seat at the wrought iron table where Ma’at and I were enjoying some afternoon tea.
 
   “Anubis,” Ma’at inclined her head and gestured to the servant at the tea cart behind her.
 
   He poured another cup, filled a plate and set it before Anubis. I cast Anubis a quick look, heat rising up my cheeks as the previous night replayed in my head. The cup in my hand started to slosh, so I put it down and set my attention to the garden. We were out on the wide patio that overlooked the manicured gardens, so I had a great view of the whole shebang.
 
   A hand at my chin pulled my gaze back and I found Anubis staring hard at my lip. I knew how it looked, black and blue and a little swollen. It wasn’t pretty and I hoped it annoyed him to have to look at it. His fingertip brushed my bruised skin and his face wrinkled in what looked an awful lot like remorse.
 
   “It looks worse today,” he whispered.
 
   “Yes, it does,” there was a strong note of disapproval in Ma’at’s voice.
 
   “Stay out of this,” he snarled suddenly and she raised one elegant brow. He sighed, “I apologize, you’re right. Miw-sher, I shouldn’t have hit you…”
 
   “Don’t,” I said and swallowed hard. I wanted to do as Ma’at asked but part of me screamed: This is your captor, your rapist! “In the scheme of things this is nothing. You’ve made your point, I know my place and all that. I appreciate you allowing me to sit in a chair, that’s enough of an apology, I’m sure.” I handed him the end of the chain.
 
    He took it with a slack jaw and wounded eyes. Then he blinked, took a breath, and clipped the chain to his belt. I clenched my teeth and looked away. What did I expect? Ma’at gave us both concerned eyes and I hated her for just a second. She wanted me to love this monster? I took a deep breath and calmed myself. I needed to be more rational if I wanted a chance of escaping.
 
   “As you like, Miw-sher,” his voice stroked me, inside and out. “And yes, you may sit at the table from now on, instead of my feet, if that was your way of asking me.”
 
   I wanted to scream. I wanted to claw his eyes out. I wanted to tell him he could shove his chair right up his ass. I smiled and sipped my tea.
 
   “Vervain is a great lover of literature,” Ma’at interjected into the silence.
 
   “Are you?” He looked at me like I was some new and fascinating kind of bug.
 
   “What, just because I can kick your ass, you don’t think I can read?” I almost groaned aloud, it was so not the time to push my luck.
 
   But he laughed, loud and startling; especially to me, Ma’at, and every bird in the vicinity, who all took flight at the sound. Ma’at gave me a wide eyed smile, then turned it into an affectionate one for Anubis.
 
   “I love your laugh,” she said gently and when he looked back at her, his eyes held just as much affection. Why didn’t she give him some lovin’? She obviously had a tender spot for him.
 
   “It’s been a long time since you’ve heard it,” his smile turned sad. “I’m sorry I’ve lost my humor.”
 
   “I’m sorry you had to kidnap a woman to find it,” I griped and he turned back to me with another surprised bark of laughter. “That really wasn’t meant to be funny.” Part of me preferred his anger.
 
   “I choose to take it as such,” he leaned in and pulled the chain, till I leaned as well. “It would be wise of you to encourage my good humor, instead of trying to spoil it.”
 
   “Right, jokes at my expense: good, Anubis angry: bad, got it,” I narrowed my eyes as he started to smile again.
 
   “You learn quick, Miw-sher.”
 
   Through some amazing act of will, I managed to keep my mouth mostly shut through the rest of tea. Ma’at kept sending me worried glances and Anubis just straight out stared at me but I kept my eyes on the gardens and only spoke when they asked me a direct question. I know it was a little childish but I didn’t trust myself to keep a civil tongue. My tongue was feeling pretty vicious at the moment.
 
   So when we were done and Anubis took my arm, I let him lead me back inside and through the corridors to his room. My heart sank as I saw our destination. Wasn’t once a day enough for him? I again clamped my mouth shut on some snarky comment I was dying to make and just waited patiently for him in the center of the room, while he shut and locked the door… never a good sign.
 
   “Come here,” he was sitting on the bed, patting it lightly with one hand.
 
   I took a deep breath and went to sit demurely beside him, hands in my lap, eyes on my hands. What the hell was I turning into? I felt like a damn Stepford wife. 
 
   I saw him pick something up from the bedside table, in my peripheral vision, and I was surprised enough to turn to him. He was holding a bowl with some kind of paste and a brush in it.
 
   “It’s for your bruise,” he waved the brush towards my face and I looked up at him in shock. “It’ll help the swelling and discomfort. May I?”
 
   I nodded mutely and he began gently applying the salve. It was cool and tingled but in a few moments it started to sink into my skin and relieve the pain. My lip stopped throbbing and I could actually move it without feeling like I was going to split it open all over again.
 
   “How’s that?” He put the bowl down and looked me over.
 
   “Much better,” I reached up and touched the spot he’d ministered to and found only a thin coating left. “Thank you.”
 
   “You’re welcome,” he stroked my hair back from my face and placed a chaste kiss on my unhurt cheek. “I am sorry, Miw-sher. No matter what you say, I need to apologize to you. I normally have better control than that but with you, I find myself reacting passionately… violently. You don’t deserve such harsh treatment and I want to make it up to you.”
 
   He stood up and alarm bells started ringing in my head. Now what? When he held a hand out to me, I took it but instead of just helping me to my feet, he picked me up and carried me into the bathroom. I almost didn’t recognize the place. He must have sent his little werejackals scurrying about to accomplish such a transformation.
 
   The bathroom was filled with candles and flowers, the heat from the former causing the later to release more of its scent, so that a heady perfume hung in the air like a separate entity. Candlelight turned everything golden, including the petal strewn water in the large bathtub, making the room look romantic and mystical. A selection of oils, cloths, and toiletries were set up on a little table to one side, next to a cart holding an ice bucket with champagne and a plate of strawberries.
 
   He put me down as I took it all in, disrobing before I even realized what he was about. When I looked back at him, he was nude and magnificent in the candlelight. I sucked in my breath and he smiled, reaching to remove my dress. I caught his hands automatically and he paused to hold mine and smile reassuringly.
 
   “I'm just going to bathe you,” he kissed one hand and then the other. “I want to show you that I can make you feel pleasure outside of sex, that there’s more to me… to us.”
 
   Anubis was romancing me? The thought made my mouth go slack in shock and he used the opportunity to undress me. I swallowed hard, my head filled with the scent of white roses, as he scooped me up and placed me carefully in the warm water. I sighed as the temperature eased my tight muscles and he smiled as he climbed in behind me.
 
   “Wet you hair for me, Miw-sher,” he pulled it together and I obediently dipped my head back into the water.
 
   Then he had his hands in my hair, rubbing shampoo into the long strands and kneading my scalp till I slid back against him. He propped me up easily, as he continued to clean and massage, then he nudged me back and supported my neck as he rinsed my hair. It was heaven. Death had sent me to Heaven, go figure.
 
   When he was done, he piled all of my hair on top of my head and pulled me back against him. I laid my head on his shoulder, half floating in the water, as he began to stroke me soothingly. A glass of champagne found its way to my hand and I sipped it dreamily before a strawberry was placed at my lips.
 
   “Thank you,” I snuggled back against his chest, completely forgetting all the horrible things he’d done to me. I sat up suddenly and looked back at him. “Oh, you’re good.”
 
   “Thank you,” he reached out and picked up another strawberry. I scooted a little back as he offered it to me and he frowned. “Miw-sher, please forgive me and let me make it up to you.”
 
   “Oh, you’re really good,” I smirked. “I bet you say that to all the girls you kidnap, humiliate, and torture.”
 
   He sighed heavily and popped the strawberry into his own mouth. “You can enjoy this on your own or I can make you enjoy it. Wouldn’t you rather I left you with your free will?”
 
   “I thought this was about making things up to me?” I stood, water sluicing off my body, and put my glass down on the cart. “I think I’ve had enough of your apology.”
 
   He stood as well and blocked my way from the tub. Before I could say anything, he bent over to pick up a glass bottle and cloth from the table. I stared at the sweet lines of his body, okay I was staring at his ass. I admit it. He had a great ass. And abs. His skin practically glowed golden in the candlelight, all slick with water. His body was as chiseled as his face, long and lean, without a single imperfection.
 
   When he stood back up, he gave me a knowing smile, the egotistical bastard. He dipped the cloth in the tub and poured some of the bottle’s contents over it, lathering it up a bit before setting it to my skin. It felt so good, that soapy cloth sliding over me, that I just stood there and let him do it. 
 
   He lathered me till I looked like a Calgon commercial, then dropped the cloth and started massaging the bubbles in. His strong hands kneaded my shoulders before sliding over my back, pushing me against him, so that he could hold me upright while he worked out my kinks. I gave up, sighed, and leaned into him.
 
   My face nestled perfectly into his neck, and the scent of him rushed over me. Incense and magic, that's what he smelled like. The strong cords of his neck were pressed to my lips and I seemed to be having trouble breathing. I was gasping, breathing hard against his skin. He shivered, and I couldn't think anymore. I had to taste him. My tongue flicked out and licked the line of tendon before me. His erection jerked against my belly.
 
   Then he was rubbing my bottom, kneading and sliding around to my belly where he tenderly stroked me in soothing circles, till he made his way up to my breasts. A hand on each of them, he rubbed in to their centers, finishing with a light twirl on my nipples that left me groaning.
 
   Instead of taking advantage of the situation, he knelt in the water so he could massage both of my legs, before pulling me down to him. He rinsed me carefully, reclaimed my champagne glass, stuck it in my hand, and pulled me back against his chest where we’d started. Hadn’t I been meaning to do something… like leave?
 
   His hands were everywhere, stroking and kneading again, and I let go of my issues as I gave in to the pleasure. I felt his lips at my neck and inhaled sharply as he first kissed and then bit me. I was a sucker for a little teeth but of course he knew that already. While I was reeling from his kiss, his hands worked their way down between my legs. I felt my thighs part as his fingers spread me and started to work delight over my center.
 
   I threw back my head and groaned. I could feel his lips stretch into a smile against my neck before he raised them to my face, kissing his way across my chin until I turned my face to his and gave him my mouth. In moments, he was bringing me to ecstasy and I was screaming my release into him as he lapped at me and drank it down.
 
   “Now I know why,” I sighed as I came down from my high.
 
   “Why what, Miw-sher?” He nuzzled into my neck again.
 
   “Why abused women stay with their abusers.”
 
   He clucked his tongue. “I’m not your abuser, I’m your god, and you have no choice in the matter. Just accept the pleasure I give you as preferable to the pain, and things will be so much easier for you.”
 
   “Was that a threat?” I lifted my head to look at him in disbelief. “You make me come, then threaten me? Good job on the apology there, dog boy, and good job on showing me the non-sexual side of our relationship.” I started to get up but he pulled me back down.
 
   “The apology was genuine but it doesn’t change the facts,” he stroked a hand over my forehead and I felt my body go limp with his control. “You’re mine to do with as I please and now I want to fuck you. I can’t help it if everything with you leads to sex.”
 
   I felt my heart race as he carried me from the tub, water splashing everywhere and extinguishing candles with little hissing sounds. He turned me around and bent me over the sink, holding one hand on my back as he grabbed a bottle from the table and poured it over me. The oil sluiced down, releasing the scent of almonds to tease my nose, and he rubbed it down my back, over my ass, and between my legs. It felt wickedly good, good enough to distract me from my anger.
 
   The wet sound of him stroking oil over himself sent shivers along my skin. A second later, he slid into me, slick as a snake, and groaned as our bodies rubbed sensuously together. I held back my own groan but just barely.
 
   I clung to the counter as he pounded faster into me, trying to deny the pleasure building until he finally grabbed my hair and pulled my head back, so he could see my eyes in the mirror. He stared at me with naked possession, as his oiled flesh clenched and glistened, sending me crashing into another orgasm. My thighs were being driven into the counter and I had to eventually brace myself by holding onto the faucet, but it was good. It felt so wonderful to be taken by all that strength and feel his orgasm pulse through him and into me… wonderful and humiliating.
 
   He slid out slowly and I lowered my face to my arms and began to cry. I didn’t make a sound but I knew he knew and I was even more embarrassed. He slid his hand down my oiled back, over my ass, and between my legs, cupping me possessively before leaving me there alone.
 
   Some apology, huh?
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Seventeen
 
    
 
   I stuck my head around the corner and peered cautiously down the hallway. It was empty, blessedly empty. I let out the breath I’d been holding and hurried down it. I was usually being watched by someone, be it Ma’at, a werejackal, or Anubis himself, so I had to take my solitude where and when I could find it.
 
   Anubis made it clear that I couldn’t escape the Underworld but that didn’t stop him from stalking me like a wounded animal through the corridors of his palace…. which I discovered were more numerous than I’d initially thought. I started keeping to the two main hallways after I got lost down one of them and found by one of Anubis’ jackal servants. Being prodded down the hallway by sharp nails and even sharper eyes was not an experience I wanted to repeat.
 
   Anubis had continued with a constant seesaw of moods from the night of his “apology”. Every time he showed some gentleness to me, he’d pull back immediately afterward, as if he was fighting himself, his own reactions, and I was just the fulcrum he shifted upon. 
 
   Ma’at said he was falling in love with me and trying his best to deny it. She said love made men behave strangely and I should take comfort in Anubis’ unusual conduct. Well maybe I was winning this battle but I was feeling worn out from the skirmishes and what I really needed was some R&R. Trying to figure out Anubis was exhausting.
 
   I never knew which way his mood would go, just that it would be extreme, and so I tried to avoid him. But as much as he often pretended indifference to me, everyday he found more excuses to track me down and torment me. If it wasn’t sex, it was some other form of humiliation. I was convinced he sat around thinking up ways to torture me and as soon as he came up with a new one, he’d leap up and find me, like a scientist trying out a new theory.
 
   But just then, he was nowhere to be seen. I had only a few more feet to the door and then the relative freedom of the garden. I could get lost in the maze for awhile. It had become a sanctuary of sorts for me, a lush spot to escape to. I’d never seen Anubis in it and his jackals stayed away unless they were trimming the hedges.
 
   I sighed when the sun hit my face and the smell of roses pulled me forward. I rushed through the first tier of immaculate flower beds, my blue dress flowing out behind me like a flag of freedom. My soft slippers barely made a sound on the stone steps down into the second garden. I passed the peacock’s gazing pool without a single gaze and then I was through the maze’s entrance, the verdant walls rising up around me protectively. I slowed my pace and allowed my heartbeat to slow as well. I hadn’t been completely sure I was safe, until I was hidden within the tall hedges.
 
   Then there was a soft sound, a footstep.
 
   I spun so fast, my hair blew into my face, blinding me. I hissed and brushed it away as I heard the footsteps quicken. My heart immediately sped back up, as I picked up my skirts to run. The hedges became a blur, individual leaves lost to my panic. I ran without thought, turning corners in desperation and completely losing myself. If I wasn’t caught, it would take me all day to find my way back… and I didn’t care, as long as he didn’t catch me.
 
   A high pitched scream broke the sound of my labored breathing.
 
   “No,” I choked and pushed my legs to run faster. Not the jackals, I couldn’t be caught alone in the maze with the jackals. Without my magic or any weapons, I’d be a lamb for the slaughter. I raced on, all rational thought gone, never once remembering that the jackals treated me with wary respect, that they’d probably be punished if they brought any harm to me. All of that reasoning was drowned out by the sound of a howl and the confusion of the maze.
 
   I turned a corner and there he was. It wasn’t the jackals after all. It was Anubis in all of his god glory. I drew up short and stared at him. The sun glinted off the shiny black fur covering his jackal head and flowing over to the edge of his shoulders. His ears were alert, pointed straight to the sky, and his eyes shone with the excitement of the hunt, bright jewel tones swirling over their surfaces. His golden chest heaved and his tongue licked at the glistening teeth displayed by his open jaw. He was all ebony and gold, heart-stoppingly beautiful… potentially in a literal way.
 
   He took one step toward me and I began to tremble.
 
   “You’re right to fear me,” his voice was thicker, like Trevor’s was in half-form, as if the animal vocal chords had to work extra hard to form words.
 
   “I’m not afraid of you.”
 
   “You shiver,” he crept closer.
 
   “You’re beautiful,” I didn’t want to give him compliments but it seemed a better choice than admitting to the fear.
 
   He stopped, his head cocked to the side. “You think I’m beautiful,” he spread his hands, “like this?”
 
   “Yes,” I frowned. Was this another game? “You know you’re beautiful. Don’t act surprised for my benefit.”
 
   He came closer, till he stood right before me, sniffing the air around me. “You speak the truth.”
 
   “Stop it,” I backed up a step and shook my head in frustration. “Stop the games. You know exactly what you make me feel,” I swallowed past the horrible lump in my throat. “You’ve humiliated me enough times with it. Just get on with what you’re going to do already.”
 
   “As you like, Miw-sher,” Anubis’ hand shot out and pulled me against him. 
 
   I looked up at his majestic head, wondering what he’d thought up for the afternoon’s entertainment. I felt his hand rise to the clasps at my shoulders and pull them loose. All the dresses he gave me were easy to remove and that one was no exception, it fell to my feet like the flutter of doves wings.
 
   I knew better than to try to cover myself. He’d only get mad and take control of my body. So I stood still under his glittering stare and roaming hands. When he pulled me down, I went with him, trying to react as little as possible, but then his jaw opened and closed around my breast. I sat up, pushing at him in shocked pain.
 
   He pushed me back down easily, growling low in his throat. I felt his heat flow through me and turn my limbs to lead. I couldn’t move as he lowered his head to the other mound of tender flesh. A whimper escaped my tightly held control and his eyes shifted to look up at me before his jaw clamped slowly down. He bit down to the point of pain but stopped short of drawing blood. When he pulled back, a perfect bite mark flushed red against my skin.
 
   “You mark well,” he lapped at the mark, swirling his long tongue around me till my nipple hardened and a low moan slipped past my lips.
 
   “No,” I fought the control he had on my body, drawing on anger to set me free. I was able to buck for a second before he pulled me back. 
 
   “Yes,” he lowered his soft muzzle down my side and nipped me hard and fast.
 
   I yelped, he’d drawn blood that time and I bit my lip to keep from crying out further. His tongue lapped at the wound and he pressed his hips against me, thrusting himself along my leg as he quivered in delight. Great, blood turned him on.
 
   He continued down my body, alternating strong love nips with actual bites, so that I was never sure what to expect. I found myself holding my breath, shaking in fear and pleasure. One thing was certain, when Anubis said he knew how to give pleasure, he wasn’t kidding. I’d never delighted in pain before but this mix was changing my mind. His bites sent a jolt through me before turning to a sweet ache, making me start to look forward to them.
 
   There were teeth marks down each of my legs by the time he made his way to my center. When it became obvious where he was headed, fear gave me a burst of energy and I was able to push at him until he caught my hands and held them down.
 
   “So now you fear me,” he dipped his head and drug the full length of his tongue up me. 
 
   My whole body went into spasms, ecstasy shooting through me. My limbs went heavy again and he released my wrists to stroke my hips before sliding his hands around my thighs and spreading them further apart. His breath was hot on me and I watched in horror as his jaws opened wide and covered my entire center. He closed down, teeth digging into my delicate skin from front to back, enclosing all of it in his mouth.
 
   The pressure increased until his teeth were just about to pierce my tender flesh. I couldn’t breathe. The air was trapped in my lungs, waiting for pain or pleasure to release it. The pain stayed steady, bearable but threatening to become more at any moment. Then his tongue started to flick out. By the time he thrust it deep into me, my legs were shaking and my orgasm was taking over. 
 
   In the throes of immense pleasure, his teeth clamped down harder, just barely drawing blood and the pain sent me over again. He pulled away to lick at the blood dotting my skin, nuzzling my core at the same time. I looked down my bite covered body and felt like I was trapped in a nightmare. I wanted to scream, I wanted to run, but my body was heavy with his heat and my pleasure.
 
   He flipped me over and I whimpered again, wanting it to be done and needing it to last forever, all at once. There was the soft sound of fabric falling as he divested himself of his pants and then his hands were on me again. He raised my hips up and sunk into me until his pelvis hit me hard. I cried out at the sudden invasion and fell forward in the grass. He pulled me roughly up on my hands and knees, his hands clutching possessively at my body as he drove himself into me deep and fast. I could barely hold myself up under the onslaught but soon my body was clenching powerfully around him and tingles were spreading over my skin.
 
   I threw my head back, my hair slapping over his face, as I screamed my release. Above me, he shook and let out that horrible jackal scream, head lifted to the sky in triumph, as he gave one last thrust and then collapsed over me. I grunted under the weight, legs too shaky to hold myself, much less Anubis in god form. When I buckled, he rolled us so I was spread over his stomach, staring up at the clear blue Underworld sky with him still inside me.
 
   Strange, to stare at that perfect sky while terror rippled through my body.
 
   His hands stroked over my breasts, as magic coursed over us and I felt him shift beneath me, his body slowly sliding out of mine and sending one more shiver through me. Human lips found my neck and kissed me gently, all the more startling after the violence of our joining. 
 
   “You never stop fighting,” his hands became more soothing. “Even when you know you’re beat, you still fight.”
 
   “You sound amused,” I tried to roll away but he kept me pinned. I felt like a sacrifice, spread over him, my spine bent a little backwards and my head falling back over his shoulder.
 
   “Amused only at myself,” he kissed me again, “at my surprise in you. I should have known the Godhunter would be special.”
 
   His hand trailed over the tips of my breasts and down my stomach. When he reached the tender spots above my center, I flinched and pulled away, using the movement to roll up and away from him.
 
   “Miw-sher,” he sat up and I saw his human body finally, bronzed and glistening in the sunlight. 
 
   I quickly looked away and struggled into my dress.
 
   “Don’t get dressed,” his voice was soft and cajoling.
 
   “Listen to you,” I whirled on him. “You sound like you’re my lover.”
 
   “I am your lover.” He grinned and lay back, his arms behind his head.
 
   “No, you’re not,” I glared down at him. “You’re my jailor, you’re my rapist, and most of all, you’re my nightmare!”
 
   “Rapist am I?” He sat up and I felt the pull of his power in my body. “Nightmare? Oh no, Miw-sher, not yet but I have no problem accommodating you.”
 
   I tried to run, to turn my back on him and walk away, and then when neither of those worked, I tried to simply stand still and deny him. My body rebelled against him but in the end he won, he always won. How could I fight when my very flesh was a weapon against me? 
 
   Tears were coursing down my cheeks by the time I knelt beside him and his arms pulled me close.
 
   “Don’t cry, Miw-sher,” he kissed me gently. “You’ll know when the time for tears is and we’re not even close yet.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Eighteen
 
    
 
   “You will not win.” 
 
   I looked up from my book, to see Thoth standing in the doorway to the library. I sighed and laid the book down. Thoth’s rants were getting old. I’d been in the Underworld two weeks and he still snuck around, trying to catch me in some evil plot. It was annoying in so many ways but mainly because I couldn’t think up any evil plots to be caught in.
 
   “I’ll never win what, Thoth?”
 
   “Him… Anubis,” he narrowed his beady eyes at me, making them almost disappear in his pointy head. “He’ll never love you.”
 
   “Love me?” Now there was an evil plot. I still had bite marks all over me and this guy thought I wanted Anubis to love me. “This may come as a huge shock to you but I don’t want Anubis. I don’t want his love or any part of him. I want his absence, or more specifically, my absence from him, from here. You wouldn’t happen to want to help me with that, would you, Thoth? You could get rid of me and I could go home. Then we’d both be happy. What do you say?”
 
   “And Anubis would kill me.”
 
   “No he wouldn’t,” I made a very unladylike noise. “He needs you and that book of yours.”
 
   “You know as well as I, that I’m the most easily replaced.” Thoth frowned, turned sharply, and stomped away.
 
   I let my head fall into my hands. Two weeks and I was no closer to finding a way out of the Underworld, than when I’d first arrived. My magic was either gone or repressed and I still wasn’t sure if it was Anubis who’d frozen it or the magic of the Underworld. My beasts surfaced occasionally but we all knew they were no match for Anubis on his own turf. I was well and truly trapped.
 
   “Godhunter?” Ma’at’s sweet voice brought my head up.
 
   “Lady Ma’at,” I smiled. She was the only sane person in this insane asylum I was imprisoned in. “Please join me, I’m in desperate need of polite company.”
 
   “Yes, I saw Thoth,” she laughed, a low delicate sound. “I thought you might need a little pick me up.” 
 
   She waved gracefully and a servant walked in carrying a tray with a glass decanter and two crystal champagne flutes on it. The werejackal set the tray down on a table between our seats and left without a word.
 
   “Wine?” I eyed the dark red liquid in the decanter.
 
   “From our vineyards.”
 
   “I won’t be bound forever to the Underworld if I drink it or anything, will I? It’s not pomegranate wine, is it?”
 
   Ma’at’s mouth went slack for a second before it twitched with laughter. “No, you won’t and no, it’s not. I think you’ve been hanging around too many Greek gods.”
 
   “Maybe,” I smiled at my own paranoia. “Persephone is one of my best friends.”
 
   Before I could offer to pour, Ma’at had both glasses filled and was handing one to me. I took a sip and the taste rolled across my tongue with the strength of an exploding star. I gasped and reeled, hearing Ma’at chuckle louder. Sin, I tasted sin, and Heaven was lost to me because now I couldn’t give it up.
 
   “This is amazing,” I took another sip, even better than the first.
 
   “There’s nothing like it,” Ma’at nodded. “Shall I have some sent to your room tonight?”
 
   “You mean Anubis’ room?” I sighed, the wine wasn’t strong enough to change my circumstances.
 
   “Stop that, Godhunter,” Ma’at gave me one of her stern looks. “You’ve become accustomed to fighting battles with your sword but you must remember that before anything else, you’re a woman and we fight with our bodies. We fight with our hearts and our beauty, with our mind and our sex. Don’t shy away from the power of womanhood. Conquer him, men have given up crowns for love, imagine what a god could sacrifice.”
 
   My hand was shaking when I put the glass down. “My body?” I pulled up the sleeve of my green dress. “Look at what he's done to my body.”
 
   One of his bites, still an angry red, stared up in accusation at Ma'at. Her jaw fell open, a small sound of dismay passing over her lips, as her hand reached out and touched the mark. If not for the salve Anubis gave me for my lip, the damn things would have scarred. Wouldn't that have been attractive?
 
   “He bit you?” Her eyes flashed up to meet mine. “In his god form?”
 
   “Do these appear to be human teeth marks to you?”
 
   “No,” she whispered and withdrew her hand. “They look to be jackal.” She met my eyes again with such an intense stare, I almost pulled back. “What did he say to you, when he gave you this?”
 
   “This?” I waved at my arm. “This is only one of many. I'm covered in them, Ma'at. He used me for a god damned chew toy and I fucking enjoyed it!” I took a deep breath and tried to rein back my anger. None of this was her fault. “I can't take much more of this. He's tearing me apart, piece by piece. Turning me against myself, changing me into something shameful. Soon there will be nothing left of me.”
 
   “Vervain,” she held her head aloft, looking down her nose at me. “You will cease this useless melancholy. I know this is hard. I know you've been mistreated but you must hold onto your strength and yourself. You must step back and look upon this with new eyes. Sometimes things are much different than they appear.”
 
   “You're right,” I gave myself a mental slap. Too many people were depending on me. I couldn't let myself get drawn down into defeat. “I'm sorry.”
 
   “You think his bite was a punishment?”
 
   “I think it was kink,” I laughed grimly. “I think this has all been a game to him. He enjoys pushing me, seeing how far he can take it.”
 
   “What I see,” she mused and then took another sip of wine, “is that you're thinking is wrong.”
 
   “How so?”
 
   “What do you know of jackals?” She asked instead of answering me.
 
   “Besides the fact that they make the most horrendous sounds?” I shuddered. “I can't stand the sound of them screaming like banshees in the night.”
 
   “That's just how they talk to each other,” she shrugged. “You'll get used to it.”
 
   “Why don't they just talk when they take human form?”
 
   “You don't know about Anubis' jackals either,” she frowned. “No, I guess you wouldn't. His jackals are not like other weres.”
 
   “Yes, I've seen them in action.”
 
   “No,” she waved impatiently. “I mean that they are not men turned into beasts but beasts turned into men.”
 
   “Heh?” I made a confused and slightly panicked noise.
 
   “Anubis called regular jackals to him and worked magic upon them,” she explained gently. “They have only basic human intelligence but are very loyal.”
 
   “Holy shit,” I breathed, “that explains a lot.”
 
   “Yes, but I've digressed,” she waved her glass of wine gracefully. “Your wolves are not the only animals who mate for life. Jackals do as well. They are very family oriented creatures. Often, pups will stay with their mother to help raise the next litter.”
 
   “Fascinating,” my tone said clearly that it was not.
 
   “Shut up and listen, Godhunter,” she snapped and I snapped to attention.
 
   “Sorry.”
 
   “Those bites were not kink,” she smiled then. “It is a trait of his pack. Anubis' jackals regenerate so quickly, a bite means nothing. They use them to mark their mates. Only once, to show other jackals that the female is taken, and then the bites heal.”
 
   “So, he was marking his territory,” whatever, like that hadn't been done before.
 
   “You are once more missing the bigger picture,” she sighed. “He brought you here to punish. So why is he marking you clearly as his mate? The only mate he will ever take?”
 
   “Cause he's fucking insane?” I shook my head at her chastising look. “Okay, so maybe he does like me a little. What do I do about it?”
 
   “Use it, for it is power.”
 
   “I’ve gone that route and it hasn’t got me anywhere.”
 
   “Oh please,” she rolled her eyes. “Have you never seduced a man into loving you? Sex is easy but love takes time and patience, especially with Anubis.”
 
   “What did I do wrong?” I was grateful for her friendship and every part of me wanted to be able to trust her but it was just too good to be true. What if she had some ulterior motive? Like Aphrodite had when she set me free. Mama always said that if it’s too good to be true… grab it fast before someone else sees it, but I was a little more cynical than she.
 
   “You were doing so well at first,” Ma’at’s face became sweetly pensive. “I saw Anubis weakening but then you pushed him too hard, too soon, and you slid back. Don’t let the small skirmish decide the war. Strap your armor back on and fight him.”
 
   “I don’t know how,” I retrieved my glass. “To answer your question, no, I’ve never seduced a man into loving me. I am who I am, if they love me, great, if they don’t, I don’t want them. It baffles me that a woman could want a man who doesn't really want them.”
 
   “Probably a good idea under normal circumstances,” Ma’at started to smile again. “But your freedom is not all that rests on the affections of Anubis. Your lover will die if you’re away from him too long, won’t he?”
 
   “Yes,” my voice was small and frail. I hated it and myself in that moment. So I took another sip of wine.
 
   “How much longer has he got?”
 
   “Two weeks,” I swallowed hard, images of Trevor dying slowly filling my head, “maybe three.”
 
   “Then we better hurry,” Ma’at held out her hand. “Come with me.”
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Nineteen
 
    
 
   I stared into the mirror in shock. My long hair shown from a light application of lotus oil and was held back by a gold circlet with a jackal’s head emerging from the center of it. My eyes looked enormous with their thick lining of kohl and my skin glowed from the pearl dust Ma’at had powdered it with. The gown she’d chosen for me was red silk, held at each shoulder by gold scarabs, and clung to my breasts and stomach before flowing down to sway around my feet. My full lips were stained red, making them look even bigger, making them look ready to be kissed... and, thanks to the stain, able to be kissed without leaving marks. 
 
   What the hell was I doing?
 
   “Beautiful,” Ma’at nodded, circling me. “Step one complete, step two should be here any minute.” A knock sounded on her door with perfect timing. “Aha, step two.”
 
   “What’s step two?” I turned as she opened the door and in walked an Egyptian Apollo.
 
   He was tall and perfectly muscled(a lot like Trevor), with brown hair that shifted to blonde when the light hit it. His face was all sex, from the long lashed bedroom eyes to the full, pouting lips. A crisp white shirt was open at the collar to show off a hint of cleanly defined chest, the sleeves rolled up to exhibit powerful forearms and a sprinkling of blonde hair. Taupe pants slid over his thighs like there was no place else they wanted to be and I couldn’t blame them. He was every woman’s wet dream. Oh, and then there was his skin.
 
   As he walked forward, holding my gaze like a professional gigolo, the candlelight reflected off his skin. Gold, it reflected gold because his skin was almost metallic. It was a dark brown but the surface was shimmering. I think I might have sighed.
 
   “Are you the God of Chippendales?” I asked when he stopped in front of me.
 
   Both he and Ma’at laughed but it was his laughter that made me want to fling him to the floor and kiss him senseless. The sound that poured from him was thick with desire, the sound lovers made when they were stealing away for romance, the laugh of a man in love… well, ok… lust. This man wasn't love, he was the idea of love, the dream of it made into reality. He was perfect, so perfect I knew it had to be a lie, but one look at him and I didn't want the truth. Lie to me, baby.
 
   “I thought Cupid was Greek,” I tried again to identify the mystery hottie but I was wrong.
 
   “Vervain, this is Re,” Ma’at was standing next to us and I hadn’t even noticed until she spoke. That’s how hot the guy was.
 
   “I'm Vervain,” I held out my hand in a daze and he took it, raising it slowly to his lips and kissing it just as slow. I quivered, yes quivered okay? You would too, you so would. Then I swallowed hard and tried to regain some sense of pride. “It’s a pleasure to meet you.”
 
   “It could be,” he brushed at my cheek lightly with his fingertips.
 
   I whimpered.
 
   “Re’s your escort tonight,” Ma’at looked hard at me. “He’s in on the plot, so he’s going to flirt outrageously with you.”
 
   “Not that I wouldn’t anyway,” Re smiled and my knees turned into some kind of jelly, grape probably.
 
   “Your job is to play the cowed hostage to Anubis, so that you can’t be held accountable for Re’s behavior. But be sure to let Anubis catch you sending interested glances towards Re. You need to seem just slightly embarrassed by Re’s attentions but also intrigued. Nothing sets a man’s heart afire faster than a little competition. Anubis thinks you’re his completely. We need to show him that it’s not true. Vervain, do you hear me?”
 
   “Uh-huh,” I couldn’t look away from those golden eyes, just a shade lighter than Trevor’s. Trevor! Sweet sun gods! I’d forgotten Trevor for a moment. I mentally slapped myself. “So we’re going to what, pretend we accidentally met in the hallway?”
 
   “Works for me,” Ma’at pursed her lips in thought. “Let’s just walk in together and if anyone asks, Re and I were on our way to dinner and I found you headed to the library, so I reminded you of the time.”
 
   “Alright, but I don’t know what you expect this to do for the cause,” I’d dealt with jealousy before and it was no fun. Actually going out and causing it on purpose sounded a little crazy to me.
 
   “Trust me,” Ma’at’s smile was all feminine wisdom. “Anubis is going to turn a completely new leaf.”
 
   “As long as its not a rotten, dead leaf with slimy things crawling under it,” I grumbled as we left the room. “I hate slimy things.”
 
   The hallway to the dining room seemed shorter. We were soon standing on the threshold and I was taking a deep breath. I could hear muted conversation and Anubis was definitely a part of it.
 
   “Smile, darling,” Ma’at gritted out from behind clenched teeth.
 
   I smiled brightly as Re took my arm and led me to the table, clenching my other hand tightly around my gold chain like it was lifeline… how ridiculous was that? Re’s eyes were fastened to me like I was the only thing he ever wanted to see again and I couldn’t help but think it was completely unbelievable. Anubis wasn’t stupid enough to fall for Ma’at’s plans and the whole mess was going to blow up in my…
 
   “Vervain!” I jolted guiltily when Anubis’ voice lashed across the room. “Where have you been?” He was at my side in an instant, pulling my arm out of Re’s grip and focusing a hard glare on the Sun God. “Re, I didn’t know you were planning on joining us tonight.”
 
   “Ma’at invited me,” Re smiled and raised a brow. “You’ve been holding out on me, the Godhunter is quite a prize.”
 
   “My prize,” Anubis growled, taking the chain from me and pulling me with him to the head of the table. 
 
   He yanked out my chair and I sat carefully in my borrowed finery, the chain he fastened to his belt. It looked oddly appropriate with his green button down shirt and black slacks… just a casual business man and his bitch. I held in my derisive snort but just barely. When I raised my face to his, I found him staring at me with eyes covered in swirling jewel tones. 
 
   Maybe Ma’at was right.
 
   “You’re exceptionally beautiful tonight,” he whispered and reached up to finger the jackal on my forehead. “Did you dress for me?”
 
   “Do you like it?” I tried to play the timid love-struck girl but all I could manage was a breathless nervousness. Evidently it was close enough.
 
   “Yes,” his hand slid over my lap and found mine. He lifted it to his mouth and bit the tip of my pointer finger lightly as his eyes heated even more. “I’d thought you were against pleasing me?”
 
   “Maybe I’ve decided to surrender,” I dropped my voice to a low purr and gave him what I hoped were bedroom eyes. I probably just looked high.
 
   His mouth fell open and his chest rose with his sudden breath. “I accept,” he took my neck in his hand and pulled my face to his, staring at me as if daring me to stop him. When our lips met, I gave in to the desire he made me feel and let it wash over me, let it drown out my anger till I groaned in need. Anubis pulled back but only an inch.
 
   “It’s for the best, Miw-sher,” his thumb trailed across the fluttering pulse in my throat before he let go and sat back. A flicker of irritation filled his eyes as he looked at the person who took the seat on my right.
 
   I looked over and wasn’t surprised to see Re.
 
   “Her lips look soft as silk,” Re draped his arm over the back of my chair and stroked a finger over my bottom lip.
 
   I flinched, pulling back slightly, and looking to Anubis like I needed rescuing. It was the perfect play. When Anubis saw my reaction, he leveled his anger solely on Re, pushing his hand from my chair and pulling me closer to him.
 
   “Leave her be, Re. I already told you, she’s mine.”
 
   “Yeah, your prize,” Re snorted, “wearing a chain and collar like a dog. That doesn’t show much affection. I think a woman like her should be treated better.” He eyed me and I gave him a thoughtful look… again well played. Anubis exploded.
 
   “I treat her very well for a captive.”
 
   “I agree,” murmured Thoth.
 
   “Stay out of this,” Anubis shot the thin-necked god a vicious look before refocusing on Re.
 
   “But not nearly well enough for a beautiful, intelligent, strong, and beautiful woman,” Re returned to gazing at me longingly. He was really good at it. I almost believed it.
 
   “You said beautiful twice,” Anubis sneered.
 
   “I know,” Re took my hand and held it reverently. “I could take you away from death, from this jackal-filled crypt. My home is full of sunlight and pleasure. Come with me and I’ll make you feel like a Queen.”
 
   “Fuck off, Re,” Anubis stood, sending his chair crashing back, and stalked around to face off with the Sun God. Discreetly, a lady jackal righted the chair.
 
   “What’s your problem, Anubis?” Re remained seated, casually leaning back in his chair while keeping his hand on mine. “She’s just your captive, right? What do you care if I desire her? She’s beautiful, I’m surprised Thoth hasn’t… oh yeah, she’s not his… type.” Re gave Thoth a secret look and I stared over at the thin man. Hmph, normally my gay-dar was pretty good. I guess it was on hold, along with the rest of my talents.
 
   “My problem is that you’re trying to steal my property,” Anubis reached across me and tore Re’s hand from mine.
 
   “Property?” Something broke in me. 
 
   Here he was, going on about how it was best for me to surrender, as if my life would be so much better if only I'd give in to him. When all along it was just another game, just another torment. I wasn't going to make him love me. This man cared only for himself. He'd obviously lost his capability to love centuries ago and I wasn't going to get it back for him in less than two weeks. Trevor was as good as dead and it was my fault.
 
   I should have never listened to Ma'at. I should have been spending every waking minute trying to figure out a real plan to get me home. It was all because of the glimpse I'd had of Anubis' soul. Ever since I saw into him, I’d hoped for more from him, hoped that his germinating affection would blossom into something… something that could set me free. It was careless and stupid of me to let a small peek change my opinion of him. I was smarter than that. He was an enemy until proven otherwise.
 
   “So it doesn’t bother you, that he wants me,” I lifted my cold stare to Anubis and found a spark of something that looked like regret there. “It bothers you that he didn’t ask for permission before he picked up your toy. Didn’t you tell me you were going to give me to Ares when you were through? Why not just give me to Re instead? You could ask him for payment even. Everyone insists I’m a whore, you might as well make me one in truth.”
 
   I could feel the tickle of tears at my eyes but I held his gaze and lifted my chin higher. They could take what they wanted from me but it didn’t change who I really was. That certainty filled me with strength. None of these men would ever really have me. None would know me as Trevor knew me, none of them would have my love.
 
   Anubis’ anger cooled, his shoulders drooped, and his eyes flashed color once before going back to black. He took a breath, sat back down, and as he reached for his wineglass, I saw his hand shake. He took a long drink, then placed the glass carefully on the table.
 
   “You’re not a whore,” he finally met my gaze again.
 
   “Aren’t I? Isn’t that what you want me to be?”
 
   “No, Miw-sher,” his voice was soft, gentle. 
 
   “Then what?” I blinked and a tear escaped my eye to fall slowly down my cheek. I let it fall, I didn’t care anymore. “What do you want from me?”
 
   “I don’t know anymore,” his jaw clenched, as did his hands on the table.
 
   “Well,” I was barely keeping a hold on my control, “I await your pleasure, Lord Death.”
 
   I reached to serve myself some wine but Re stopped me.
 
   “Allow me, Lady Courage,” he started to serve me but his endearment broke me. It was what Fenrir called me, Little Frami, his little courage.
 
   I took a deep shuddering breath and covered my face with my hands. I felt a hand on my back and had no idea if it was Anubis or Re. I didn’t care; I shook it off and stood up.
 
   “I’m sorry but I seem to have lost my appetite,” I looked at Anubis and inclined my head. “I’ll be in your bedroom.” I started to walk away, hoping he wouldn’t stop me.
 
   “Our bedroom,” was all he said, it made me pause for a moment but I didn’t look back. I walked out the door.
 
   Before I reached the Hall of Two Truths, I heard Re say in a strong, clear voice, “If you don’t go after her, you’re a fool and a bastard.”
 
   I quickened my pace; I didn’t want Anubis to chase me. I just wanted to be alone for a few blessed minutes with my sorrow. I entered the hall, the frescoes blurring as I raced by, and headed down to Anubis’ room. If I could make it to the bathroom, I could at least shut the door against him.
 
   But as I entered the room, I felt his hand slide on my arm. My composure broke and I cried out violently as I tried to pull away from him. He just took my other arm and pulled me against his chest, sending an order to relax into my body. My body obeyed but my mind didn’t.
 
   “I hate you,” I ground out.
 
   “I know,” he sounded so tired, I couldn’t help looking up.
 
   His face was creased with worry and regret, his eyes filled with something too soft and tender for me to look at. I didn’t want to play this game anymore. I wanted to go home and hold my cat, make love to my wolf, and feel the connection with my lions again.
 
   “I know,” he repeated and I wondered briefly if it was in answer to my thoughts. “I can’t let you go, Miw-sher.”
 
   His hand wiped at my eyes, where the tracks of my tears had no doubt left black streaks. Carefully, he cleaned them away and took the circlet from my head, tossing it to the floor. He spread his fingers through my hair, stroking it with long, fluid motions that helped slow my breath, before he lowered his lips to mine and made it race again.
 
   “No,” I pulled my mouth from his. “Don’t ask this of me  now.”
 
   “I’m not asking,” he pulled my face back to his and I felt my heart drop at the tenderness in what I’d expected to be a harsh kiss.
 
   I felt his hands at my shoulders, undoing the golden clasps, and the material fell to my waist. His shirt felt rough against my chest as he slid down me to kneel at my feet. I looked down at him in confusion; usually he wanted me on my knees. Anubis had never knelt for me. 
 
   Keeping his rainbow obsidian eyes on me, he took the tip of one breast into his mouth, flicking it with his tongue. I trembled and automatically clasped him to me. I wanted to scream, to deny him and everything he made me feel but I wasn’t strong enough to break his spell. 
 
   His hands found the hooks at the back of my dress and in moments it was a puddle around my feet. He sat back on his heels so he could look over me, following his gaze with his hands, marking a path of desire over my skin.
 
   “You said you surrendered,” he whispered and rose up to his knees again. “Will you hold true to that or do you deny me now?”
 
   I gasped as his magic retreated in a rush, leaving me free to fight. My first thought was to back away, hit him, claw him, but then I remembered the prize I was fighting for and what Ma’at had claimed my best weapons were. Maybe she was right after all. Maybe the moment laid before me was a turning point in the battle and it all rested on what I did there.
 
   So instead of stepping back, I stepped forward. I spread my hands through his hair and held his face. I let him see the fear and the acceptance because otherwise my capitulation would ring false and I needed him to believe it without looking too closely, without searching my mind.
 
   “I’ll hold true to it,” I let my voice slide over him like warm rain and watched with satisfaction as his eyes closed and he groaned. “I surrender,” I bent my face to his and sealed my lies with a kiss.
 
   When I lifted my head it was to find him staring back at me with a look of pure bliss. His arms tightened and he pressed his face into my stomach. I held him as I stared into the full length mirror beside us. My face in the reflection was cold determination, my body nude but proudly held, and there he was, the God of Death, at my feet like an acolyte, clinging to me and worshiping me with his hands, as he knelt in a puddle of blood red silk.
 
   It felt like a premonition.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Twenty
 
    
 
   He was having a party, a freakin’ party, and I was supposed to dress up pretty and play hostess…with my big gold chain dangling from my neck. Great, just great. What the hell was I supposed to talk about with his friends? “Hi, I’m Vervain, the Godhunter and Anubis’ captive, don’t mind the big chain, it’s just my leash. Yeah, he treats me like a dog. Canapé?”
 
   “You look beautiful,” Anubis laid his hands on my bare shoulders.
 
   “Thank you,” I smoothed down the opalescent folds of my gown. It was layers upon layers of sheer, iridescent silk and it clung and shimmered with every step.
 
   “Are you ready?” He took the end of my chain and hooked it onto his belt. It was obvious, poking out of his tux like a neon sign screaming Look, I captured the Godhunter. Great, this wasn’t going to be at all humiliating.
 
   “Sure,” I took a deep breath and took the arm he offered.
 
   We took a series of corridors to the vast ballroom, with its mirrored walls and werejackals in livery like it was Versailles. The room was full with mingling gods, banquet tables overflowing with food, servants bearing trays of drinks, and a live orchestra.
 
   “You really don’t like going with the whole Egyptian theme, do you?” I looked up at him as we entered.
 
   He laughed, loud and hard, and everyone stopped what they were doing to stare. Shit, why did this always happen to me? Note to self, don’t make otherwise stoic gods, laugh in the middle of a party full of people you don’t know. Yes, it’s happened before.
 
   “I try not to be predictable,” his eyes retained most of his laughter as he escorted me through the staring guests.
 
   “Anubis,” a black man came up to us with a solemn woman in tow. 
 
   Now when I say he was black, I don’t mean African-American, Jamaican, or any other dark-skinned race, I mean his skin was black like onyx. So was his hair, for that matter. The only bit of color to him was in his gray eyes, dark gray thankfully or they would’ve melted into the whites and made him look even creepier.
 
   “Father,” Anubis shook his hand and I almost snorted. Go figure Mr. Creepy was Anubis' dear ol’ Dad. He turned to the woman and her face brightened for a second as he kissed her cheek. “Mother, how are you?”
 
   “Well, thank you,” she spoke softly but her voice carried, like voices do through fog, sounding as if someone were right beside you even though no one’s there at all. Great, Mr. Creepy and Mrs. Spooky. No wonder Anubis was fucked up, just look at his parents.
 
   “This is Vervain,” he brought me forward and I raised a brow in surprise. I got to meet the parents? Can you say awkward?
 
   The man took my hand and shook it, while his stormy eyes seemed to swirl and the air around us crackled with electricity. I knew that smell. I knew that power. It was like Thor’s and it filled me with a horrible ache for my ex-lover. The man cocked his head to the side as he studied me.
 
   “The Godhunter?”
 
   “Yep, that’s me. So, you do storms, huh?”
 
   “It’s one of my talents,” his eyes narrowed. “How did you…”
 
   “You’re projecting, dear,” Anubis’ Mom pushed his Dad back gently and pulled me into an embrace. Whoa, wasn’t expecting that. “Welcome to Duat, Vervain.”
 
   “Thank you,” I looked into her sad eyes and wanted to cry. “Duat?” I whispered to Anubis in his head.
 
   “It’s the proper name for the Egyptian Underworld,” he answered back.
 
   Well damn, all this time and I didn't even know the name of my prison.
 
   “I am Nephthys,” she waved a hand at her husband, “and this is Set. He gets a little moody but who am I to judge. Please pay him no mind.”
 
   “It’s alright, I’ve dated a storm god before,” I smiled, surprised to find myself genuinely liking the woman.
 
   The way she made me feel, made much more sense after discovering her identity. Nephthys was the Goddess of Mourning. Poor thing, it was her job to make people feel sad. Set was a god of chaos and adversity but he was also the Lord of the Northern Sky, thus the stormy eyes and Thor smell. 
 
   “Yes, you were with Thor, correct?” Set was a little on the sharp side and I almost flinched from his tone.
 
   “Father, please,” Anubis gathered me closer to his side.
 
   “What? She’s the Godhunter, not your wife. Am I supposed to be cordial to your prisoner? You have her chained to your belt for fuck’s sake.”
 
   “Set!” Nephthys scolded as she slapped his arm.
 
   “What?” He looked at her like she’d gone nuts.
 
   “She is my prisoner, yes,” Anubis’ jaw clenched and I noticed that the other guests were listening intently. The way they’d treat me all depended on what came out of his mouth next, “but she is a honored prisoner and I expect you as well as everyone else,” he swung his gaze around the room, “to give her the same respect that you’d afford me.”
 
   “Let us be clear here,” Set frowned like he didn’t enjoy misunderstandings. “She’s not your wife and you’re asking us all to treat her as such?”
 
   “Who knows what she may yet become,” I stiffened in his arms and he pulled me even closer to place a lingering kiss on my lips. 
 
   I kissed him back, more for the show of it than anything else, as my stomach clenched in fear. What the hell did that mean? He said I’d be here forever but he never mentioned anything about marriage. This was getting more and more ridiculous. 
 
   I heard a low murmuring go around the room and relaxed. Maybe it was all just for show and he was saying those things to be sure no one treated me badly. It was actually kind of sweet. Ahhh! Captor, jailor, rapist, I needed to keep reminding myself.
 
   “As you like,” Set backed away with a deep frown, taking his wife with him.
 
   “Your mother seems very nice,” I let Anubis escort me around and took a drink from a passing waiter.
 
   “She has a kind heart,” he kissed my cheek.
 
   “Thank you for that.”
 
   “For the kiss?” His eyes lit up and he stopped to pull me against him. “How about another?”
 
   “No,” I slapped at him teasingly, “for defending me. I wasn’t sure what to expect tonight. Thank you for saving me from the jibes.”
 
   “Your punishment is for me to decide,” his face was a breath away from mine and he made the word punishment sound sexy, kinky even. “I won’t allow anyone else to harm you.”
 
   Then he was kissing me again and I was overwhelmed with the dumbest feeling of romance. Can you believe it? Freakin’ Stockholm’s Syndrome, I was falling for my abductor. No, pull back! Danger Will Robinson, danger! Iceberg ahead, Captain! Warning bells were clanging and still I kissed him back, enjoying the soft feel of his lips on mine without his manipulation of my body. 
 
   I enjoyed the way his hands stroked me, while his lower arms kept me close. I enjoyed his scent, sweet incense and dark magic. I enjoyed the play of his tongue on mine and I enjoyed the way we were making everyone gasp and murmur. I almost laughed when he finally pulled back.
 
   Then I saw his eyes.
 
   Oil slicks covered with shifting lights… jewel tones only. He was lusting heavy and he wasn’t my lover, he wasn’t my boyfriend, he was my captor. I nearly jerked in shock. What the hell was I thinking?
 
   “I think it’s my turn to thank you, Miw-sher,” he whispered. “I’ll thank you even more later.” 
 
   Before I could say anything else, we were onto the next guest, who gave me grudging respect, as ordered. I shook hands, smiled, and played hostess as best as I could, chained to Anubis’ belt. I was suddenly thankful for that chain, for the heavy reminder that this was not a gentleman no matter how much Ma’at believed him to be and I was not there by choice.
 
   “May I dance with Vervain?” Re caught us at the perfect moment, while Anubis was deep in conversation with another god.
 
   Anubis narrowed his gaze on Re but making another scene in front of his guests didn’t seem to be high on his list of priorities. “Of course,” he unhooked the chain from his belt and handed it to Re. 
 
   I was mortified.
 
   “Thank you,” Re inclined his head to Anubis, turned to me, and with a great flourish, presented me the chain. “Lady Vervain, I would dance with you only if you will it. May I have this dance?”
 
   My humiliation melted and I could’ve kissed Re for that. Hell, I could’ve kissed Re for any reason.
 
   “I would love to dance, thank you, Re,” I put my hand in his and he swept me out to the dance floor.
 
   I had a moment’s doubt when I realized everyone was waltzing. I didn’t know how to waltz. I looked at Re with panicked eyes but he smiled reassuringly, taking hold of me firmly. We were a little closer together than everyone else but as he started to move me around the floor, I realized it was for my benefit. He guided me easily, my feet automatically following his movements.
 
   In moments, I was having fun and I’d completely forgotten about Anubis. Re’s smile was sunshine on my soul, his hands a warm comfort. The Sun God was dancing with me and he eclipsed all others.
 
   Until I saw the other sun god in the room... Blue.
 
   He was standing with a group of gods who were talking animatedly to him but he was staring at me. Great. He was probably enjoying my downfall immensely. I looked away before he could smile and gloat. That would just make my evening complete.
 
   “Anubis is glaring daggers at me,” Re whispered into my ear, “and he’s not the only one.”
 
   “Probably because they all hate me,” I held his gaze determinedly. I wouldn’t look at Anubis. I wouldn’t look at Anubis. 
 
   I looked at Anubis and Re was right, he didn’t appear so happy.
 
   “They don’t all hate you,” Re never took his eyes off me. “They’re wary of you. You’re called the Godhunter. Can you blame them?”
 
   “No,” I smiled up at him, “but I’m not exactly in a position to hurt anyone.”
 
   “Only Anubis and I,” his lips brushed my ear as he spoke.
 
   “Right,” I laughed. “Anubis controls my body like a marionette and you’re pretending to like me because Ma’at asked you to. I don’t think either of you are in any danger.”
 
   “Anubis is losing control,” Re’s face went serious, “anyone with a pair of eyes can see it, and as far as my affections… I don’t blow hot and cold,” he kissed my cheek, “only hot. Just because I entered this game as a pawn, doesn't mean I don't want to be King.”
 
   I swallowed hard and looked up at his bright eyes. He was messing with me, he had to be. I couldn’t handle another man, especially one who made me melt with a look. I know, I know, it sounds fabulous but a relationship with someone who I was practically too nervous to function around, just didn’t sound fun to me. I wanted comfortable, attractive but not blindingly so, intelligent but not egotistical. 
 
   I wanted Trevor. 
 
   “You look scared, Godhunter,” he chuckled.
 
   “You’re a little intimidating,” I looked away to where Anubis had been standing but he was gone.
 
   “I’ll try to tone it down,” his lips were still twitching when Anubis’ hand landed on his shoulder and stopped our progress around the floor.
 
   “I think I’d like a dance as well,” Anubis held his hand out to me and I went obligingly into his arms.
 
   “But we’ve just begun,” Re’s eyes twinkled.
 
   “You’ve danced through two songs already.” Anubis twirled me away.
 
   “We did?” I hadn’t even noticed. “It didn’t seem so long.”
 
   “Time flies when you’re having Re, huh?” Anubis' lips pressed thin.
 
   “Really? You’re going to take it there?” I couldn’t believe Ma’at’s plan was working.
 
   “Take what where?” Anubis frowned.
 
   “It’s an expression,” I sighed. “It means that I can’t believe you’re jealous.”
 
   “I’m not jealous,” he swung me in an arc and pulled me closer. “I don’t think I’m jealous.”
 
   “Well good, since it would be ridiculous,” I caught Re winking at me from the sidelines and chuckled.
 
   “Why would it be ridiculous?” Anubis pressed his lips to my neck and I felt chills course over me.
 
   I pulled back a little and unwound the chain from my arm. His gaze followed my movements as I hooked the end onto his belt. When I looked up at him, his eyes were swirling jewels. I let myself go soft in his gaze as I leaned forward and kissed him gently. He groaned and wrapped me tighter, as he deepened the kiss.
 
   Then he pulled away and leaned his forehead to mine. I suddenly realized we’d stopped dancing. We stood in the center of the floor, other couples swirling around us, lost in each other like a couple in a chick flick. It was so romantic, I almost forgot that I was playing him.
 
   A flash of light woke us both from the dream I'd been trying to weave. I frowned and looked over at a man with golden blonde curls, dressed in a tux, and holding a strange looking camera. He smiled a little, a wicked grin really, and I suddenly remembered him.
 
   “Hermes,” I spat.
 
   “I'd like a copy of that,” Anubis unhooked the chain as he led me over to Hermes, and slipped it back around my arm.
 
   “Of course,” Hermes inclined his head, “my pleasure.”
 
   “I'd just bet,” I growled.
 
   “What?” Hermes smirked. “Afraid your werewolf lover will see how you really feel about your captivity?”
 
   “Why is he here?” I turned to Anubis instead of answering the Messenger God, who also happened to be a reporter for the God Realm.
 
   “I invited him, of course,” Anubis looked curiously at Hermes and then me. “He always covers my parties.”
 
   “They are the talk of the God Realm,” Hermes agreed. “But this picture, of the Godhunter being tamed by the God of the Dead, is going to make the front page.”
 
   It was all I could do to not wrap my chain around Hermes' throat and choke the life out of him. I took a deep breath, reining in my temper, knowing that I couldn't show my anger there or Anubis would know my demeanor was an act. So I shrugged and turned away from Hermes, like he didn't matter to me.
 
   “I think I need to sit down,” I said to Anubis. “All this dancing has been too much excitement for me.”
 
   “Of course,” Anubis nodded to Hermes, who backed away with another evil grin, and escorted me to a chair. “I need to make some more rounds with my guests, wait here and catch your breath. I fully plan on stealing it away again later.” He smiled at me, and it was lighthearted, happiness radiating off of him. I smiled back but I don't think mine was as blissful as his.
 
   Anubis walked away without looking back, leaving me to contemplate the heavy chain wound about my arm and the photograph that would soon be circulating the God Realm. What was Trevor going to think when he saw that intimate pose? Would he believe I'd betrayed him? Had I betrayed him?
 
   And then there was that stupid gold chain. When Re had presented me with the chain, I had felt respected, maybe even admired a little, but when Anubis wrapped it around my arm, it had felt like even more of a restraint. As if the chain were merely symbolic, his hold on me went so much deeper, the chain truly meant very little. Locked onto his belt or not, it made no difference, I couldn't escape him.
 
   I sighed and got up, wandering along the edge of the crowd and making my way to the double french doors on the far side of the room. I could see a balcony through them and a starlit sky. I needed the air, the space, and maybe even some bracing cold to remind me of how much I hated Anubis.
 
   Snide looks followed me but I ignored them. There was only so much Anubis could do. He couldn't control the way people looked at me and really, what was there to do about it? More importantly, what did I care? I didn't know these people and I sure as hell didn't like them anymore than they liked me. They could all go to hell for all I cared. Oh wait, right, already there.
 
   Cool air lifted the baby hairs from the sides of my face, caressing my skin with some much needed refreshment. I sighed and closed the doors behind me, the din of the party becoming a soft drone. The night sounds of the garden took over, little bugs chirping, small creatures nestling in for the night, and lizards climbing across branches. I closed my eyes and lifted my face to the moon. Was Trevor looking upon her as well? Or was he in the Human Realm, lifting his face to a mirror moon, a backwards version of the one I stood under.
 
   A single tear slid out of my tightly closed lids and tracked its way down my cheek. Before more could follow, the doors opened behind me and I quickly dashed it away. I took a deep breath and turned to face Anubis. Couldn't he leave me be for one blasted moment? I just wanted some peace, just a small bit of solace in the night before I had to face him again.
 
   “Hello, Vervain,” it wasn't Anubis but his mother. Nephthys closed the doors behind her. “I'm sorry to interrupt. Your sorrow called to me.”
 
   She walked forward slowly, as if she didn't want to spook me, and then reached out a hand and laid it lightly on my shoulder. Looking in her eyes made me want to lay my head against her chest and cry, she held so much sympathy in them. Instead, I smiled.
 
   “It must be hard for you,” I observed.
 
   “What is?” Sympathy made way for confusion.
 
   “Being the Goddess of Mourning,” I took her hand from my shoulder, squeezed it gently and let it go. “You get sorrow and your son gets death. Who did your family piss off in order to get such awful assignments?”
 
   She made a startled bark of a sound, then swiftly covered her mouth with both hands, wide eyes staring at me in shock. She slowly lowered her hands and I was pleased to see that a smile remained on her face.
 
   “I see why he loves you,” she said quietly.
 
   I frowned and looked back out at the gardens. She moved up beside me, close but not touching, and stared out at the scenery with me.
 
   “It must be hard for you as well,” she said casually. “Held prisoner here, surrounded by enemies, and never knowing what your future holds.”
 
   “My future,” I gave a grim little laugh. 
 
   “Vervain,” she turned to look at me and I slanted my gaze to her. “Anubis can be harsh, his father taught him that, but he can also be kind. I like to believe that was my contribution. He is made up of contradictions and can be difficult to understand but once you delve through the layers, there is an amazing man underneath.”
 
   “I'm sure there is,” I couldn't speak disparagingly of him to his mother.
 
   “Please,” she grabbed my arm and made me look at her. “He is so lost right now. There is nothing for him to live for and when Death has no reason to live, what shall become of him? What shall become of us all?”
 
   “I think you mistake your son's interest in me,” I once more removed her hand. “There may be desire there but it's not love. I'm not his reason to live.”
 
   “I think you are the one who is mistaken,” she waved her hand in a slashing motion when I began to speak. “I am his mother. I know him better than any other and I can say, without a doubt, that I have never seen him look at a woman like he looks at you. You have put colors in his eyes that I have never seen there. There is no mistaking his feelings for you. Why do you think I welcomed you so warmly? I knew immediately that he wanted that from me.”
 
   I closed my eyes and rubbed at my forehead. I was so tired of trying to figure Anubis out. Now his mother was telling me he loved me. Should I be happy? Excited that I was one step closer to escape? I tried to feel those things but all I could manage was a vague twisting sensation in my stomach. I had a bad feeling about all of it.
 
   “Please help him,” Nephthys whispered in her grave-side voice. “Raise him from the dead and give me back my son.”
 
   “That's not one of my powers.”
 
   “Oh, but it is, Godhunter,” she turned and left me but her voice lingered beside me. “It is.”
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   
  
 

 
 
    
 
   Chapter Twenty-One
 
    
 
   I was drinking a glass of punch, leaning a little against the mirrored wall, finally alone while Anubis chatted with his father, when Thoth approached me. I eyed him warily as he came up with his glass of champagne. He smiled and inclined his head as he leaned back against the wall, next to me.
 
   “Enjoying yourself, Godhunter?” 
 
   “As much as possible, I suppose,” I eased myself down the wall from him a little.
 
   “Little by little you’re changing him,” he poked at the chain wrapped around my arm. “Now he lets you free.”
 
   “Hardly,” I lifted my glass in Anubis’ direction. “He’s only just there.”
 
   “More free than he intended,” Thoth’s eyes were angry, glinting in the light from the hundreds of candles reflected in the mirrors. “More free than I’d like.”
 
   “I’m so sorry to disappoint you, Thoth,” I sighed and rubbed at my head. I mean come on, the guy acted like it was all a vicious plot of mine to get Anubis to kidnap me. “Frankly, I think I’d rather be chained to the wall of Anubis’ bedroom than at this party right now. In case you haven’t noticed, nobody here likes me much. Anubis is showing off his prize, that’s all this is about.”
 
   “I don’t know about that,” I turned to find Ares leaning on the wall to my left. “But I agree with Thoth, you’re much too free for my liking.”
 
   I backed away from Ares, bringing me closer to Thoth again but I preferred the birdbrain to the bully any day. Ares gave me a cocky grin and looked me up and down, like he was imagining new forms of torture to try out on me. I lifted my chin, looked pointedly at his lack of a left hand, and felt my eyes widen as I saw the shiny new golden hand that was in its place. I suddenly felt like I was in a James Bond movie. I grinned mockingly.
 
   “You impudent bitch,” Ares threw his crystal glass to the floor and reached for my neck. 
 
   The crash of his glass, not to mention his shouting, drew everyone’s attention and of course I was in the center of it all again. I leaped back to avoid Ares but I’d forgotten my train and I tripped… right into Thoth. Thoth caught me, automatic reflex I think, but we both tumbled to the ground.
 
   The good news was, Ares missed. The bad news was, I was in a tumble of silk with Thoth and all Anubis’ guests were watching. Thoth recovered quickly, got to his feet, and totally shocked me by helping me to mine. It must’ve been all the watching eyes, he wanted to look like a gentleman.
 
   Ares hadn’t cooled off though and by the time I’d made it to my feet, he was right there to knock me down again. Whamo! Bitch slapped again. I was getting tired of that shit. I mean, come on, fight me with a sword, with magic, with your fists, but don’t slap me like a girl. That’s just not right.
 
   I contemplated all of that as I reclined on the floor and tested my lip, which he thankfully missed, no blood to ruin my pretty dress. My cheek stung something fierce though. Before I could decide whether to attempt getting to my feet on my own, it’s more difficult than you may think when you’re tangled in yards of silk, Anubis was there helping me.
 
   I looked up, half expecting to find him angry at me. He looked pretty pissed but when he got me on my feet it was only tenderness he gave me. He stroked my face gently, smoothed my hair, and looked me over carefully, making sure I hadn’t bruised or scraped anything. 
 
   “Are you alright, Miw-sher?”
 
   “I think so,” I felt my lips go a little slack as I stared at the colors shifting over his eyes… sharp, bright colors. Someone was in tro-o-o-uble… and holy hounds, for once it wasn’t me.
 
   He pushed my hair back and kissed me on the forehead, before turning to face Ares. I hadn't even noticed the flashes until Anubis sent a withering look to Hermes and they abruptly stopped. It must have been one hell of a look, because when he transferred it to Ares, the war god immediately started stammering.
 
   “She insulted me,” he waved to his new hand-o-gold. “I’m a god, I can’t let that pass. You of all should understand that.”
 
   “Were you absent when I said I wanted Vervain afforded the same respect as one would grant me?” Anubis’ voice was cool, like the whisper of a ghost on the back of your neck.
 
   “She insulted me!”
 
   “Were you here?” I saw Anubis’ shoulders tense and his hands rise.
 
   “Yes, I was here but she mocked my hand,” he pointed accusingly at me. “You know her lover cut it from me.”
 
   “I am her lover,” Anubis slid closer and Ares backed up, “and my bite is much worse than the Wolf Prince’s. Do you doubt it?”
 
   “No,” Ares drew his sword in one swift move and the crowd drew a collective breath. “I don’t doubt you take a bigger bite but you’ve sorely misjudged me if you think I’ll just stand here and let you take one out of me.”
 
   “You have five minutes to get out of Duat,” Anubis waved a hand and werejackals came out of the crowd to surround Ares. “They’ll escort you out or tear you apart if you dally. Goodbye, Ares.”
 
   “Goodbye, Anubis,” Ares started to strut by but stopped when he got abreast of us. “Watch your back with this one.”
 
   In answer, Anubis turned to me and unlocked my collar. The metal slid from my neck and I heaved a sigh of delight. The absence of all that weight was an incredible relief. He held the collar out in front of us and let it drop to the floor with a loud clank. I looked at him with wide-eyed disbelief and he pulled me in with one hand, stroking my hair with his other.
 
   “I am the God of the Dead,” his voice carried over the quiet assemblage. “I rule here and no one, be they god or godhunter, will triumph over me in my own palace. I have no fear of that.” He scooped me up and carried me from the room, making me wonder whether he was being gallant or arrogant.
 
   The last thing I saw before the doors closed behind us, was his mother's smile.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Twenty-Two
 
    
 
   “You have let your lust blind you,” Thoth’s voice stopped me short, just outside of the library. 
 
   I was going for another book, one of the few sources of entertainment available to me, but the idea of a new story was less interesting than the one that was taking place on the other side of the door. I pressed my ear to the crack and eavesdropped.
 
   “My lusts are none of your concern,” Anubis said haughtily.
 
   “They are when they’re threatening to destroy you.”
 
   “She’s completely in my control here,” Anubis sounded overly confident. “She’d have to trace out to a warded home in the God Realm to be able to resist my call.”
 
   “And what if she did manage to trace out to a warded territory?” Thoth just wouldn’t let up but in this instance I was glad for it. I needed those questions answered as well.
 
   “She can’t,” Anubis answered flippantly. “She’s human. She needs the help of one of us to leave Duat. There’s no possibility for her to escape. Even if she did, all I'd have to do is wait for her soul to seep back to me and then simply call her back. She's mine, she'll never be free. So stop worrying. ”
 
   “I can’t help it. You’re acting more and more like a lovesick pup everyday. There may come a day when you free her yourself, out of love.”
 
   “No,” Anubis’ voice went up a few octives. “I’ll never release her and there’s no love in me. I’m Death, death does not love.”
 
   “You don’t sound so sure anymore,” Thoth’s sigh was loud enough for me to hear easily. “I know I’m not sure because I know there’s love in you. Being Death doesn’t burn away your heart, my friend. Death can be cruel but it can also be merciful. There’s love inside you but please, for your own good, do not gift it to her.”
 
   “If it is true, if I do have the ability to love,” Anubis sounded a little hopeful and it made my own treacherous heart ache. “Then I’ll have no choice in the matter. My love will go where it will.”
 
   I waited a few minutes for the conversation to steer back into safer waters before I knocked and opened the door enough to poke my head in.
 
   “Am I disturbing you?”
 
   Anubis smiled brightly and waved me in. “No, I was just about to go looking for you, come in.”
 
   Thoth stared at me but kept his face carefully blank. I looked away from him quickly.
 
   “I was just coming to exchange a book,” I held the book in my hands up.
 
   “What were you reading?” Anubis held his hand out for it and I gave it to him. “Wadsworth. You like poetry?” 
 
   “You sound surprised,” I smiled crookedly at him. “Just because I’m the Godhunter, I can’t enjoy poetry? Should I read The Art of War instead?”
 
   “You’re just not the woman I thought you were,” Anubis looked pensively at the book before placing it on the table beside him and standing up. 
 
   “Is that good or bad?” I took the hand he offered me and let him lead me out of the room and away from Thoth. I could feel his bitter scowl on my back.
 
   “Good,” Anubis shifted his hand to the small of my back. “It’s very good.”
 
   “Where are you taking me?” I softened my gaze. The effort was less and less difficult lately.
 
   “Far from here,” he kissed my cheek. “I’m tired of chasing Re away from you.”
 
   “Does he stay here often?” Re hadn’t left since the night he’d helped me win Anubis’ jealousy and that had been over two weeks ago.
 
   “He visits a lot,” Anubis led me out into the garden and through the paths. “But not usually for so long.”
 
    “Oh,” I knew this was an opportunity to play on his jealousy again and I figured I might as well make use of Re’s extended stay. “Why do you think he’s stayed so long this time?”
 
   “You know exactly why he’s stayed,” he stopped and chucked me under the chin and I turned toward him but I immediately forgot what I was about to say, as a wave of weakness washed over me and I collapsed.
 
   “Miw-sher!” Anubis picked me up and carried me to a stone bench. “What is it? Look at me!”
 
   I lifted eyelids that felt weighted down with lead and tried to focus on his face but it was Trevor’s I saw, pale and weak. I screamed as his wolf tore through my body, trying to break free and return to him. It pushed and clawed until I thought I must surely be bleeding to death from the inside. 
 
   I always knew Trevor would die without me and I knew his death would tear me apart but I had no idea it would be so literal a tearing.
 
   “Miw-sher, please!” I felt Anubis stand and then there was a sense of swift movement as he ran us back to the palace.
 
   I tried to answer him but all that came out was a groan. Then the warmth of the sun was traded for cool shade and I was laid out on a bed. I saw Trevor again, eyes open, arms reaching for me and I screamed his name.
 
   “Her mate is dying,” the reserved tones of Thoth’s voice hovered around me. “She’ll probably be alright in a few minutes but she’ll go through bouts like this until he’s dead.”
 
   “No!” I screamed. “Trevor! VéulfR!”
 
   “Anubis,” Re’s warmth spread over me. “Maybe you should let her return to her mate.”
 
   “No,” I felt a cold hand on my face and was finally able to focus enough to see Anubis. “I won’t let you go, Miw-sher.”
 
   “Please,” I felt the tears pouring down my face. I was gasping brokenly and I grasped his hand desperately. “Please don’t let him die.”
 
   “If you leave me, I will die,” he kissed my forehead.
 
   “Stop being so dramatic,” Thoth sneered. 
 
   “Anubis, you said it yourself, she’s only property to you,” Re tried for a more consoling tone. “Let her go, she’s suffered enough.”
 
   “No!” He growled at them over his shoulder.
 
   “What do you care?” Re gave up being calm and yelled back. “It’s not like you love her.” Silence thickened the air. “Do you? Do you love her?”
 
   “Yes!” Anubis’ voice rang through my head. So I’d won but at what cost? Even his love was selfish. He wasn’t going to let me go, no matter how much pain it caused me.
 
   “I will hate you for eternity,” I vowed with a shaking voice, “if you let Trevor die.”
 
   “I don’t care,” his eyes betrayed the lie, “as long as you’re mine.”
 
   “Just let me see him,” I returned to begging. “All I need is to touch him, just once a month. Please, I’ll stay with you, just let me keep him alive.”
 
   “She’s not asking a lot,” Re tried reasoning again.
 
   “Will you give me your oath?” Anubis ignored the collective gasp around him, “Blood to Heart, given freely?”
 
   “Are you proposing?” I stared at him with fascinated horror. “Why don’t men ever offer me a ring when they propose?” The pain was making me lightheaded and my focus drifted away. My breaths were coming on short gasps, my body aching even in the reprieve of pain.
 
   “I’ll shower you with rings,” his eyes went bright with sparks of colors, “with jewels fit for Cleopatra, anything you want. Marry me, Miw-sher, and I’ll let your wolf live. You may visit him once a month. I vow it.”
 
   Blood to Heart. It was an ancient Atlantean ritual that resulted in a union more binding than marriage. I swallowed hard, trying to think. Gods had broken the oath before but only after centuries of marriage and even then, they were still connected to each other. 
 
   Thor had made a Blood to Lips oath to me when we’d first met, to convince me that I was safe with him and his friends. Even that minor oath of protection had shocked the God Squad and resulted in a mental connection we still shared, at least outside of the Underworld. Neither of the blood oaths were undertaken lightly.
 
   Then Trevor's wolf tore through me again and I screamed, writhing on the bed. Anubis' hands were stroking my arms, his face above mine with a sheen of tears over his swirling eyes. Silver, there was only silver flowing over the black. What did it mean?
 
   “Alright,” I licked my dry lips. “Take me to him. Make a blood oath to me that you’ll let me visit him once a month, and I’ll make oath to you.”
 
   His lips covered mine and his joy made me nauseous. He celebrated as Trevor lay dying. It was all a means to an end with him. My life, my wants, my loves, meant nothing to him. Trevor’s life meant nothing to him. I hated him more than ever and I was going to bind myself to him… to save Trevor. My beautiful wolf would live. In that moment it was all that mattered. 
 
   Over Anubis' shoulder, I met Re's eyes. They were grim and disappointed, even the shine of his skin seemed diminished. I think he'd expected more from Anubis. He shook his head and mouthed two words to me.
 
   “I'm sorry.”
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Twenty-Three
 
    
 
   The Paul Mitchell estate had a terrible history. Lovingly built by the hair product magnate, with sprawling buildings paneled in koa wood, it boasted a wrought iron gate decorated with a brass heart that split in two when it opened. Prophetic if you ask me, since it had never been lived in by its creator. Paul Mitchell died before he was able to move in and it was left to his son to complete the house. Now the estate was being fought over by his relatives. So they rented it out as the lawyers tried to figure out who owned it.
 
   What an appropriate setting for my engagement party.
 
   I sat in a wooden deck chair facing the calm sea at the back of the property. I breathed in the salty air deeply, trying to let the familiar scent calm me. In front of me, dark waves crashed on the pristine beach, bioluminescent microbes making them glow blue and seem so mystical. Behind me the celebration raged, light and laughter spilling out through the open sliding glass doors. It only made me feel more lost, more desolate.
 
   I stared hard at the huge diamond glittering on my left hand. Anubis had gone all out, a five carat Harry Winston solitaire. I felt like Wilma Flintstone. It sparkled up at me in the half-light, taunting me with every shimmer. I tried to ignore it but it was a little hard to miss.
 
   Then another round of Trevor's pain rocked through me and left me gasping. The episodes were getting closer together but less violent. It scared me. How long did Trevor have left? Would he make it in time? Damn Anubis, if Trevor died, I would find a way to kill him.
 
   “Vervain,” the voice was hesitant, unusual for Blue.
 
   “Come to gloat?” I was still breathing hard from the pain and I kept my gaze fixed on the water. I didn’t want to see his beautiful face, the face of a man who was once my friend.
 
   “You hurt me,” he slid into the chair next to mine. “Why didn’t you trust me?”
 
   “I did trust you,” I sighed when the pain subsided and looked over at him. 
 
   He was impressive as always, black hair thick and glossy though not quite as shiny as Anubis’. He had on a three piece suit, the slacks of which he was rubbing with the palms of his hands. His stunning jade eyes were tight around the edges, wrinkled slightly with strain.
 
   “You asked to see in my mind,” he abandoned the rubbing to lean forward on his knees. “You didn’t trust me enough to take me at my word.”
 
   “If that’s what you think, then you weren’t listening,” I shook my head. We'd gone through this all already. I apologized, he tried to kill me, and I let him. What else did he want? “I told you why I needed to see inside you. I believed you but I knew the Squad wouldn’t. I needed proof or they would have just accused me of being too soft where you’re concerned.”
 
   “Are you?” His eyes traveled over my face.
 
   “Am I what?”
 
   “Too soft where I’m concerned?”
 
   “Don’t,” I covered my face with my hands, to block him out for a second. “Don’t do this here… now. The way I feel about you is a little irrelevant at the moment.” I held the ring up and it caught the light with merry determination, like a little evil star foretelling doom.
 
   “I could have you from this place in a second,” he whispered.
 
   “It wouldn’t matter,” I stared back to the sea. “I’ve been scarred by Death’s blade. The cold would spread again and he would simply call me back. Then it would be even worse. At least this way I’ve been able to assure that Trevor will live.”
 
   “I’m so sorry, little witch,” he looked down at his feet.
 
   “If you can forgive me, I can forgive you, Blue,” I patted his shoulder and he met my eyes again. “I've mourned the loss of your friendship and the one bright spot in this evening will be the return of it. Thank you for that. Now go enjoy the party. There’s no sense in you moping out here with me.”
 
   “Misery doesn’t like to be alone,” he said solemnly. 
 
   “Misery loves company, is the phrase,” I smiled, “but close enough. This misery actually wants to be alone for a little while. I can’t stand for you to see me like this, please just go back inside. I’ll be back in when I’ve composed myself better.”
 
   “Of course,” he stood and gave me a half bow. Blue was always such a gentleman.
 
   I wasn’t meant to be alone though. As Blue headed in, Ma’at came out.
 
   “Wine?” Ma’at held out a champagne flute filled with red liquid. “I thought you might find champagne offensive.”
 
   “You thought right,” I took the glass and drunk down half of it. It wasn’t as sweet as Duat wine but it was good enough to numb the pain.
 
   “He’s here,” she said softly and those two words brought me straight to my feet.
 
   “Trevor?”
 
   “Yes,” Ma’at gestured inside and I suddenly noticed that the laughter had stopped. 
 
   The guests were gathered in a circle around something… someone. I rushed in and pushed them aside, shoving a few into each other in my haste. Trevor sat on the floor, glaring up at the gods but unable to fight in his weakened and bound state. I dropped down beside him and his face went slack with relief.
 
   “Minn Elska,” he started to cry. “I thought I’d never…”
 
   “I know, Honey-Eyes,” I kissed him, pulled him tight to me, uncaring that I had an avid audience. “I love you so much,” I whispered as I felt the wolf in me reaching out to him as well.
 
   “I love you too,” he pulled at the ropes holding him. “What's happened? Tell me how to get you...”
 
   “Shhh,” I stroked his face. “We don’t have much time.”
 
   “What the hell is going on?” He spared a quick glance for the others.
 
   “Anubis took me to Duat,” I looked up but Anubis wasn’t there. Re was though, and he looked over his shoulder quickly before giving me a grim nod. “I agreed to make oath to him if he let me see you once a month, so you’ll live.”
 
   “What are you talking about?” Trevor’s eyes started to glow. “Are you saying you’re going to marry him?”
 
   “I’m saying I don’t have a choice.”
 
   “No,” he growled, “no. If you marry him, I’m dead anyway. Just stick a blade through me now, Vervain.”
 
   “Trevor,” I cried, my misery and desperation pouring out of my eyes. “Please don’t. The only thing keeping me going is the thought of you alive. I can’t bear it, if this is for nothing.”
 
   “Minn Elska,” he moaned.
 
   “Where there’s life, there’s hope,” I whispered in his ear. “Live for me, baby. Give me the hope that I’ll be with you again.”
 
   “Vervain, I love you.”
 
   “I should have married you,” the tears were scalding my cheeks. “I’m so sorry.”
 
   “Enough,” Anubis was suddenly there, pulling him away from me and handing him to a couple of werejackals. They started to drag him away, Trevor fighting back as much as he could. It was comforting to see him regaining his strength already but when the jackals started to manhandle him in response, fear gripped me once more.
 
   “Don’t you dare hurt him!” I screamed. “Re! Please, help him!”
 
   Re gave me another quick nod and ran after the departing pack of jackals and my mate. I saw a burst of light and then heard a high-pitched scream. I sagged in relief, thanking Re silently in my head. Till the day I died, I would never forget his kindness.
 
   “He lives,” Anubis pulled me to my feet. “Re will see him home, I'm sure. It seems he'll do anything to appear the hero in your eyes,” he grimaced.
 
   “Vervain!” Trevor roared from the courtyard. “Anubis, you bastard dog of Hell! Let her go, she’ll never love you, all you’ll have is a shell! Vervain, I love you! I love you and I’ll find you! I’ll get you back!”
 
   “Trevor!” I screamed and ran after him but Anubis caught me up and filled me with his heat, turning my limbs to water and forcing me to collapse against him. I cried into his chest as he picked me up and carried me into the master bedroom. The door shut behind us with an quiet click.
 
   In the other room, the party picked up again as if nothing horrifying had just happened, as if my life hadn’t been destroyed. My tears ran out and I was left empty. I flopped on the bed Anubis placed me on, staring at the ceiling in a daze. There just comes a point where your body can't process anymore grief. It kind of shuts itself off and goes numb. I had just flipped my off switch.
 
   “Miw-sher,” Anubis’ face came into view. I wanted to claw at it, tear him to shreds like my heart had been. “It will get easier. When you love me, you’ll forget him.”
 
   I didn’t say anything. I’d bargained for Trevor’s life and I’d do what I had to do to keep him alive but I was done playing games with Anubis. It would be exactly as my mate predicted. Anubis would have a shell. I vowed it in my heart, nothing more than this empty husk. No more fighting, no more games, no more twisted romance. He'd have only what he could take from me.
 
   “Miw-sher?” He pulled me against him, cradling my body like a child. “Please speak to me.”
 
   “What shall I say?” My voice was as empty as I felt.
 
   “Tell me what I can do, what I can give you to make you smile at me.” He stroked the hair from my face.
 
   “The head of John the Baptist,” I made a bitter sound that was supposed to be a laugh.
 
   “I’ve hurt you,” he swallowed hard and began to rock me. “I can’t seem to do anything but. I’ve chained you and humiliated you, I’ve torn you away from those you love and the life you’ve made. I know all of this and none of my reasons, my loneliness, my deep need of you, excuse what I’ve done. I’m sorry for the pain I’ve caused you. I’m sorry for every minute I’ve made you suffer but I’m not sorry for keeping you. I won’t apologize for fighting with everything I have to hold onto you.”
 
   I finally looked up at him. He was pouring all his emotions into me, opening his mind and soul up for my scrutiny, and I found myself floundering through his darkness. I shook under the weight of his despair, I’d only glimpsed the surface before. His life was centuries upon centuries of longing, waiting, and wanting something to fill it, fill him with purpose and the will to go on.
 
   I closed my eyes tight. I didn’t want to feel anything for him but hatred. I didn’t want to sympathize with him or sense the attraction between us flaring again. I didn’t want to see his side of it… but I did.
 
   “Wanting where its spite to try, Has made me live to let me die,” I whispered.
 
   He tried to kiss me then but I turned my head away and I heard him make a low sound of despair. Understanding him, pitying him, did not change what he'd done to me and Trevor. I couldn't fully hate Anubis but I couldn't love him either.
 
   “I can’t do this now,” I said to his stricken face. “Please Anubis, just leave me alone for a little while.”
 
   He rested his forehead on mine and sighed. “Alright, Miw-sher, but please make an appearance tonight. I want the others to see my strong Godhunter. Don’t let that scene be the last thing they remember.”
 
   “Anubis,” I pulled out of his arms and glared at him. The spark of anger driving some of my numbness away. “I couldn't care less what your friends think of me.”
 
   “Of course,” he nodded as he got to his feet. “That was selfish of me. Take all the time you need.” He walked out quickly, as if afraid to say something even more stupid.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Twenty-Four
 
    
 
   Another day, another present. I stared at the long velvet box on the foot of the bed. Everyday since the engagement party, I’d found presents lying in wait for me. Sometimes they would be waiting on my plate at breakfast, sometimes on the table in the library, sometimes in the bedroom. 
 
   I picked it up, casting a glance at the intricately carved, stone jewelry box that sat on a table beside the bed. It had been his first gift, with a note which read that he intended to fill it to overflowing. It was going to take a lot to fill the four wide drawers and deep trench on its top but Anubis already had a pretty good start. 
 
   Inside it was a collection of jewelry I’d never dreamed of owning. Each piece was a work of art, a one of a kind, and most had magical symbols hidden in them. They weren’t just expensive, they were thoughtful and priceless. If they'd been from Trevor, I'd have delighted in each and every one. From Anubis, they just annoyed me.
 
   I opened the latest box and inside was a gorgeous opal necklace. The opals had the blue cast I loved, gleaming and shimmering in their depths. There must have been twenty of them, all the size of my thumbnail, set in gold filigree with the three phases of the moon displayed at the center. It was breathtaking. I picked up the parchment that was resting beside it.
 
   Sitting on the bed, I casually closed the box and tossed it on the jewelry case, opening the note to scan. It was a poem. I lifted a brow, vaguely amused. The God of Death wrote me poetry.
 
   The Lady Lion is fierce and fair,
 
   I’ve seen forever in her stare,
 
   And so I stalked her by moonlight.
 
    
 
   But though I caught her in my snare,
 
   And chained her to my side, beware,
 
   For the Lady, she still doth bite.
 
    
 
   There is solace in her silky hair,
 
   But I should’ve known to have a care,
 
   For now what’s mine, is hers by right.
 
    
 
   I’d thought to hold a prize so rare,
 
   But as payment for what I dared,
 
   She locked my heart and soul up tight.
 
    
 
   I fell back into the bed, holding the poem to me. None of my lovers had ever given me poetry. The only poem I'd ever received was from Finn and honestly, it was pretty horrid. This wasn't so bad. It was much harder to find annoying than the jewelry. 
 
   If only he hadn't made a crucial mistake. He’d referenced my lioness. My cat was lost to me in Duat. I’d never lead my men, they’d most likely go wild without me, and there was a chance I’d never shift into my lion form again. I’d never run on four legs into battle or hunt my prey. What had originally seemed to be a romantic poem was taking on darker connotations.
 
   “Did you like the poem?” Anubis stood in the doorway, looking at me warily.
 
   “Why bother? I’m already yours,” I sat up and tossed the poem on the bed. “You don’t have to woo me.”
 
   “Is this your revenge then?” He came into the room and sat on the foot of the bed. “I treated you horribly and now you treat me the same.”
 
   “I agreed to stay here, to bind myself to you,” I edged away from him but he caught my hand and pulled me into his lap. I stiffened but my blood sped through my veins in an uncontrollable reaction to his nearness. “I never said I’d be kind to you.”
 
   “I can make you wet and writhing but I can’t make you look at me like you look at him,” his arms tightened around me. “You started to give in to me before, what changed? Why do you fight me now?”
 
   “What changed?” Was he really that obtuse? “You forced me to be with you in order to save the life of the man I love. I started to feel something for you, I don’t deny it. You could look into my head and see it if you wanted to. I understand your pain, your loneliness, and I was attracted to your honor but what you’ve done to me has no honor in it and I can’t respect that. I can’t respect you.”
 
   “You’re right,” he fingered the thick curls of hair at my back. “I have no honor when it comes to you. You’ve brought me that low. I can’t think past my desire, how you feel pressed up against me, what it's like to be inside you. I can’t think past your eyes, the defiance in them, the courage you always show no matter how afraid you are. Or the way you give compassion to everyone, including your enemies… including me. I’ve made you mine but it’s a two edged sword. You’re in my arms but you ache for another. I’m more happy than I’ve ever been but seeing you like this tears at me. I don’t know what to do to make you love me. How do I make you love me?”
 
   “You can’t,” I sighed. “Love just happens. Even my love magic can only work if there’s the seed of love there. If a heart is barren, nothing can make it bear fruit. There was once a young shoot rising up in my heart for you but you plucked it too soon and tore the roots up with it. Now there’s nothing left.”
 
   “Don’t say that,” his eyes flashed with colors and I felt his heat flare up in my body, forcing my limbs to move around him. “I’ll make you feel that way again.” 
 
   His hands pulled at the hem of my dress, sliding it up my thighs, then over my head. I straddled his lap, immobile but strangely calm. I couldn’t fight him, so it didn’t matter. What he did to me was his shame, not mine. I’d survived worse than a little rough sex.
 
   My clothes were in a pile on the floor, joined in moments by his. I stared at the twining fabric and tried to keep my mind off the feelings his hands were stirring. They flowed over me with practiced skill and even though they brought me to passion, I knew I was just an instrument to him, to be played perfectly, to be made to sing.
 
   When he applied his mouth to the task, I crested and my body sang for him but my heart was cold and silent. The desire was meaningless, the pleasure his tongue brought was cold, slipping away quickly. He didn’t seem to notice. He smiled up at me like he’d won and I rolled my eyes. We went through this every night. I wondered how long it’d be before he tired of it.
 
   The thick mattress was beneath me then and I had no idea how I’d got there, I was so distracted with my thoughts. His beautiful face was over me, glassy hair with gold beads clicking, and rainbow eyes highlighting his strong features. Before he could lower his face to mine, I spoke.
 
   “Will you chain me?”
 
   “What?” He stopped, his lips an inch away from mine.
 
   “I want you to chain me,” my toneless voice fell like a bird shot from the sky, once so alive but then suddenly dead, falling, moving, but without life.
 
   “Why would you want that?” His gaze became a little frantic, the colors faltering. 
 
   “It just feels right.”
 
   “It feels right?” He drew back and stared hard at me. “You want me to abuse you? Do you think it will make it easier then, easier to hate me?”
 
   I just looked away.
 
   “I’m not going to chain you,” his lips were on the pulse at my neck, tongue licking over its sluggish beat. “I’m going to make love to you until you scream my name, until his is wiped away completely.”
 
   “The iron chain and the silken cord are both equal bonds,” I whispered as he lowered himself to me.
 
   Tingles spread over my skin wherever he touched me. I felt his heat swirling within me, demanding my desire, rushing between my legs like a thousand little kisses. My legs began to shake and he raised them to his shoulders, looking down on me in triumph, as he thrust into me and pounded out his frustration.
 
   My body bucked, half curved in on itself from the force of his hips, only my head and shoulders left on the bed. His hands worked at my breasts, pinching and kneading till I was filled only with pleasure. That sweet pressure built again until it was all I knew, all I wanted. Anubis was right, he could make love to me till I went blank of all but desire, and that was fine. I’d take the reprieve. I’d take the pleasure offered because it was only temporary. When the last moans drifted away, my blood would slow and he’d leave me cold again.
 
   I crested, screaming out his name.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Twenty-Five
 
    
 
   Diamonds, I was dripping with diamonds. They were a girl’s best friend, right? I should be grateful I had so many of them. They were pinned throughout my long curls and cascaded down my neck in increasingly larger teardrops till the one at the bottom hung heavy over my chest, dangling, like some mythical beast had cried all over me. 
 
   My cleavage was completely covered by the gems, and my rapid breath was making them dance and sparkle. My cream silk gown was cut in a deep V, with long sleeves, a clinging waist, and flowing skirts. On my wrists were more diamonds, rows of bracelets and of course there was my big diamond ring. On my feet were diamond shoes, no really, diamond shoes. They were silk pumps encrusted completely with the gems. I literally looked like a million bucks and I felt as cold as all that ice seemed.
 
   It was my wedding day.
 
   “Whoa,” Ma’at came into the dressing room, clad in simple blue silk and looking ten times as beautiful as I did in all my jewels.
 
   “It weighs a ton,” I poked at the necklace. “Look at me, all dressed up to marry the God of the Dead. I’m the freakin’ Corpse Bride. I should dye my hair blue.”
 
   “You sure do sparkle nice though,” she smiled and came over to hug me. When she was in close enough to my ear, she whispered. “The only way to break his hold on you is to drink from the Grayel. Tell them they must let you drink from the Grayel or all my efforts will be wasted.”
 
   “What?” I was jolted from my apathy. 
 
   “I’m getting you out of here,” she pulled me to the door, saying in a louder voice. “Come on, I have a gift for you in my room.”
 
   I went along with it, hardly able to hope that I might actually escape Anubis. We strolled casually through the hallway, arm in arm, like we had all the time in the world, while my heart rate sped up and tried to burst free of my skin.
 
   It actually only took a few minutes to get to the tracing chamber but it felt like lifetimes. I was shaking and sweaty by the time we set foot on all that glossy obsidian. I turned to look at Ma’at and she held my hands. 
 
   “I’ll open the way,” she said quickly, “then you direct the trace so I don’t have to leave with you.”
 
   “Will you be okay?” I suddenly realized that Ma’at would have to deal with the fallout of my disappearance.
 
   “He won’t be able to prove anything,” she smiled and winked. “Besides, I can’t help myself. I’m the Goddess of Justice and what he’s doing to you is unjust.”
 
   “Thank you, Ma’at,” I felt tears rise up. “If there’s ever anything I can do for you, just ask.”
 
   “I will, my friend,” she started to chant the words that opened the gates to the Underworld.
 
   I chanted my own directions into the spell and felt the magic begin to pull me.
 
   “Goodbye, Godhunter,” I heard Ma’at’s voice as if from far away. “May you never be forced to return to Duat.”
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Twenty-Six
 
    
 
   I was standing in my living room, my living room in my house. I couldn’t believe it. I was finally home. My welcome was an indignant meow and a hurtling pile of fur. I was shaking a little but I still managed to pick Nick up and give him a proper hello while he chastised me.
 
   “I know, baby,” even my voice was shaking. “Mama’s sorry. I didn’t want to leave you.”
 
   “Oh fuck,” a hoarse voice from the couch announced Trevor’s location. “Now I’m even hearing her.”
 
   It was a little hard to see. All the living room windows were covered by the tenting I’d hung to give the room a Moroccan feel, and there wasn’t a single lamp on. I reached over and turned on a light. Trevor was laid out on the low couch, one arm over his face, a scruffy beard covering what I could see of his chin, and an almost empty bottle of Jack on the floor beside him. 
 
   “Trevor,” I hurried over to him, depositing Nick on a chair as I went by.
 
   “Go away, hallucination,” he didn’t move, “I can’t take your taunts.”
 
   “Honey-Eyes,” I knelt beside him and gently pulled his arm away from his face. “It’s really me. Ma’at broke me out but we have to get me to a God Realm fast or Anubis will call me back.”
 
   He blinked up at me, disbelief, then hope, and finally joy pouring over his face. He sat up abruptly and I got my first good look at him. He’d lost weight, lost sleep, and apparently lost his ability to bathe, because he reeked of whiskey and sweat. But his eyes cleared fast and they took me in from head to toe like they’d memorize me.
 
   “Minn Elska, you’re really here?”
 
   “Are you going to hug me or what?” I grinned but it, like everything else, was still a little shaky.
 
   He let out a trembling sound of pain and relief as he pulled me forward and buried his face in my hair. His body closed in around me and beyond the smell of unwashed skin and alcohol, I found him, the scent of spicy musk, the smell of home. I exhaled an anxious breath I hadn’t realized I’d been holding.
 
   “Hurry up,” I pushed him back and shook him a little. “We need to get out of here. If I’m in a God Realm, Anubis can’t get to me right away and then I can explain the rest.”
 
   “Where to?” He stood as I scooped up Nick.
 
   “Pride Palace,” I smiled and hugged him tight. I couldn’t wait to see my lions.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Twenty-Seven
 
    
 
   “What the fuck is going on?” I shouted as my eyes narrowed.
 
   Nick leaped down to bravely investigate the tumult before me. He’d come to think of Pride Palace as his second home and his ownership was evident in his disdainful sniffs at the filth lying about the common room where I’d found most of the Intare. The trash was piled high in the corners and a brawl was currently underway.
 
   It stopped immediately and all eyes turned to me.
 
   “Tima?” Kirill came up behind us in the hallway.
 
   “Kirill,” I hugged him and he tightened his arms around me to the point where I was gasping for air. I pounded on his back until he let me go.
 
   “Why weren’t you with Trevor?” I looked from one to the other.
 
   “I sent him away,” Trevor shook his head. “I couldn’t have any more reminders of you and all he did was try to cheer me up. I didn’t want to be cheered up. I wanted to die.”
 
   “Oh, honey,” I stroked his face and a tear soaked into my skin.
 
   “Don’t ever leave me again.” He grabbed my hand and kissed it.
 
   “Or us,” Kirill motioned to the room and the lions who were coming over to humbly welcome me home. “Ve need you, Tima. Vithout you ve’re just animals.”
 
   “Darius told me that before but I’d hoped you wouldn’t regress this fast.”
 
   “I’m sorry, Tima,” Darius trudged over, golden hair greasy and hanging around his buff shoulders. “I warned you that we needed your guidance. Without our heart, our Tima, we have no direction, no love to soften us. I’m so happy you’re home.”
 
   “We tried to find you,” Fallon came up next to Darius. “But your scent was lost and we had no idea how to track you without it.”
 
   “Where I was, none of you could follow,” I sighed. “But I’m back now, Ma’at got me out.”
 
   “Not a moment too soon, by looks of it,” Kirill fingered my silk.
 
   “You were about to marry him?” Trevor finally digested the meaning of the diamonds and dress.
 
   “Yes,” I took his hand and held it. “I was just finished dressing when she came and told me she didn’t believe in what he was doing to me. I would’ve tried to escape sooner but I overheard Anubis talking with Thoth once and he said a human could only leave the Underworld with the help of one of the gods who ruled there.”
 
   The lions circled around me as I went into the room, rubbing their faces against my hands and rumbling out relieved greetings. My heart filled with love for my men, my strong lions who’d suffered without me. When I finally took a seat on one of the couches, they all settled in around me and Nick sauntered through them with a raised tail and chin. If he could have spoken, I’m sure he would’ve been telling them all how they were gonna get it now. He crawled into my lap and started purring contentedly.
 
   The lions around me curled up and mimicked him, filling the room with the sound of happy kitties. My chest was practically vibrating. Trevor was lying half across me, one hand in my hair, one on my leg. His face was laid on his arm and he seemed just as content as the rest of them.
 
   “There’s more,” I petted Nick, his warm fur a physical reminder of my freedom. “Anubis  siphoned my soul until he had it all. I lost all emotion, numbed by the cold of a soulless body, and susceptible to his call. Then he filled me with heat, driving away the cold but taking control of my body as he did it. I heard him tell Thoth that if I should ever get away, even to a God Realm, it would only be a matter of time before the cold would seep back in and he’d be able to call me again.”
 
   Trevor’s hands tightened on me and a low growling replaced the purrs. 
 
   “No,” Trevor’s voice was rough but determined. “He won’t take you from me again.”
 
   “When Ma’at got me free, she told me to drink from the Grayel,” I looked over at Trevor’s round eyes. “Do you know what she meant? Was she referring to the Holy Grail?”
 
   “Yes and no,” he whispered. “It’s what the myth was based on but it’s not a chalice at all, although there is a cup involved. The Grayel is a machine, an Atlantean machine. It’s one of the sources of immortality.”
 
   “A machine?” I snorted, go figure that the source of numerous myths and legends was an Atlantean contraption.
 
   “Granter of Recuperation, Agility, and Youth Ever-Lasting,” Trevor rubbed a hand over his face. “GRAYEL for short. It heals anything but it also gives you immortality. Are you sure you want to live forever?”
 
   The Highlander song started playing in my head. Who wants to live forever? Who wants to live forever in Duat, slave to Anubis? My choices weren’t the best but option A was looking far better than B.
 
   “It’s either live forever with you or live forever with Anubis,” I shrugged.
 
   “Good point,” he sighed. “I’ll have to go ask Father to contact Jesus then.”
 
   “What?” I battled gods all the time, so I’d met quite a few of them but I’d never met Christ. I was beginning to think he was simply part of a greater god, Yahweh, Allah, whatever the original was that Judaism, Christianity, and Islam were all descended from. Evidently, I was wrong.
 
   “Christ guards the Grayel,” Trevor got to his feet. “We’ll have to talk him into letting you take a sip, though I honestly don’t think it’ll be difficult. He’s pretty easy going.”
 
   “Is he?” I was overwhelmingly curious.
 
   “I’ll go see if I can arrange a meeting as soon as possible,” he started to head out but stopped and turned back. “Could you find something other than your wedding dress to wear?”
 
   “Sure, baby,” I laughed and it was the first laugh I’d had in over a month that I could truly enjoy. “If you could maybe find some water to bathe in.”
 
   “Da, you stink,” Kirill said it best.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Twenty-Eight
 
    
 
   Jesus is a hippie. 
 
   That was the first thought in my head when I met the J-Man, as I was told he liked to be called. He was a gangly guy with long, shaggy, brown hair and a hook of a nose but his smile was wide and generous. A thin strip of leather was tied around his forehead, holding all that hair back, or at least trying its best to, and a pair of round, purple-tinted, John Lennon glasses hid his eyes. I had a feeling they’d be bloodshot… there was a distinct odor in the air.
 
   He’d been meditating on the floor, cross-legged, when we came in, dressed in nothing but a T shirt and jeans. Behind him was the Grayel. Big, beautiful, and shiny, the machine was all bells and whistles, looking every inch as important as it was touted to be. At the center of it, sat a gold cup underneath a silver spigot. 
 
   I had a sudden flash of Four Weddings and a Funeral, the scene where the nervous priest, played by Rowan Atkinson, is performing the wedding vows and announces “In the name of the Father, the Son, and the Holy Spigot”. I’d just found the Holy Spigot!
 
   I choked back a giggle but made enough of a sound that Jesus lifted his head and noticed us. He smiled serenely, got to his feet, and came over with an ambling strut. I nearly choked again when I got a better look at his shirt. On it was a picture of a chicken, wearing red devil’s horns, and baring pointy teeth. Beneath it were the words “Fowl Demon” in dripping blood letters. Who knew Christ had a sense of humor?
 
   “Hey there,” he reached for my hand first and I was relieved to find his grip sure and steady.
 
   “Hello,” I smiled hesitantly. What was a witch supposed to say to Jesus Christ? Hey, how about changing that line about not suffering me to live? I was at a loss.
 
   “Come in, everyone,” he spread his arm out to offer us a seat on the comfy white sofas spread out to the either side of the Grayel. “Vervain, Fenrir has told me all about the badness that’s been going down. That’s not cool, what Anubis was trying to pull, but Ma’at was right, the Grayel should completely remove his mark on you… and anyone else’s,” his head cocked as he peered at the lightning bolt down the side of my neck.   
 
   I frowned. No more connection to Thor. Why did that sound so horrible?
 
   “What about Trevor?” I looked over at my wolf. “Will it sever my ties to him and the Froekn, to my Intare?”
 
   “No,” he smiled a half grin. “You’re all good there. The bond between you and the wolf is through his magic, it’s not like a virus or a poison, and it’s not a scar. The Grayel heals all, so the scar at your shoulder and the one on your neck will disappear but your magic is part of you, the wolf and the lion are safe as well as… is that Aphrodite’s magic I smell?”
 
   “Uh, yeah, long story short, she tried to torture me to death and I sucked her magic out of her till she died.” 
 
   “Well, Ding Dong the bitch is dead,” he laughed a little. “She tried to seduce me once. Can you believe that? I told her, ‘Look crazy lady, I ain’t got time for your shenanigans. Bad babes aren’t good for the meditating, you know? You’d clog up my consciousness.’ Man, she didn’t dig that.”
 
    “Well,” I looked over at Fenrir, who was smiling at my shock. “I’m glad you didn’t fall for her bullshit.”
 
   “Nah, she was good but not that good,” he leaned in to whisper. “I’ve had better. There was this one time in Judea…” his eyes drifted off for a second before he shook his head a little and they cleared. “Anyway, she stank of evil, you dig?”
 
   “I do actually,” I shivered as I once again heard the crack of her whip in my head. 
 
   “So,” he sat up and slapped his knees. “You want that drink or what?”
 
   “Um, yes please,” I took Trevor’s hand to try and still the shaking of my own.
 
   The J-man walked over to the big machine and pushed an inconspicuous button. A soft whirring filled the room and I felt the prickle of magic on my skin. It was a machine alright but it was a magical one. Sparks flew out of the end of a tube and there was an odor of crisp green grapes and icy mountain springs. The sound of water rushing through pipes increased until I thought the machine would blow up and drench us all, but at the pinnacle of sound, the spigot gave one gush of bright, glowing, white liquid and then the whole machine seemed to take a breath and relax.
 
   Jesus picked up the cup and carefully, reverently, carried it over to me. He spoke some words in an unknown language and then translated them for me. 
 
   “Take into you all that I hold. Drink of my life and live forever, for I am the Guardian of the Grayel and it is my right to succor you and sustain you. It is my magic that you consume and I give of it freely. Do you accept it willingly?”
 
   Whoa, that had a touch of communion to it. All we needed was some bread. At least he’d referred to magic and that I could handle. I looked at the delicate carving on the cup, unable to recognize what culture it stemmed from. Well duh, I thought suddenly, it was Atlantean. Of course I didn’t recognize it.
 
   Fenrir’s discreet cough made me realize I was procrastinating. I looked up and Jesus smiled gently, patiently holding the cup like he could stand there forever. He probably could.
 
   “I do,” I reached for the cup and drank down the bright liquid, feeling immensely grateful that I wasn't saying those words to Anubis. 
 
   Sweet, like a honeysuckle, with the kick of moonshine. It was a shooting star of a flavor, breathtaking but gone in moments. The magic shot through me, rushing through my veins and swirling around my body like the winds of change. My very cells felt invigorated, revived. My wolf started to howl, the lioness roar, my jaguar finally came out from hiding, and the butterflies of my love magic rose up to flutter madly about. I was filled with laughter, love, and strength. Then it hit the piece of death Anubis had left behind.
 
   I was flung to the floor, someone thankfully took the cup from me before it could fall, and my body went into horrible spasms. I felt my head thrum against the white carpet until someone cradled it in their lap and stilled it. My legs kicked out and my arms flailed but I felt the elixir wining. I felt and saw the light inside me brighten till it was blinding, and cowering before it was the darkness Anubis had put there. The light pushed the dark out of my pores like it was a mere nuisance, sending it back to its master.
 
   In moments, it was done and I found myself cradled in Trevor’s arms. He was stroking my face, my hair, and the crook of my neck. I knew without feeling for it that Anubis’ scar was gone. I was free. But I also knew that Thor’s mark was gone with it and I wasn't sure how I felt about that. I struggled to sit up and reach out to ol’ JC. He grinned and came over to take my hand.
 
   “Thank you,” I whispered hoarsely.
 
   “From Godhunter to Goddess,” he pushed his glasses up onto his head and his eyes sparkled like topaz at me. “I think you were always destined to become one of us. Welcome to the family, Goddess of Love and Lions.”
 
   “Goddess?” I looked over at Fenrir and Trevor, the only two who’d been allowed to come in with me. They nodded, looking way too serious. “Can’t I still be the Godhunter? I kinda liked that title.”
 
   “Sure, Minn Elska,” Trevor kissed my cheek. “You know you’ll always be my Lady Huntress.”
 
   “I’m Anubis-free now?” I turned back to Jesus.
 
   “Yep, one hundred percent Anubis-free, all organic Vervain,” he leaned in and winked at me before putting up his glasses, “and Thor-free as well.”
 
   “And Blue,” I said as I realized there was one more scar I'd forgotten. At least I'd made up with him. The one good thing to come out of the whole mess.
 
   “Thank you,” I looked over at the J-man and laughed a little.
 
   “What’s so funny, kitty cat?” Jesus gave me a half smile.
 
   “I just never imagined I’d be saying thank you to Jesus,” I let Trevor wrap an arm around me to lead me out. “Take it easy, J-Man.”
 
   “Peace, Godhunter.”
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Twenty-Nine
 
    
 
   A living room had never looked more wonderful, more achingly lovely, more perfectly what I needed. One step inside my house and my breath left me. The air flew from my lungs to become a part of the air I’d left behind and the new combination was sublime. My past blended evenly with my present and everything was instantly okay.
 
   I was home.
 
   Nick cried and I let him down. He jumped on the sofa to administer a fresh round of grooming to his travel rumpled fur. Cats were either the cleanest creatures on earth or a little OCD.
 
   “Nothing’s changed,” Trevor came up behind me and rested his hands on my shoulders. 
 
   “Only me,” I sighed and turned in his arms to wrap myself around him for a quick hug. I pulled back reluctantly and looked up at him. “We need to talk.”
 
   “No, Minn Elska,” he picked me up and carried me down the hall to our bed. “We don’t have to talk about it, not unless you want to. It’s the past now and what we need to do is focus on the future. Leave what happened with Anubis in Duat, let it haunt him, because that's where the fault lies, not with you.”
 
   “You don’t want to know what happened?” I felt my heart clench and my shoulders start to relax.
 
   “Not unless you want to speak of it,” he laid me down gently and started taking my shoes off.
 
   “He controlled me,” I whispered and his hands stilled. I felt him climb into bed next to me but I’d covered my face. I couldn’t look at him. “He crept into my body and took control of it.”
 
   “He’ll never control you again,” his arms slid under and around me and I turned into that warmth. My hands lowered and I saw him through a film of tears. He looked blurry but calm and that’s exactly what I needed, someone calm and steady so I could fall apart. I let go of the tears I’d been holding in and gave in to a good, hard cry.
 
   Trevor soothed me with soft sounds and gentle hands, pulling me up in the bed with him and tucking us both beneath the covers fully clothed. It felt so safe there, snug in my home, within the carved walls of my bed, under thick blankets, and surrounded by my wolf. I let the last sob work its way out, my last tear for Anubis, for what he’d done to me. I refused to cry any more for him.
 
   I had a small thought for Ma’at and Re, a wish that I could contact them and continue our friendship, but I knew I’d probably never see them again. Actually, I should probably hope I’d never see them again because if I did, I’d most likely be seeing Anubis as well.
 
   I started pulling at Trevor’s clothes, frantic to get them off him, needing to feel his flesh against mine. He accepted my urgency with tranquility and helped me remove both of our clothing until there was nothing between us. I sighed and pressed my ear to his chest. His strong heartbeat was more home to me than any four walls could ever be.
 
   “Touch me,” I whispered, “touch me everywhere and make me real again.”
 
   “I’m here,” he whispered back and already his face was moving through my hair, down my neck, lips grazing over skin, body rubbing his scent on mine. “You’re here. There’s no one else, only you and me, forever.”
 
   “Forever,” the word sank in. It really was forever now. I was immortal, which meant Trevor was once again immortal. “Fenrir must be happy now that you’re immortal again.”
 
   “I’m sorry,” he stopped and looked up at me. “Did you just mention my father while I was making love to you?”
 
   I giggled and the laughter healed the last broken bit of me that the Grayel had missed. I pulled Trevor to me and let him wipe away all traces of Anubis until I shivered in pleasure again, only pleasure, no fear or anger with it. No humiliation or betrayal. He emptied me of all the pain and filled me with the joy of his love. I was being made love to again, not controlled or forced but made love to, and there was no one better at it than my Wolf Prince.
 
   I thought it would be difficult to make love to Trevor after Anubis. I thought I'd feel shame, fear, maybe just end up cringing away from him. I should have known better. Part of Trevor was inside me. Taking his body into mine was merely a symbolic representation of what our relationship truly was. He touched me and I felt no shame for what had been done to me, only relief that it was over and I was back where I belonged.
 
   I felt the Binding rise up, the magic that connected us, and the heat of it was more powerful than anything Anubis had filled me with. It burned away the past and brightened the future. It shook through my body, making me wet in an instant, and tightening my limbs around my wolf lover.
 
   His face rubbed against mine and I closed my eyes and smiled. I knew what was coming next, the wolf needed to mark his mate, and I was all down for that. There would be that wonderful nuzzling over every inch of my body. He would cover me in his scent until he felt secure enough that I was his again. Then he'd bring me to the limits with his tongue and teeth, marking my now bare neck with his love bite, while I marked him with one of my own.
 
   We would be lost in the haze of lust and love that the Binding could only strengthen, making love with the power of beasts and the need of the recently reunited, until we spent ourselves completely and simply lay there panting in each others arms till sleep took us.
 
   Yes, I was pretty sure that's what was going to happen, and I didn't, not for one second, mind the predictability of it.
 
   Chapter Thirty
 
    
 
   I stared down at the pages before me, trying to calm my racing heart. The book was one I’d pillaged from Ku, the Hawaiian God of War, after I’d killed him. My first kill actually. I’d been in no small amount of shock at the time but I’d still managed a half-ass search of his premises. It was how I’d found out about gods actually being Atlanteans and how they’d been using humans for years as their own personal battery packs.
 
   The book was full of spells, god spells, and I’d been able to use quite a few of them but since I was a human witch, I couldn’t use them all. It was god magic and it took a god to power the more complex spells. The God Squad had been surprised I’d been able to utilize any of the magic at all but now I was technically a Goddess. Would the rest of the spells work for me?
 
   The spell I wanted to do was supposed to make you invisible. It was a talent most gods were able to manage with hardly a thought. Surely it was a baby step into advanced god magic, which was exactly what I wanted to start with. I took a deep breath and read over the instructions. All you had to do was envision the space you were in, without you in it. Sounds simple but there was no way a human witch could do it. Imagine all you want, you still wouldn't turn invisible. Even Harry Potter needed a cloak.
 
   Human magic just didn’t work like that. Human magic, as well as the lesser levels of god magic, involved words, preparation, tools, and usually some type of ingredient. You could use a wand to direct energy but simply waving it around would produce nothing beyond a slight breeze. 
 
   I looked around my living room. White gauze draped from the center of the ceiling out and down the walls, making me feel like I was in a tent. I loved it, it felt cozy. Moroccan sofas and lantern, Persian carpets, a low table topped with a massive carved brass plate, and numerous tribal decorations completed the look. I closed my eyes and saw it all clearly in my head. It gets pretty easy to visualize after you’ve been a witch for awhile.
 
   Then I saw it all without me in it.
 
   I felt a light tingling on my skin and when I looked down, it was covered with a blue glow. Was I invisible? I could see myself just fine. I looked completely normal except for that glow. Shit, I just didn’t know. 
 
   I got up and went looking for Kirill. He’d moved back in after I returned, and was probably sharpening his knives, carving wood, or doing some other manly crap in his room. I smiled in anticipation. If my spell had worked, I’d be able to play my first joke on him. He’d recently started to smile after his long years of abuse at the hands of Niyavirezi and I’d finally got to hear him laugh. 
 
   Kirill’s laugh was as deep as the blue of his eyes and just as beautiful. When he laughed, it was a full throated sound of joy and it made you want to hear it again and again. I fervently hoped to get a laugh out of him.
 
   There he was, sitting on the twin bed I’d bought and set up for him in my art room. My easel was in a corner, next to the desk I'd cleared out for Kirill's wood carving, and the dresser now had more than a couple pairs of jeans in it. My paintings were all over the walls. I'd offered to take them down but Kirill insisted that he loved them all and his comfort had been priority. I wanted him to feel safe and loved. I wanted him to know he finally had a home where no one was going to abuse him.
 
   The wavy length of his hair was draped around him, lustrous in the soft light of his table lamp. The blue gems of his eyes were focused on a book, his knees drawn up to serve as a table. His gaze didn’t even flicker to me once. 
 
   I was invisible!
 
   I would’ve done a little happy dance if I hadn’t intended on playing my joke. So, what to do, what to do? I ended up studying him as I thought about it. He was dressed casually, T-shirt and jeans, but nothing looked casual on him. Kirill had been Niyavirezi’s first pick among all her gorgeous lions and there was no question why, when you looked at him. I barely caught myself before I sighed.
 
   What the hell was wrong with me?
 
   I loved Kirill… as a brother. I’d worked him through the insanity Niyavirezi’s treatment had thrust him into. I’d healed him with my magic and helped him through the after effects. He was mine to protect as much as I was his. As my Ganza, his main goal in life was to keep me safe and feeling safe was a major turn on for me. The man who kept me safe, gained attractive points and with Kirill, that made him crazy attractive.
 
   But still… what was this all about?
 
   I stepped forward quietly, placing each foot cautiously on the old floorboards and hoping they wouldn’t creak. Two steps and I was standing on the dark blue area rug in the center of the room. Five more steps and I’d be right next to him. A little crease appeared between his eyes but he remained focused on the book, turning the page after a few moments. One more step and he raised his head. I stopped short, holding my breath.
 
   He scented the air, fast little intakes of breath as he stared around the room suspiciously. Busted! He could smell me and he knew something was up. If I was going to do something, the time was at hand. I leapt onto the bed, sending the book flying and causing Kirill to flop to the side. In the next instant, he was on me and I was giggling.
 
   The ruse was up and the magic gone, wafting away with my concentration.
 
   “You made yourself invisible!” He sounded so proud and the eyes that stared down at me were filled with it until he took a deep breath, taking in my scent, and then they started to darken to indigo.
 
   “Kirill?” I felt my heart pounding in my throat. What the hell was it doing there? Someone needed to tell my heart to get back where it belonged… mainly away from Kirill.
 
   “Tima,” his face lowered till his lips were just a breath above mine and I suddenly realized that he was pressed down the full length of me and there was a part of him that was overjoyed to be there. Shit, I’d wanted his laughter not his passion, right? Right?
 
   “I feel…” speaking moved my lips against his and the spark it made set off a fire I had no idea, had been just waiting to ignite. 
 
   I caught his shoulders in my hands, my fingers clenching with the effort to push him away. I couldn’t do it. I wouldn’t betray Trevor just weeks after returning to him. I could be faithful. I was faithful… until Anubis screwed with my free will. I wasn’t going to kiss Kirill. I wasn’t going to kiss Kirill.
 
   He rolled away, to lie in a violently shaking heap next to me. I immediately got off the bed and backed away. I wanted nothing more than to comfort him but I didn’t trust myself. I couldn’t touch him. I couldn't be near him.
 
   “Tima,” Kirill reached a hand out to me and I nearly lost control. My sweet black lion, what had I done to him? Hadn't he suffered enough?
 
   “I’m so sorry, Kirill,” I felt my eyes filling with tears. “I don’t know what’s wrong with me. Maybe being with Anubis has tainted something inside me.”
 
   “You’re not tainted,” Kirill looked like he was in pain. “I have to tell you somezing.”
 
   “Minn Elska,” Trevor’s voice came down the hallway, along with the sound of the front door closing.
 
   I jumped guiltily but called out automatically, “In here.”
 
   I moved closer to the door as he came down the hall, and plastered on a happy face. He gave me a quick kiss and smiled over at Kirill.
 
   “You guys want to go out for some dinner?”
 
   “Sure,” I nodded and looked over to Kirill hopefully.
 
   He nodded but his smile looked forced. For once, I was glad his smiles normally looked that way. How horrible was that? I ignored the thought and let Trevor pull me down the hallway.
 
   “Hey, I just learned how to make myself invisible,” I latched on to my earlier victory, even though the feel of success had melted in the heat of Kirill’s passion.
 
   “That’s great,” Trevor stopped to give me a congratulatory hug. “Soon you’ll be better than all the other gods, my sweet witch goddess.”
 
   “Thanks, babe,” I settled into his side as he resumed walking but I couldn’t resist a glance at Kirill over my shoulder. His eyes were dark and full of a need that echoed somewhere low in my body. “Where you wanna go for dinner?” 
 
   I stared back at Trevor and tried desperately to let his appeal consume me. It did, he was one hell of an appealing man, but I still felt the pull of Kirill, almost as if it were a tangible thing. I made a decision that the next spell I’d look up would be something to neuter these excess lusts of mine.
 
   “I was thinking Haliewa Joe’s,” Trevor locked the door behind us.
 
   Haliewa Joe’s was not in Haliewa. Well, there was one in Haliewa but they’d also opened a second one in Kaneohe, back in Haiku Gardens near the Ko’olau mountain range. It was situated on a cliff overlooking a beautiful garden, complete with a pond and a gazebo. They held a lot of weddings there.
 
   The hostess seated us at one of the prime tables near the edge of the railing, so we could enjoy the view. The tiki torches hanging outwards over the rail were already fired up even though the sun had yet to set. Sunset came quickly on this side of the island, once the sun got past the mountain, that was it, so it wasn’t surprising that they were prepared early. We still had some daylight left though so we were able to look out and enjoy the view. 
 
   The gardens were filled with tropical flowers. The bird-of-paradise was my favorite, with its long beak-like stalk crested with spikes of orange and blue petals. They looked as if they could start squawking at any second. Then there were all the orchids and lush, big-leafed ferns, overflowing the flower beds like they were trying to make a break for it. It was fabulous.
 
   “So what spell are you going to try next?” Trevor broke through my floral distraction.
 
   I looked around to make sure we didn’t have any eavesdroppers to our strange conversation before answering. “I don’t know, maybe levitating.”
 
   “I thought you were afraid of heights?” He smiled and it was his teasing look, the one that made my chest feel tight.
 
   “I am,” I grinned back. “That’s the whole point. It’s not really the heights part that bothers me, it’s the potential fall and subsequent splatting that’s scary. Levitation would prevent said splat.”
 
   “My Tima fears nozing,” Kirill scoffed and his Russian accent became slightly more pronounced with it. I found it terribly tempting, erotically enticing, and other alliterate longings that made me want to smack myself hard across the face with an ice pack.
 
   “I fear lots of things,” I looked away from his masculine beauty. 
 
   We were already getting stares from women sitting around the restaurant. I was used to having my man appraised by other women. Usually it made me feel a little proud to be with him. But that was Trevor. Watching the ladies ogle Kirill and seeing the assumption that Trevor was with me, so maybe the hottie with the buff bod and hair down to his ass was single, made me want to jump up and bitch slap every woman in the joint… or kiss the hell out of Kirill and show them he was taken, which of course he wasn’t. Both options were way over the sanity line for me. So instead, I decided to sing.
 
   “Sharks in deep water and very high places,” I sang to the tune of “Favorite Things” from The Sound of Music. “Gods that attack me with magic and maces. Crowds that push in on all sides like a ring. These are a few of my sca-a-ariest things.”
 
   The boys laughed and applauded. I smiled and did a slight head bow, simply pleased to have diverted my mood. 
 
   “You know,” our waitress had come up on the end of my performance. “I heard once that you should never trust anyone over the age of ten who sang songs from The Sound of Music.”
 
   “Not exactly the quote but close enough for me,” I laughed. “Ellen Degeneres in Goodbye Lover. Great flick.”
 
   “That’s right,” the waitress laughed, took our order, and left but was back in a few minutes with our drinks. 
 
   “I zink ve need to talk about somezing,” Kirill started after she left a second time and I looked up at him in panic.
 
   I knew what he wanted to talk about. Kirill was an honest man and he wouldn’t like hiding our almost-kiss from Trevor. He’d probably want to move out and I just didn’t want that. I needed him. I needed him? I pushed the thought away and concentrated on pleading with Kirill with my eyes. Something flickered in his gaze and I saw that he caught the message.
 
   “You sound serious, what is it?” Trevor looked worried.
 
   “I just zink ve need be more careful vith Vervain now,” I sighed inwardly and Kirill gave a small smile. “She’s stronger now but zere’s going to be gods out for blood for simple fact zat Godhunter is now one of zem.”
 
   Good cover Kirill. Wait, he was kind of right. I frowned and thought it over. Was I going to have to give up my little house and move into Pride Palace? I didn’t want to do that but I wanted everyone to be safe… including me. As far as I knew, no one knew the location of my home except for trusted friends but that could go wrong at any time. In the God Realm, I was completely protected, the wards would let only approved visitors through and even if something bad did break in, I think my lions could handle it.
 
   “What do you suggest?” Trevor’s voice brought me out of my musings.
 
   “I zink ve should start tracing instead of using vehicles as often as possible,” Kirill took a sip of his vodka tonic. “Every time you drive, especially to club, you run risk of being followed home. Ve can’t have our home compromised. Even now, here,” he spread his hand out, “vat if a god is hiding and vaiting to follow us home?”
 
   “He’d have to have followed us here to begin with,” Trevor frowned, clearly unsettled, “but I get your point. Alright, from now on we trace into the club and we’ll be extra careful if we go someplace we can’t trace to.”
 
   “I think that’s wise,” I tried to thank Kirill for his discretion silently and he smiled wide at me. “Thank you, Kirill.”
 
   “I have to say,” Trevor smiled his cocky half grin. “I’m glad you moved in. I’m sorry I drove you away for awhile but I’m happy you’re back.”
 
   “Zank you,” Kirill clicked his glass to Trevor’s and I joined in. “Ve both vant same zing, after all.”
 
   As I took a sip, my eyes focused on Kirill’s face. He gave me a look that wasn’t entirely innocent and lent a different meaning to his words. I swallowed hard as I studied him. The sun was slanting in just right, so that it hit his eyes and made them sparkle royal blue, like the Pacific on a clear day. My amaretto sour was sweet on my tongue and all I could think about was sharing the taste with him… intimately. I put the glass down and took a deep breath.
 
   “Minn Elska,” Trevor’s hand was on my neck. “Are you feeling okay?”
 
   “Just a little tired,” I smiled weakly.
 
   “Yeah, I know,” he pushed a lock of hair behind my ear. “You’ve been through so much but I promise everything’s going to be okay now.”
 
   “I hope so,” I looked over his gorgeous face, trying to push away my attraction to Kirill. Trevor’s eyes were clear gold in the sun, outlined with black lashes, and they were filled with love for me. Did I deserve it? More and more I was thinking not but I latched on to it. I leaned in and kissed him, really kissed him, and I was relieved to feel that amazing connection between us. 
 
   Love sparked passionately, the butterflies racing through my belly in delight, and an overwhelming need for him zipped through my blood. I pulled away but only a of couple inches so I could look up at him, breathe him in, and bask in the strength of our love.
 
   “Wow,” he whispered. “What was that for?”
 
   “I just really missed you,” I sat back, secure in our connection again, until I looked over at Kirill.
 
   His face was a study in desire, in longing, every line spoke of an ache for something he couldn’t have. He quickly composed it and looked away. 
 
   Shit, now I was hurting Kirill. I’d have to be more careful. I’d have to be… he was so beautiful, my Russian black lion. What the hell? Stop. Be calm. Think about Trevor. That’s right, look over at your Wolf Prince. He's amazing, there's no one like him, and there’s a bond between us that could never be severed.
 
   “I missed you too, Minn Elska.”
 
   Okay, deep breath, everything was fine. I was not a big slut. I could control myself. I’d just take one more look to be sure. Oh, crap, those eyes, that strong jaw, the way his brows tipped up at the outer edges. 
 
   Shit.
 
   “Do you think we could go visit Vidar and Vali today?” Yes, that was it, a distraction, I needed a distraction. 
 
   “Sure,” Trevor sat back as the waitress put our food on the table. 
 
   My plate landed in front of me with a solid thud. I stared at the piece of prime rib, no not piece… slab. It must have been two inches thick and at least a foot across. I looked up at the waitress with wide eyes.
 
   “Ahh,” she lifted a brow, “you’ve never had our prime rib before.”
 
   “How the hell did you carry this all?” I looked around at the matching plates the men had ordered. “You must work out.”
 
   “Honey, this is my workout,” she laughed as she walked away.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Thirty-One
 
    
 
   “Hello,” I called out as I walked into the silver dining hall of Valaskjάlf. “Anyone here? Odin? Vidar? Vali?”
 
   A thumping and squawking filtered in and I looked back at Trevor and Kirill but they just shrugged. In moments, the source of the noise came pouring into the hall from the door at the far right. Two ravens flew in and headed straight for us with two large, white wolves tailing them. I took a step back.
 
   “Stop!” Thundered a voice from behind them and I was relieved to see Odin had joined the fray. The animals reared up and circled back, the two birds alighting on his shoulders as the wolves came to heel.
 
   “Got some new pets, did we?” I walked cautiously forward.
 
   “Vervain!” He swept me up into a big hug, the birds flying off to find a more stable perch. “I was so relieved to hear you were free.”
 
   “That’s an understatement,” Vidar smoothly took me from his father and hugged me tight. He pressed a kiss to my forehead before setting me back down and handing me over to Vali for the same treatment. “Father spoke to every god he knows to try and find a way to free you. He was like a madman, muttering to himself, barely eating, locking himself in your room with his books. When he finally gave up, it was even worse than when you died. He just started to drink and wouldn’t stop till he passed out, then he’d wake up in the afternoon and start all over again. Please don’t ever get kidnapped again, Mother.”
 
   “Yes, Son,” I smiled sadly at him, then looked over at Odin who was petting his wolves intently.
 
   “Thank you for trying to help me, Odin.”
 
   “Don’t thank me,” he lifted his face and it was lined and sad. “I was useless. All my magic and I couldn’t do a thing to save you.”
 
   “But still you tried,” I patted his arm, “so thank you.”
 
   “Vervain,” he shot a look at Trevor and I knew he was thinking of the sex. Oh damn, that amazing sex. I felt my arms break out in chills.
 
   “I’m okay now, Odin,” I stared hard at him. “Anubis’ control is gone, he can’t make me do anything I wouldn’t normally do, anymore.”
 
   “Oh,” he had a horrible crushed look in his eye. Shit, I couldn’t seem to get through the day without hurting everyone I cared about. “That’s wonderful.”
 
   I went back into his arms and kissed his cheek. “Please understand,” I whispered. “We’ll talk more about it later, okay?”
 
   “Okay,” he kissed my cheek back.
 
   “So who are these guys?” I brightened my tone as I waved to the two wolves.
 
   “You remember Geri and Freki,” he gestured at each wolf. Freki had just a little spot of black on his left ear. “I’ve always had them, as well as Hugin and Munin, my ravens.”
 
   “Oh,” I felt a memory slip in, one of Sabine’s. 
 
   Presents falling from the sky, brought in by flapping black wings, and careful eyes guarding me wherever I went. They had been my friends as well. I bent down and looked at the wolves. They cocked their heads as they sniffed the air around me, then Freki launched himself at me, yipping happily, Geri followed shortly after and I was covered in excited wolves.
 
   “They remember you,” Odin’s voice was thick with emotion and I chickened out. I kept my gaze on the wolves.
 
   “They’re so beautiful, more beautiful than I remember,” I stroked the thick fur and accepted the affectionate licks. “Grace and Fur Face,” I laughed. “That's right, we talked about them before.”
 
   A squawk and the sound of wings made me look up. The ravens were circling, something bright held in one of their claws. Munin, I don’t know how I knew the difference but I did, dropped the shiny object right into my hands. It was a heavy gold chain with an emerald on it, the size of my big toe.
 
   “Great Googli Moogli!” I sat back on the ground and held up the necklace.
 
   “Hey,” Odin shouted up at the birds. “Find your own presents, I already gave her that.”
 
   “I’m sorry,” I stared up at him. “When did you give this to me?”
 
   “In another life,” he smiled gently as he helped me to my feet. The wolves pressed close and the birds squawked their disdain to Odin. “You may have it now, if you like. The ravens obviously want you to have it. I have a whole collection of jewels that belonged to you but I didn’t think the time was right to give them back.”
 
   “I agree,” Trevor took the necklace from me and held it out to Odin.
 
   I was just about to protest, when Hugin swept in and took the necklace back, squawking up a storm. He dove at Trevor, making my poor wolf put an arm up and recoil. Then he dropped the necklace back into my hands.
 
   “Fine,” Trevor held up his hands, “she can have the damn thing.”
 
   I laughed and put the chain over my head. “That’s what you get for trying to part me from jewelry. It’s not like Odin was giving me a love token.”
 
   “Yeah, yeah,” Trevor grimaced, “at one time it was.”
 
   “Okay,” I took his hand, “your distress is noted. I wonder why they want me to have it so badly.” I held the gem up again and it sparkled at me. I felt it then, a tingling along my skin, the brush of magic. “It’s enchanted.”
 
   “Yes,” Odin smiled approvingly. “I knew you’d pick up on it. Sabine adored it but she never figured out what its magic was for exactly. She just said that she knew she’d need it one day.”
 
   “But she never used it?” The tingling was joined by gooseflesh and a shiver went down my spine.
 
   “Not in a magical way,” Odin frowned, his eye wrinkling and looking inward. “Maybe its time has finally come.”
 
   “That’s just freaky,” I dropped it down my top, “but who am I to argue with myself?”
 
   The emerald settled between my breasts, covered by the black cotton of my sleeveless dress. It was warm, not the normal cool stones usually are at first, and I had a disturbing sensation that it was alive and just as happy to see me as the animals were. Ridiculous, I was a witch so I knew you could imbue inanimate things with energy and sometimes energy felt a lot like life but it wasn’t. The stone wasn’t alive.
 
   It pulsed once, strongly, and I jumped.
 
   “What’s wrong?” Trevor shot wide eyes to me and I realized how skittish he’d become. The thing with Anubis had emotionally scarred him.
 
   “I’m fine,” I kissed his cheek. “The stone sent out a pulse and it just startled me.”
 
   “It pulsed?” Odin stared at my chest like he could see it through the fabric. “What kind of pulse? Did you think something, do something that could have activated it?”
 
   “All I thought was that it was warm and seemed alive but that it was a ridiculous notion because I know it’s not.” I felt another shiver as I watched Odin’s carefully blank face. “What? What did I do?”
 
   “I don’t know,” Odin ran a hand through his long brown hair. It was a gesture Thor did a lot too and the resemblance between father and son made my heart ache. I’d loved one man in a past life and his son in this one. Well actually, thanks to Anubis, I guess I had loved both of them this time around. It was all a little too redneck for me.
 
   “Well then, let’s not worry about it,” I started walking to the congregation of chairs in front of the huge fire on the right side of the hall. “I’ve survived hell and I’m not going to worry needlessly right now.”
 
   The wolves followed at my heels, leaving the men to stare at each other with their own concerns raging between them. I took a big comfy chair, disregarding the loveseat because that was just asking for trouble, and the wolves sat at my feet. Hugin and Munin alighted on the back of my chair and I was shocked to find that it didn’t bother me. I’m not usually much of a bird lover… probably the whole cat thing.
 
   The men finally joined me, Odin handing out mugs he filled from the ever-present pot of mead over the fire. Trevor took the chair closest to me, Kirill stretched out on the loveseat, Vidar and Odin sat across the fire from me, and Vali sprawled on the ground.
 
   “I’ve begun practicing the intermediate levels of god magic,” I smiled at Odin’s happy face. “I can make myself invisible now.”
 
   “That’s wonderful,” he lifted his mug and I clicked it. “You know you’re welcome to study any of my books, whenever you like.”
 
   “Thank you,” I smiled at him, excited at the prospect, and the wolves settled down to lie across my feet. They felt warm and soft, a heartbeat wrapped in fur. The smell of wolf musk and the comfort they were giving me, made me feel right at home, like I'd sat there like that a million times before. “I’ve got a ways to go with the book I have first though,”
 
   “Of course,” Odin settled back into his chair and took in the scene of his animals surrounding me with their love. “Everything in its time.”
 
   “Why haven’t I met these guys before?” I reached down and stroked Geri.
 
   “They spend a lot of time outdoors,” he shrugged. “They are wild at heart and it’s their hearts I love. I’d never try to domesticate them.”
 
   “They stay out of love,” I transferred my hand to Freki, so he didn’t feel left out.
 
   “Love and friendship,” Odin smiled, “maybe even adventure. My magic attracted them originally and then they just kept coming back. Of course it helps that I can transform into their shapes and commune with them. I think they’ve missed you. They may try to follow you home.”
 
   “They’re wonderful but I already have one wolf, one lion, and one tough kitty,” I looked over at Trevor and he smiled, it was good to see that smile. “I don’t think the cats would be too happy with two more wolves, and the ravens might lose some tail feathers.”
 
   The birds ruffled up behind me, as if the very thought of a cat taking even a single plume off their graceful forms, offended them. I leaned back and cooed at them until they settled.
 
   “Good, you’re here,” I looked up to see Horus walking toward us. 
 
   He’d helped defend Odin in the last battle and Odin had told him he’d always be welcome in his home because of it. I just hadn’t realized a free pass meant he could stride in unannounced… like me.
 
   “Horus,” Odin stood and gestured to a seat. “Welcome.”
 
   “I have a friend I’d like to bring through your wards as well,” Horus gestured back toward the tracing room. “Lady Ma’at.”
 
   “Ma’at? I’d love to see her. Do you mind?” I turned to look at Odin. “She’s the one who got me out and told me about the Grayel.”
 
   “Then of course she's welcome.” Odin went to adjust his wards, Horus in tow. 
 
   They were back in a few minutes with Ma’at between them. She looked as lovely as ever but there were dark smudges beneath her eyes and lines of strain around her mouth. I stood and went to her, upsetting the wolves, who got up and followed me.
 
   “Ma’at, what is it?” I hugged her. “Did he hurt you? Did he find out about you helping me?”
 
   “No, no,” she stroked my arm. “He actually suspects Thoth of helping you.”
 
   “Thoth?” I laughed.
 
   “Yes, Thoth is not overly fond of you,” Ma’at spread her hands and I led her toward a seat. “But that is precisely why he’d want you gone. I openly cared for you. I see now that it would never occur to Anubis to free something you love.”
 
   “Yeah, he’s more the if you love something make sure it doesn’t get away type.” I took my seat and Odin seated his guests before getting them both mugs of mead.
 
   Ma’at smiled but her eyes stayed sad. “Yes, my little brother has a twisted sense of love.”
 
   “Brother? He’s your brother?” The wolves perked up and looked at me with cocked heads. I comforted them automatically. “But you set me free.”
 
   “Just because he’s my brother, doesn’t mean I have to approve of, or stand behind, everything he does.” She sipped her mead and raised a brow, “Very delicious.” Odin made a quick head bow in acknowledgment. “I am the Goddess of Justice after all and justice does not allow family ties to bind her.”
 
   “Well, I’m grateful for that,” I swallowed hard as I contemplated where I’d be if not for the goddess.
 
   “As are we all,” Odin waved a hand around the group. “I can never thank you enough, Lady Ma’at. I lost her once and now, because of you and your wisdom, I may never have to lose her again.”
 
   “Yes, now you’re one of us,” she nodded to me serenely.
 
   “But you don’t look so good,” I let my face show my concern.
 
   “I don’t regret freeing you, Vervain,” Ma’at’s face changed, her eyes became earnest. “What I do regret, is what it’s done to my brother. I knew he loved you. I knew he hoped for a new life with you. But I thought this experience would teach him about what it means to love. I thought he’d realize that keeping you was wrong, that loving someone meant wanting the best for them, even if it wasn’t the best for you. He hasn’t learned that.”
 
   “It’s only been a couple of weeks, Ma’at,” I shivered, thinking of what Anubis might do in a rage. “It takes time to heal a broken heart.”
 
   “Yes, it does,” her hands were twisting nervously around her mug. “And I still have hope that he’ll come around but I fear that he’s sunk further into his darkness. He barely speaks, only leaves his room when he has souls to judge, and he’s... cruel to them.”
 
   “Are you saying that he’s judging unfairly?” I had a vision of Ammut eating the hearts of innocents and shuddered.
 
   “No, not unfairly,” she stared into her mug. “You must understand how serious our responsibilities are. We are judges of the soul, we handle the most precious piece of humanity and decide whether it’s worthy or not. There must be compassion in our work, or the souls will suffer. Anubis was once compassionate but the years made him reserved. Now, he's just cruel. He sees you in every woman and Trevor in every man. He hurts them when he removes their souls and handles them carelessly.”
 
   “You’re here because you think I can do something about it.” My voice fell heavy between us, a rock sinking to the bottom of the ocean.
 
   “I’d like you to talk to him.”
 
   “No, absolutely not,” Trevor leaned over and took my hand. “You’re never going near him again.”
 
   “Great, I’ve traded one domineering male for another,” I smiled away the harshness of my words. “I can’t hide from Anubis forever.”
 
   “Sure you can,” Trevor squeezed hard.
 
   “He can’t affect me anymore,” I looked over at Ma’at. “It would have to be in a public place.”
 
   “Of course,” she nodded and her eyes showed a twinge of hope.
 
   “No, Vervain,” Trevor stood up.
 
   “Trevor, he can’t take me again, he just can’t, and I owe her. Ma’at got me out. If she wants me to talk to Anubis, so be it. If not for her, I’d not only be talking to him but sleeping with him... as his wife. A little conversation is not so bad.”
 
   “Fuck!” Trevor turned and strode over to the nearest table to brace his arms against it and hang his head.
 
   I got up and followed him. “Honey-Eyes,” I put my hands on his shoulders and felt tremors coursing through his body. “Please support me in this. You can be there, alright? Nothing’s going to happen to me, I promise. I won’t allow that man to take me again.”
 
   “No, Minn Elska, I won’t allow him to take you again,” he turned and pulled me in tight against his chest. 
 
   Over his shoulder, I watched Kirill and Odin exchange worried looks.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Thirty-Two
 
    
 
   The Wild Room was Moonshine’s were-only section, so I guess it was appropriate for a meeting between Anubis and I, a jackal and a lioness. 
 
   Trevor was pacing the length of it, navigating his way around boulders and trees with graceful ease. There wasn’t a clear path in the whole room. It was intended to look even more like the outdoors than the rest of the club and it managed its intentions well. All the plants in it were real, as opposed to the mix in the main room, with sun lamps fit into the ceiling to care for them during the day. At night when the club was open, netting spotted with twinkling “stars” was drawn over the lamps. 
 
   So I sat next to Kirill, me on a large rock, him on the grass, and watched Trevor pace through his wondrous creation, totally oblivious to it. I tried to enjoy the smell of the vanilla and coconut orchids I insisted he include in the décor… coconut-vanilla, yum. The smell and the warmth of the fake sun were comforting but I couldn’t still the sense of growing panic in my belly and Trevor wasn’t helping.
 
   “Trevor, please,” I made a grab for his arm as he passed me.
 
   He made a perfect turn on one foot and came to a stop behind me, arms around me and head on my shoulder. His knees slid to either side of me and I felt suddenly safe. I sighed.
 
   “Thank you,” I snuggled in deeper.
 
   “How sweet,” a mocking voice I barely recognized, lifted my head. Anubis. He didn’t look so good. His magic eyes were hollowed out darkly, without a single color shimmering across them, and his cheeks seemed a little sunken.
 
   “Hello, Vervain,” Ma’at came in behind him and I could see Ty, Trevor’s little brother, looking over her shoulder in concern. I waved him away. “Trevor, Kirill, I hope you’re well.”
 
   “We’re fine, thank you, Ma’at,” I left Trevor’s warm embrace to give her a hug and a kiss on the cheek.
 
   “Don’t I get a hug too?” Anubis made a grab for my arm as soon as I stepped back from Ma’at. So of course, all hell broke loose.
 
   Trevor growled and launched himself at Anubis. In moments, the two were rolling on the grass. Kirill just watched with crossed arms and what looked a little like jealousy. I eyed Ma’at across their writhing bodies, wincing a little with every blow.
 
   “Should we try and stop them?” I inhaled sharply as Trevor drew first blood.
 
   “Probably,” Ma’at was completely unruffled in her elegant white pantsuit.
 
   “Trevor, enough,” okay so it was a halfhearted effort but I couldn’t really blame Trevor, hell I wanted to be right in there with him.
 
   Kirill stepped forward and pulled Anubis away from Psycho Wolf. He threw the god back one-handed and Anubis actually managed to land on his feet. I thought that was a cat thing. Oh well. I looked at Kirill with more than a little pride. I hadn’t known he was that strong. He smiled and it looked slow and sensuous to me. It made my heart pound even faster and my chest must have looked like I was hyperventilating because I think I was.
 
   What the hell! Not now, no time for super slut hormones now. I seriously needed to figure out what was wrong with me. Did becoming a goddess make you crazy horny? Maybe it was Aphrodite’s powers welcoming me into goddess-hood. Fuck, I just didn’t know and that was the worst part.
 
   “Alright, enough shenanigans,” I let Trevor pull me into his side because I knew he needed to establish his rights with me. I slid an arm around him and surreptitiously searched him for any injuries. He was clean. My wolf was bad ass!
 
   “I’m not going to talk to you with him here,” Anubis pointed regally at Trevor.
 
   “Well I ain’t leaving,” Trevor gave a little grin. He was hoping for another fight and as much as the thought of Anubis bleeding appealed to me, making him madder was not what this was about.
 
   “Baby,” I sighed and turned to look at him. “I’m perfectly safe in this room. The club is warded, he can’t work any mojo on me and he can’t trace me out of here.”
 
   “He could attack you,” I felt a tremor course through him.
 
   “You’ll be right outside,” I waved to the door. “You could sense any distress I felt and be in here in under two seconds. Besides, I can take care of myself.”
 
   He frowned. “I still don’t like it.”
 
   “I know, I don’t like it either but I need to talk to him.” I glanced at Kirill for help.
 
   “If he tries anyzing ve’ll be in our rights to kill him, even zough he’s under our protection vizin zese valls,” Kirill’s accent somehow made those words sound like a threat instead of a casual observance.
 
   “You’ve already attacked me,” Anubis didn’t have a scratch on him since he healed so fast, so the words sounded ridiculous, “Some kind of protection.”
 
   “You’re lucky I didn’t kill you on sight,” Trevor started forward but I pulled him back, “you rutting dog!”
 
   “Well isn’t that the mutt calling the purebred a bitch,” Anubis smiled maliciously. “How did you come to be with Miw-sher? Didn’t you bind yourself to her without her knowledge or permission?”
 
   I gasped. Had I told him that? Did he read it in my mind? Trevor looked at me with hurt eyes and I shook my head. His gaze softened a bit, the hurt melting. He knew the tricks of battle. He knew what Anubis was doing.
 
   “Trevor bound himself to me thinking he’d never be with another woman, even though he couldn't really have me at the time,” I answered as I held my wolf’s stare. “He bound his life to mine because I spared his and refused his offers of protection. I unknowingly began the bonding. It was as an accident.”
 
   “A happy accident,” Trevor smiled gently and kissed my forehead.
 
   “He bound himself to you, knowing that one day he’d get his chance and once he had you, the Binding would make sure he kept you.”
 
   “I’m not bound to him,” I glared at Anubis. “I could leave him anytime I wanted.”
 
   “Maybe but he’ll die without you,” Anubis’ dark eyes glittered but their swirl of magic never appeared. “You must touch him once a month, that guarantees a way back into your life even were you to decide to leave. You love fiercely, Miw-sher and he’s banking on that. He knows you’ll never leave him because you could never see someone you love suffer. Leaving him would destroy you almost as much as it would destroy him.”
 
   “So what?” I held onto Trevor tightly, so he wouldn’t launch himself at the other man again.
 
   “So what?” Anubis lost his cruel look for a second. “So that’s my point. He trapped you just as I tried to.”
 
   “No, not just as you tried to,” I stared at him hard, “and you know it. Trevor barely knew me when our bond was made. He did it out of honor and responsibility. He didn’t steal my free will and use it to rape me.” Trevor’s body tightened beside me and I instantly regretted the words. I wanted to hurt Anubis, not Trevor.
 
   “That was punishment for your attack on me, a god,” Anubis lifted his head and his face filled with disdain.
 
   “Oh, are we back to that? Did you forget that you admitted your fascination for me? We both know it wasn’t just punishment you had in mind.”
 
   “Fine,” Anubis’ voice was getting gravely, sinking into a growl. “I wanted you and I wanted to hurt you but that changed. You changed everything.”
 
   “She has a way of doing that,” Trevor’s mood shift startled me enough to bring my face back to his. “You do, Minn Elska. You have a way of disrupting well laid plans… in a good way. Good but usually life changing.” He turned back to Anubis with a sigh. “You’ve got fifteen minutes, after that, I come back in.” He kissed me and headed out the door.
 
   Kirill shrugged and offered his arm to Ma’at, “My lady?”
 
   “Thank you,” she took his arm and I felt a twinge of something in my gut as he led her out. Jealousy? No… no.
 
   Anubis watched me closely as the door shut us in together… alone. I had a moment of complete terror before I stamped it down and went back to my seat. I waved a hand at a boulder on my right. He came forward slowly as if afraid… of me or of what he was about to do? I felt my face creasing into a frown as he approached. 
 
   “Sit down, Anubis you’re making me nervous,” I tried to lighten the mood a bit.
 
   “Did you mean any of it?” He was finally standing before me, far enough away that I could look comfortably up at him.
 
   “Any of what?”
 
   “What you said to me, what I saw in you… in your eyes?” He dropped to his knees suddenly and covered his face with his hands. “I know I have no right to ask. I know I’ve treated you cruelly and you have every reason to hate me, none to love me, but I can’t help it,” he looked up and his face looked broken, he looked broken. 
 
   “You know there was truth in me,” I clenched my teeth against the attraction I evidently still felt and the weakness of my heart. “You were in my head, I couldn’t hide from you. I couldn’t lie to you.”
 
   “I wasn’t in your head constantly or I’d have been able to stop you from running out on our wedding.” He sat back and shook his head. “No, I’m sorry. It’s hard for a god to deny himself. For centuries, I’ve been given whatever I wanted or just taken it. Then I took you but I never really had you. I tried to break you and you broke me instead. You broke the heart I didn’t know I had.”
 
   “Anubis,” I gave a sound of frustration. “Fuck, what do you want from me?”
 
   “You,” he crawled forward and it made my chest ache to see him debase himself. Why? He’d done it to me. I should be eating it up. “I want you, the real you, all of you, as an equal to rule beside me. I want you to love me like I love you.”
 
   “I can’t be what you want,” I gave up the fight and took his hand. His eyes glistened with unshed tears. Please don’t let him cry. Please don’t let him cry. “No matter what I feel for you, we just won’t work.”
 
   “You do love me,” his face transformed and he was suddenly wrapped around me.
 
   “No… I don’t know,” I pushed against him till he fell back. “I’m not sure what I feel for you, it’s all twisted up with what you did to me. I know I don’t like to think of you sad and alone but I'm so angry at you. I truly want you to find happiness and love. I just don’t want to be that love. I don’t see how I can.”
 
   “Forgive me, Miw-sher,” his eyes held me as tightly as his hands. “Give me that at least and truly mean it. Free me from this guilt.”
 
   “Will you promise to never try to hurt me or anyone I love, ever again?” Part of me felt silly for saying it but I wanted all the reassurances I could get in that moment because I was about to do the unthinkable. I was about to forgive him.
 
   “I never want to hurt you again,” he smiled humorlessly, “but as far as your wolf, if he attacks me first, I’ll not sit there and let him kill me.”
 
   “Just promise not to start anything,” I shook my head.
 
   “Alright, Miw-sher,” he kissed my hand, “I won’t provoke any of your people. Will you give me your forgiveness now?”
 
   “Or attack any of them.”
 
   “Or attack any of them,” he agreed.
 
   “Or help anyone else attack them or provoke them.”
 
   “Or help anyone else attack them or provoke them,” he started to smile.
 
   “Fine then, I guess I forgive you.” There, I said it. Whoa, I said it. Why had I said it?
 
   “Thank you,” he bent his head over our joined hands and then stood. “Now you can release your anger for me and when you do, you’ll truly know what you feel for me.”
 
   Oh shit. I hadn’t thought about it like that.
 
   “Anubis,” I started to tell him it didn’t matter what I felt, I was in love with Trevor, but he waved his hand.
 
   “No, don’t protest now, just process,” he smiled brightly, a smile filled with too much hope for our hopeless relationship. “When you’re ready to speak with me, send Horus, I’ve given him instructions on how to enter Duat. He’ll find me and I’ll come to you.” He turned and walked out the door, leaving me stunned and speechless.
 
   “Minn Elska?” Trevor was there in a second. “Are you okay? He didn’t try anything, did he? He’s not out of the club yet, I can go get him.”
 
   “No,” I took his hand, “let him go. It’s over. He wanted my forgiveness and I gave it.”
 
   “That’s it?” He looked suspicious and I didn’t blame him.
 
   “That’s it,” I nodded and met Kirill’s gaze over his shoulder. My black lion raised one eyebrow at me. “He wants to talk to me after I’ve worked through my anger with him but I don’t have to. I don’t have to see him ever again.”
 
   “Why would he…” Trevor looked back at Kirill and they exchanged a meaningful look before he turned back to face me. “He thinks you’ll want him, if you don’t have your anger to hide behind, doesn’t he?”
 
   “Kind of,” I shrugged as he growled and stood, anger shouting from his every movement. “It doesn’t mean it’s true.”
 
   “Well of course it isn’t true,” he whirled back around, “is it?”
 
   “No!”
 
   “Well okay then.”
 
   “Okay!”
 
   “Fine.”
 
   “Fine,” I started to smile. “Can we go home now?”
 
   “Sure,” he helped me to my feet but instead of leading me out, he pulled me into a fierce hug. “I love you so much.”
 
   “I love you too.”
 
    
 
   Chapter Thirty-Three
 
    
 
   “Tima,” Kirill’s hesitant voice pulled me out of sleep.
 
   “Kirill,” I smiled and shifted over in the bed so he could climb in.
 
   He looked over at Trevor’s heavily sleeping form, then over to the spot I patted. His nostrils flared and my cheeks flamed as I realized he was scenting the sex I’d shared with Trevor before bed.
 
   “I’m sorry,” I started to scoot out of bed, grabbing a blanket to cover me. “We’ve become so close and I’ve missed you, it just seemed natural to invite you in.”
 
   “I’m flattered, Tima,” Kirill touched my arm and his eyes widened.
 
   “What is it?” 
 
   He was leaning in toward me and suddenly his scent surrounded me, wild and rich, clean cat and warm man. I reeled, my lioness rising up inside me and purring. Kirill caught me, the sheet falling, and as I pressed my breasts against his bare chest, I realized it was the first time my lioness had shown pleasure since I’d been taken by Anubis. She’d grown in strength, or maybe I’d just forgotten how strong she was, but the liquid heat of her desire poured through me and left me breathless.
 
   I stared up at Kirill’s deep blue eyes and there was nothing else for me. There was only Kirill, my black lion, my Ganza, the hand that holds the dagger to protect me, the hands that were holding me. His hair was hanging in loose waves around me and I was falling back, letting it surround me as he covered me.
 
   “Tima,” he groaned as he lost the battle and lowered his mouth to mine.
 
   I kissed him like I’d never be able to kiss another man again, like the last human touch I’d ever receive would be from his lips. I was starving for him, beyond caring that my wolf lay beside us, sleeping after making love to me. Some small part of my mind was screaming but it was lost in the lioness’ roar.
 
   
  
 

He felt so perfect in my hands, all silk and steel, the wet strength of his tongue on mine. The taste of vodka and mint in my mouth. His pants were gone and he was pressed intimately against my own naked flesh. How had that happened? It made me as hot and wet as his tongue, eager for something that a part of me knew would destroy my whole world.
 
   There was movement beside us, and then Trevor’s hand was on my face. I broke the kiss to rub my cheek into his palm and a rumbling growl filled the night. My pulse sped up at the sound, a display of desire not anger. What was going on?
 
   Kirill backed up, so Trevor could lean in to kiss me and my excitement skyrocketed. Kirill’s mouth was at my breast, his hands coasting down my sides. Their scents mingled, calling to both my wolf and my lioness. They were rubbing together inside me, sending shivers through my skin. Trevor was sliding me against him, over his chest, till I was resting against his hard body as he leaned around to kiss me. His hands replaced Kirill’s mouth as Kirill slipped lower, licking my skin as he went.
 
   Trevor broke the kiss and I had a moment of clarity, a second to utter a shocked sound, before Trevor started biting my neck and sending zings of sensation down to my toes. I moaned and relaxed into his embrace, the hard evidence of his excitement pressed against my back. He kneaded my breasts as he found the spot beneath my ear that I loved him to kiss.
 
   Kirill’s lips covered me in another sweet spot at the same time and the combined sensations sent me bucking off the bed. Kirill’s arms wrapped around my legs and he settled his mouth firmly over my core, licking at me ferociously as the silk of his hair caressed my inner thighs. Trevor scooted down and rubbed himself between the cheeks of my ass and the friction at both front and back was almost too much to bear. I whimpered and Kirill increased the speed of his kiss.
 
   I screamed, my legs shaking as my men sent me over the edge. I barely felt it when they turned me over but the pressure of Kirill pushing against my slick center was too sweet to ignore. I opened my eyes and found myself snuggled close to Trevor’s stomach. My hands smoothed over his tight abs and around his waist. He was hard against my chest and my attentions made him pulse deliciously.
 
   “Minn Elska,” he groaned and shifted his hips.
 
   “Trevor,” I looked up at him, a hard question in my face.
 
   “I want this,” he rubbed into me again. “I don’t know why, but I want this.”
 
   “Please don’t hate me later,” I felt Kirill’s hands strong on my hips, positioning me.
 
   “I could never hate you,” he leaned down to kiss me on my forehead. “I love you, Vervain.”
 
   “I love you too,” I groaned as Kirill rubbed into me, barely parting my flesh.
 
   “Tima, please,” his voice was more a breath. “Decide… now.”
 
   I looked up at Trevor, then shifted back and up onto my elbows, so that I hovered over Trevor’s pulsing length. “Yes,” I surrounded Trevor and Kirill at the same time, both men groaning out their desire simultaneously.  
 
   My mind was reeling. Trevor was hard and sweet in my mouth, my hands stroking his chest and his legs quivering around my arms. Kirill was sliding maddeningly slow in and out of me, going to his full length every time and pressing his hips tight to me at the height of the strokes.
 
   I was starting to shake again and Kirill’s hands steadied me while Trevor slid his arms down between mine, so he could knead my breasts. Trevor was thrusting up at me and I had to slide a hand down to hold him steady. Kirill’s pace became faster as well, mimicking Trevor’s until I found the perfect rhythm. The sounds of sex and growling men were all around me, while their bodies filled mine, and I knew a moment of complete happiness.
 
   Trevor tensed, “I’m going to come.”
 
   “I too,” Kirill groaned and my legs began to shake in preparation for my own orgasm. I moaned my excitement, trying to urge them to go with me.
 
   Then we did, we all came in one wild, straining, rapturous roar of completion. Trevor rushing hot down my throat and Kirill between my legs, as I cried out around the flesh that filled me, and shook through my release. Then they were sliding out of me and rolling to the bed with me. We collapsed in one sweaty, happy heap and the men pulled me up between them, their arms twining around me, holding me tightly to each of them.
 
   “Would someone please tell me what just happened?” My voice came out more like a purr and I felt my face heat in embarrassment. Hello, Mega Slut.
 
   “I’m not sure,” Trevor nuzzled into my hair. “It just felt right. I saw the two of you and something clicked. Kirill wasn’t a threat but someone who loves you, someone who will help me protect you. My wolf likes the thought of you being protected.”
 
   “That doesn’t sound like you, Trevor,” I was beginning to feel an inkling of fear.
 
   “Maybe almost losing you has changed me.”
 
   “No,” Kirill broke in but his face was buried into my shoulder, giving me the sense that he felt guilty.
 
   “Did you do this?” I peered over at him, wondering if he had some kind of magic that I’d failed to notice.
 
   “No,” he finally looked up, his blue eyes liquid. “It’s somezing I should’ve varned you of but I hoped, for your sake, for your obvious reluctance of taking more zan one lover, zat it vouldn’t come to zis.”
 
   “Come to what?” I glanced at Trevor but he seemed to be in some kind of post coital haze. My jealous, bonded mate had just shared me with a man he’d originally resented even living with us. Why was I the only one worried?
 
   “Part of magic of lioness,” Kirill rose up on an elbow, “is urge to increase Pride and mate.”
 
   “Tell me that increase the Pride and mate does not mean that I’ll want to have sex with lots of men.”
 
   “It means your very instincts vill make you take many lovers. Ours is a reversed Pride, remember? One lioness and many lions,” Kirill licked his lips nervously and I found myself focused on his mouth. “I had hoped magic changed ven it found home in you but I couldn’t resist your pull tonight. As one of your lions, I could never deny you.”
 
   “So now I’m a rapist?” My skin was going hot and cold.
 
   “No,” Trevor and Kirill both cried out.
 
   “I vant you, Tima,” Kirill stroked a hand down my cheek and I shivered. “I’ve alvays vanted you, you must know zat. I’ve just been trying to control my desire because of your love for Trevor.”
 
   “It’s going to be alright, Minn Elska,” Trevor was rubbing circles into my stomach.
 
   “Tonight has proved zat magic is unchanged,” Kirill looked like he wanted to get as much out as fast as possible. “You’ll have to take more lovers, if not, urges vill consume you and you’ll end up claiming strangers and making more lions.”
 
   “But what about Trevor,” I gestured to my happy little wolf, who only stared up at me with sweet puppy dog eyes. “Will he feel this way with anyone else or is it just you? And how many men are we talking about? I don’t have room for more men in my house.”
 
   “Trevor is Froekn but he’s also your mate,” Kirill sat up. “As your alpha mate, he has absolute certainty in his position. Your magic vill automatically reassure him, as long as your lovers have been accepted by him first. Number of lovers you take is up to you. Ve’ll have to see vat your magic requires.”
 
   “Accepted? Like how he let you live with us?”
 
   “Sort of,” Kirill gave me his first smile of the evening. “Vat vould you do if you vanted to bring another cat in house? How vould you get Nick to accept new feline?”
 
   “I’d put the new cat in a room, close the door and let them reach under it to feel each other out,” I thought about the cat instincts that went into play when you brought in a potential rival. “Once they were secure with each other, I’d let the new guy out and let them get more acquainted.”
 
   “Da,” Kirill nodded. “You have to bring possible lovers around Trevor slowly, so he can approve or disapprove. As your alpha, he should have deciding vote on vether new man is added to bed.”
 
   “They won’t have to live here will they?” I’d need a bigger house.
 
   “No,” Kirill lay back down beside me. “You have Pride Palace and plenty of villing men avaiting you. You von’t have to look for new lovers, Tima, zey’ll come to you.”
 
   “No, I freed them,” I felt an ache start to envelope my heart. “I can’t force them into my bed. What the hell am I talking about? Why are we acting like this is normal? I can’t do this. I can’t become this.”
 
   “Zis is normal,” Kirill smoothed my hair back. “Zis is who you are now and ve who love you, vill help you. You can do zis, I promise you, and I hope you’ll enjoy it.” His face turned sensual, a slow smile spreading over it.
 
   “What about you, Kirill?” I ran a finger down the face that had become so precious to me without me even realizing it. “Don’t you want your own mate, a woman you won’t have to share?”
 
   “I have my mate now,” he caught my hand and kissed it. “I’d rather share you vith a hundred men zan have anozer, all to myself.”
 
   “A hundred?” My voice was just a little squeaky.
 
   “I doubt you’ll need zat many,” he laughed and it was a low, soft sound that made me feel safe. “Nyavirezi didn’t need all lions she made, she just enjoyed having zem at her disposal. She only slept vith a few of us consistently.” 
 
   “So maybe I’ll be okay with just the two of you,” I looked over at Trevor but he was suddenly serious.
 
   “I have to admit,” Trevor frowned for a second, “a part of me still rages possessively at the thought of you with other men but Kirill is different. I don’t know why.”
 
   “Because you’ve already accepted me,” Kirill smiled grimly at my wolf. “You vill feel as you alvays have about her, except ven it comes to zose of us you choose to allow closer. Zen  magic vill rise around us and ve’ll be like brozers. You are Intare now as vell as Froekn, because of Vervain, ve are blood.”
 
   “Blood brothers, huh?” Trevor snuggled deeper into the bed and my side, looking like a content child tucked in.
 
   “Somezing like zat,” Kirill smiled at him and I caught my breath at the affection I saw in his gaze. He was right, there was already a bond between them. He caught me looking at him and smiled wider. “Ve’ll try it vith just us for now, Tima.”
 
   “I think I can handle that,” I pulled Kirill down beside us again.
 
    “Forgive me,” Kirill whispered and I looked over at him, snuggled just as tight next to me as Trevor was.
 
   “For what, baby?” Oh, crap I was already handing out the endearments. I almost groaned but his face lit up so brightly that I got over it.
 
   “I vanted zis,” he bit his lip and I was completely fascinated by that small flash of white dimpling his tender flesh. “I’m not upset zat magic found you. Every time I looked at you I hoped for it, for zis night ven I’d finally hold you and have you look at me like zat.”
 
   His hair was as long as mine and almost the same color, just a few shades darker. The heavy length of it pooled around us and I stroked my fingers through it, thinking about how much I’d wanted him too. How could I not? He was all male, the most beautiful of all Niyavirezi’s lions. His skin was perfect and smooth over tight muscles, thicker than Trevor but not as big as Thor. His eyes were a bright sapphire, clear and honest, made even brighter by the dark lashes framing them. His features were a little sharp but all male and the overall effect was mind blowing… like the sex we’d just had.
 
   “Tima, say somezing,” he swallowed hard and I realized that I’d left him waiting as I admired him.
 
   “I love you.”
 
   “Zat’s a hell of a somezing,” he exhaled hard and started to tremble.
 
   “I’m sorry,” I took his hand. “It’s okay. I didn’t mean to pressure you. I just wanted you to know that I needed you as much as you need me. I want you to know you’re special to me too.”
 
   “It’s not pressure,” he smiled as a tear slipped out of his eye, “it’s shock and awe. It’s having somezing precious after all zose empty years. I have a true goddess to love finally, a goddess who’s answered all my prayers vith one sentence.”
 
   “Does that mean you love me too?” I smiled mischievously up at him.
 
   “It means I’ve never loved anozer as I love you and I never vill.” His lips were on mine again and I was full of a sense of destiny and belonging, belonging to the moment, the future, and to my lovers. 
 
   Both of them.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Thirty-Four
 
    
 
   I felt safe and warm, thick arms around me, a thigh over mine, my foot entangled with another, and a steady heartbeat under my cheek. I sighed and opened my eyes. Trevor’s chest spread out before me and I raised my face to see him smiling down at me contentedly.
 
   “Good morning,” he whispered as he brushed some hair out of my eyes.
 
   “Good morning,” I smiled back, then blushed as I realized it wasn’t his hand across my belly or his leg over mine.
 
   “No second thoughts,” he kissed me gently. “We are all bound together now.”
 
   I looked over my shoulder to find Kirill stirring. He’d left his hair down and it had wrapped us together in the night. Then I realized I’d forgotten to put mine up too. I gave a small cry as I tried to lift my head and found myself tied down by my own hair.
 
   A small rumble of laughter alerted me to Kirill’s attention and I pouted at him as he easily extracted his hair from us by lifting me gently. He swished my hair up and over the pillows before he lowered me back down and flicked his own hair to the side.
 
   “Ve’ll have to be more careful next time,” he leaned over me, looking happier than I’d ever seen him.
 
    “Next time?” I looked over at Trevor and he leered at me.
 
   “You up for a next time?” Trevor nuzzled my cheek and I closed my eyes as shivers coursed through me.
 
   When I opened them again, they were both wearing tender expressions. My heart clenched. Why me? What had I done to deserve this? There was a time I would’ve killed for one love like this, one man who looked at me like they both were, and now I had two. I had two lovers! My mom would raise a brow and who knows what Grandma would say. Did I care? Not so much.
 
   I put a hand on each of their cheeks, looking from one to the other. I couldn’t find anything adequate to say but it didn’t matter. They knew, they sensed it and shot glances at each other before descending on me like birds of prey. I chirped, startled at their swift shift in mood, and burrowed back into the bed. It’s pretty hard to escape two shifters who already have a hold of you though.
 
   Trevor was between my thighs in a heartbeat, Kirill taking my face into his hands and kissing me senseless. His hair swirled around me as Trevor plunged home. I cried out at his sudden entry, thankful that I was ready for him. I felt him lift my hips and sink in deeper as he groaned.
 
   I ran my hands through Kirill’s hair, over his wide shoulders and down his chest till I found the hard length I was searching for. He moaned and deepened our kiss as his hands roamed over my breasts, kneading and teasing. I was cresting already and I drew away from Kirill so I could pull his hips up to my mouth.
 
   He obligingly got to his knees beside me, pushing pillows under my head so I could reach him easier. I sucked him in eagerly, amazed at the feeling of two men at once. Some part of me cringed in monogamous horror but another, wilder part shouted in triumph. Finally, it seemed to say, as it urged me to take more… give more.
 
   I lifted my hips to meet Trevor’s thrust, as I reached one hand out to stroke his bicep. His muscles were tight and a light sweat was starting to slick his skin. I moaned around Kirill and he in turn cried out. Kirill’s hand caught in my hair, yanking me to him and my whole body tightened in response, causing Trevor to growl in delight. It was an unending circle of pleasure, an electrical circuit of passion that I wanted to keep joined forever.
 
   “Tima,” Kirill cried out as his ass tensed and his hands clenched in my hair. “I can’t hold out.”
 
   I slid my hand to his ass and pulled him in as my response. He roared, his hair shaking out around us as he came before he collapsed to the bed. He rolled down to kiss me and resume stroking me as Trevor started pumping faster and faster. Kirill was at my throat then, nipping at my skin before diving down to take a nipple into his mouth. He sucked at me gently as he slid his other hand down to search for the sweet spot Trevor was already working. My eyes got huge as Trevor casually reached down and parted me further, guiding Kirill's fingers to the right place.
 
   With a few flicks of a finger, I was screaming my release with Trevor shortly following. As he crumpled, Kirill moved aside, and I kissed my wolf, feeling sated and sweetly sore. Then Trevor slid down my side, working his head under my arm and onto my breast. Kirill followed suit, latching onto a nipple and wrapping a leg around one of mine. Not to be outdone, Trevor claimed the nipple on the breast he was previously using as a pillow and started to lave me as he stared at Kirill with a challenging look. His hand snuck down into my wet folds and started the magic all over again. I looked them over and laughed, shocking myself with the sensual sound to it.
 
   “Mother?” Vidar’s voice came through the door as he knocked gently. 
 
   Talk about a mood breaker.
 
   “Oh fuck,” I whispered as I stared at my bedroom door in horror.
 
   “Everyone’s going to find out eventually,” Trevor sighed as he pulled his fingers out of me and got to his feet.
 
   “Wait,” I stopped him as he headed for the door. “I don’t know if I’m ready for certain people to know.”
 
   “Odin,” Trevor frowned and I knew he wouldn’t be welcoming my ex-husband into the fold with open arms.
 
   “Right,” I rubbed at my head, “and that’s my son out there. This is not how I want him to find out his mother is no longer a one-man woman.”
 
   “What do you want to do, have Kirill hide in the bathroom?” Trevor raised a brow.
 
   “No,” I frowned, “okay, you’re right.”
 
   “Mother, are you alright?” Vidar knocked again.
 
   “I’ll be right out,” I called and heard his footsteps echo down the hallway. “I need a shower. Can you go offer him some coffee or something, Trevor?”
 
   “Sure, baby,” he helped me out of bed and kissed me quickly.
 
   “Thank you,” I stumbled to the bathroom, my legs still trying to function properly.
 
   When I finished brushing my tangled hair, the water was hot so I jumped in. Nice, very nice on my sore body. I sighed then inhaled sharply when Kirill opened the shower door. Sputtering on the water I inhaled, I wiped my wet hair back and stepped out of the spray.
 
   “What are you doing?” I glanced nervously around.
 
   “Tima,” he laughed, sweet lions I loved his laugh. “We just had sex. Can’t I share a shower with you?”
 
   “Oh, uh,” I laughed at myself, “of course you can. This is just going to take some time for me to get used to.”
 
   “Me too,” he pushed my wet hair back and kissed me. Slow and thoroughly.
 
   I felt my knees start to buckle and he took my weight easily, shifting his arm down to my waist. He drew back and took the shampoo bottle down. With a small smile, he emptied some into his hands, then started working it into my hair. I closed my eyes as he gently massaged my scalp and slipped his sudsy fingers down to the ends of my hair.
 
   Then he was urging me back into the spray, rinsing my hair carefully before pulling me out. I opened my eyes to find him eying the bath puff I used and then the assortment of shower gels. He finally chose Romantic Wish by Victoria’s Secret and started to soap me up with it.
 
   I pushed back the memory of Anubis washing me and focused on Kirill. He knelt before me, all slick and beautiful with little droplets sparkling in his hair like diamonds. It looked like a black cape with him there on his knees. I stroked his face while he finished washing me and he smiled radiantly. Something inside me rejoiced in that smile and I knew… I finally knew how to completely heal Kirill. I’d show him that sex didn’t have to hurt or be about domination. I’d show him the give and take. I’d show him real love, real desire.
 
   He pushed at my hips till I backed into the water and rinsed the suds away. I held my clean hair to the side so I could get the hot spray everywhere and when I finally looked back at Kirill, it was to find him gazing at me hungrily. Before I could pull him to his feet, he yanked my hips forward and fastened his mouth to me.
 
   I cried out, automatically spreading my legs wider to give him better access. A rumbling sound poured from him and vibrated against me intimately. My legs began to shake, my hands holding his shoulder and his head. I held him tight like he’d just done to me, as he lifted one of my legs over his shoulder and angled me back so I could lean against the tiled wall.
 
   “Kirill,” I cried out as he feasted.
 
   Tima,” he paused a second to look up at me, “I love you.”
 
   “Vervain, call me Vervain,” I pulled his face back up.
 
   “Vervain,” his voice lowered into a husky purr as his eyes darkened. “Can I have you, Vervain?”
 
   “Yes,” I whispered and he shot to his feet, immediately working his beautiful hardness inside me gently.
 
   “More?” He nibbled on my neck and lifted my legs around his hips.
 
   “Yes,” I growled and drew him in, “more, Kirill.”
 
   “As much as you vant, love,” he pushed one of my breasts up so he could suck the nipple into his mouth.
 
   “All,” I vaguely felt the spray hitting the side of us as I clasped his head to me. “I want it all, all of you.”
 
   “It’s yours, I’m yours,” he slid home, lifting me up with the force of his shove and I made a sound of delight. 
 
   “Yes, just like that,” I gasped as I braced my feet against the walls.
 
   I came with shaking legs and digging nails, which sent him over as well. He muffled his cries in my neck, then leaned into me as the last tremors shook his body. He lowered me carefully, then turned me and washed me clean again. I took a washcloth and soaped it up, massaging it into him before he could protest.
 
   His head fell back as I soaped him, then discarded the cloth to just work his muscles with my hands. I knelt to knead his thick thighs down to his feet. When he was thoroughly clean…thoroughly, I pushed him back into the water and rinsed him off. I washed his hair and then we hurried to dry off, knowing we’d taken way too much time in the shower.
 
   Kirill helped me dress, a look of contentment on his face. Then we went down the hall to face my doom… I mean my son. I felt my steps start to slow as we got to the kitchen and I saw Vidar look up at me. He took in our wet hair and joined hands, then turned to look at Trevor in shock.
 
   “Mother?” He stood and came around the table. “What’s going on here?”
 
   “Evidently my lioness has a little more magic I wasn’t aware of,” I hugged him, then gestured for him to take his seat again. “She doesn’t like being monogamous. I had to take another mate and Trevor, as my alpha, has the deciding vote on who I choose. We chose Kirill and he accepted.”
 
   “You chose Kirill before my father?” He looked shell shocked.
 
   “Trevor’s not comfortable with your father,” I sighed and sat down. “And it wasn’t exactly as planned out as it might sound. It just happened and we had to figure it out after the fact. I’m sorry if it makes you uncomfortable.”
 
   “It doesn’t make me uncomfortable,” Vidar rubbed at his temples. “But father is going to have a fit. Are you going to take him back?”
 
   “No,” Trevor ground out and I sighed.
 
   “Trevor,” I held my hand out to him but he leaned back in his chair and crossed his arms.
 
   “No, Vervain,” he shook his head for emphasis. “I have the final say right?”
 
   I swallowed hard and thought of how hurt Odin was going to be.
 
   “Right?” Trevor’s voice went up in volume.
 
   “Yes, Honey-Eyes,” I pulled my hand back, leaving it lying in front of me on the table like a dead fish.
 
   “Then I say, no.”
 
   “You have it in your hands to end my father’s heartache and you just refuse?” Vidar pushed away from the table and stood over Trevor. “You don’t deserve my mother’s love. You’re an arrogant, childish animal.” He started for the front door.
 
   “Vidar, please!” I jumped up after him, giving Trevor an irritated look. He just shrugged, looking very unapologetic.
 
   “Mom, have you lost all the love you had for Dad?” He turned and faced me with eyes shiny from unshed tears.
 
   “Of course not,” I grabbed his arm. “I’ll always love him, you know that, but I can’t go against Trevor’s wishes in this. Since he’s given up his right to be the only man in my bed, he needs to at least have some say in who I bring into it. If he says no, then it’s no… period. If you think Odin can’t handle that, then don’t tell him. Hell, I didn’t want you to find out like this, I sure don’t want to drop it on your father.”
 
   “You can’t keep this from him,” his eyes went wide, horrified that his mother could do something so callous, I guess. 
 
   “I don’t want to hurt him, baby,” I pleaded with him with my eyes. Don’t let me lose my son over this. “I don’t want to hurt you either but this is the way things are.”
 
   “You need to tell him, Mom,” his face relaxed into acceptance. “He’ll be more hurt if he finds out about it from someone else.”
 
   “Fine, I’ll tell him.”
 
   “Today,” Vidar looked so stern and I saw his father in the hard lines. It made my heart hurt.
 
   “Alright, baby,” I held my arms out and he went into them.
 
   “We love you so much, Mother,” he whispered into my hair. “I know they do too but don’t let their love blind you to ours.”
 
   “Never,” I hugged him tighter. “Nothing could blind me to you.”
 
   A knock at the front door startled me and made me step back. Vidar frowned, pushing me behind him as he leaned towards the door and listened. After a few moments, he moved forward and opened it, only then did I notice Trevor and Kirill beside me.
 
   “Mother,” Vidar turned back and gave me a confused look, “I think you have another admirer.”
 
   I started to walk forward but Kirill stuck a hand out. “No, Tima, I check first.”
 
   He moved around Vidar and went out the door. Some rustling sounds came through and then some clinks until Kirill emerged with an armload of bottles and flowers. He made a movement with his head, indicating that Vidar should help him with whatever else was left. Then he took his burden to the kitchen table, the bottles clinking on the glass surface that protected the carvings of my Chinese dining table.
 
   I went over to inspect it all. Four bottles of what appeared to be a dark red wine and a bouquet of white roses, something about them tugged at a memory. Then Vidar put a stone jewelry chest down beside the rest and it all hit home.
 
   “Oh fuck,” I backed away from it all.
 
   “What?” Trevor had me behind him, like the gifts presented a threat.
 
   “They’re from Anubis,” I couldn’t take my eyes off them.
 
   “Anubis?” Vidar eyed the gifts like they were coiled snakes.
 
   I stepped forward and opened the chest. All the jewelry Anubis had given me was inside, along with a piece of parchment. I picked it up as the men watched and then I read.
 
   Footsteps in the corridor but none are hers.
 
   Laughter on the breeze but it’s not mine.
 
   No sound delights me when she’s gone.
 
   No touch, no taste, no smell.
 
   For how can joy be found without her?
 
   And how can I find her again?
 
   I threw the paper back into the chest, where Trevor snatched it back up. He growled and was about to tear it up when Kirill took it from him and read it with a raised brow, before handing it to Vidar. Great, everyone felt entitled.
 
   I picked up the bottles, instantly realizing what they were: Duat wine. Oh yum, I couldn’t waste that could I? Wasting such good alcohol had to be a sin. I went to the kitchen and found a corkscrew while the guys argued over whether to tear up the note and chuck the stuff or send it all back to him.
 
   “Don’t touch anything,” I called sweetly from the kitchen, stopping the ruckus. “I’m keeping it all.”
 
   The ruckus started again. I pushed through them serenely with a crystal wine glass and the corkscrew. While they shouted, I opened a bottle, poured me some wine, sat down, and took a sip. It was better than I remembered. The shouts seemed to melt away as I sipped and a warm comforting feeling filled my belly. I sighed and began to look through the jewelry.
 
   “Vervain,” Trevor sat down next to me, trying for a calmer tone. “You can’t mean to keep presents from him.”
 
   “Why not?” I held up a sparkling ruby earring. The gems were suspended from a wide gold umbrella shape and dangled down like fresh drops of blood. “It’s not like I love him or anything, so why should his presents bother you?”
 
   “Oh, I don’t know,” Trevor’s voice went up in volume again, “maybe because he’s the guy who kidnapped and raped you!”
 
   “We won, Honey-Eyes,” I put the earring down and looked over at Trevor. “He’s beaten. Look at the poem again. He’s heartbroken, the worst pain that anyone can feel. What more do you want? What worse revenge is there?”
 
   “Yeah but do you have to keep his stuff?” He leaned back and sighed.
 
   “I have seventy-seven lions to care for, if I need to, I can sell these plus the diamonds I had on when I left him. They should bring in a lot of money and I won't have to worry about the boys anymore. Or myself for that matter. Besides,” I held my glass out to him, “maybe you should try the wine before you make any rash decisions.”
 
   He took the glass with another sigh and sipped at it. The sip turned into a swig and then he was draining the glass while he reached for the bottle.
 
   “Hey,” I took the bottle away from him and poured a modest amount. “Savor it, don’t guzzle.”
 
   The clunk of glasses on the table turned my eyes back to the others. Kirill and Vidar looked at me expectantly and I laughed as I poured them some. Kirill handed me a third glass to replace the one Trevor had stolen. I held my full glass up.
 
   “To the beasts we are,” they clinked their glasses to mine, “and those we’ve conquered. May they never bite us in the ass again.”
 
   I drank down my wine as the men did the same but the taste started to sour as the obvious finally occurred to me. 
 
   Anubis knew where I lived.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Thirty-Five
 
    
 
   “Odin,” I called out as I knocked and was rewarded with a thump, a muffled oath, and heavy footsteps. The door of my old room in Valaskjálf opened to reveal a severely mussed, one-eyed god. 
 
   “Vervain?” He smiled and opened the door wider, “Come in.”
 
   I followed him over to the couch and automatically pulled a thick fur over my legs. He filled a mug of mead for me from the pot over the fire and soon I was warm and toasty but I still wasn’t sure how to start.
 
   “Odin, I need to talk to you about something a little delicate,” when I looked up, he was looking around us curiously.
 
   “You’re alone?” He tilted his head. “Trevor has relaxed his guard finally?”
 
   “Uh, yeah for the moment,” I took a comforting sip. “I told him I needed to speak to you privately.”
 
   “Oh,” he looked away. “I understand, Vervain, you don’t have to spell it out for me. It happened and you want to pretend it didn’t. It’s okay, I won’t tell your wolf.”
 
   “No, honey,” I sighed and he glanced back. “Thank you for your understanding but this is about something else. There have been some side effects to the lioness magic.”
 
   “Side effects?” He sat up straight. “Are you okay?”
 
   “I’m fine,” oh shit, how was I going to say this? “It turns out that there are base urges that come with the magic, sort of like how wolves mate for life and so werewolves have a bonding ritual.”
 
   “You’re marrying Trevor,” he sounded so heartbroken.
 
   “No,” I leaned forward and took his hand. “Think about lions in nature, are they monogamous like wolves?”
 
   His forehead creased, “In a way, I guess, the females are to the lion of the Pride.”
 
   “Yes, in a normal Pride where there is one lion and the rest are females but…”
 
   “But your Pride is reversed,” Odin’s beautiful eye started to shine. “You are the alpha and so they are faithful to you.”
 
   “Uh-huh,” I looked at him expectantly, hoping he’d finish it so I wouldn’t have to.
 
   “But you would not be… monogamous,” his jaw fell open.
 
   “Right,” I let go of his hand to sit back into the couch. “I’ve had some powerful feelings lately and they’ve influenced not only me but Trevor as well. It seems that it’s part of the lioness magic, my alpha mate will be fine with me having others, as long as he approves of them first. They have to be part of our Pack… er, Pride… family, whatever.”
 
   “So you’ll be taking lovers,” Odin was watching me carefully.
 
   “Yes but before you get your hopes up, Trevor has vetoed you.” I finally met his gaze and the hurt there made me look away again. “Its not my choice, you know I still love you and I would jump at the chance to have you back but I think that may be the problem. Trevor’s threatened by you and he refuses to allow you to be with me. I think he feels that you’d replace him as alpha. I’m sorry, I wanted you to hear it from me.”
 
   “So I’m to stand aside and watch you take not only the wolf to your bed but others as well?”
 
   “I think the word watch isn’t exactly appropriate for that sentence,” I smiled a little helplessly at him.
 
   “I never thought of you as cruel, Vervain.”
 
   “It’s not my choice,” I looked away and swallowed back the tears. Why did Trevor have to be so stubborn?
 
   “What about Thor,” Odin’s bitter voice brought my gaze back to his, “have you talked about adding him to your list of lovers?”
 
   My heart leapt. I hadn’t considered Thor. “No, we’ve only just found out about it all. We haven’t discussed any other potentials.”
 
   “So I was your first consideration? Well, there’s that at least.” Something must have shown on my face because his turned from vague acceptance to suspicion. “Or was I? There’s something you haven’t told me.”
 
   “As you know,” I cleared my throat and tried to keep eye contact. “Kirill lives with us.”
 
   “I should have guessed,” he shook his head and fell back against the couch. “I suppose he’s passed Trevor’s test with flying colors.”
 
   “In a way,” I couldn’t help it, my face flushed.
 
   “You’ve already taken him to bed, haven’t you?”
 
   “It just kind of happened.”
 
   “Like the day we made love?” He sat up and went to the floor in front of me while his hands gripped mine. “Was what happened between us part of this new magic?”
 
   “I don’t know,” I blinked slowly.
 
   I’d assumed it was all because of Anubis’ cold but maybe there was more to it than that. I’d been missing Odin in a very physical way, ever since I started having memories of him, so I never considered that the increase in my attraction to him could have stemmed from a magical source. What if it was part of my new magic? What exactly did that mean for us?
 
   “Am I not already a part of your Pride then?” Odin’s grip had tightened and his eye was gleaming. “You’ve already accepted me as a lover.”
 
   I started to hope too until I remembered an integral point. “Even if that were true, Trevor still doesn’t accept you and I can’t push him in this. He’s lost the chance of having me all to himself and that’s a lot for any man to take but for a wolf, it’s especially hard. I need to let him have something in his control and I want him to be as happy as possible. You and I together would not make him happy.”
 
   “But it would make you happy,” he reached for my waist and pulled me down into his lap. “Does that count for nothing?”
 
   “He’s already done quite a lot for my happiness,” I knew I should get up but my limbs just weren’t following orders. I think they were on strike.
 
   “I can do more,” Odin’s lips brushed mine. “I’d do anything to make you happy.”
 
   The carpet was soft under my back and I had no idea how I’d wound up down there. I frowned and looked around but Odin reclaimed my attention with a masterful nibble on my neck. I sighed and raised my hands to thread through his hair. It was softer than I remembered.
 
   With a tortured moan, I pulled him in tighter. There was only so much I could take. My hormones were in overdrive and here was this gorgeous god who was promising me everything and trying his damnest to come through immediately. Not only that, I loved him and that love was more overpowering than any physical pleasure.
 
   I’d had a taste of him before but that had been with a cold heart. My heart was anything but cold at the moment. It was beating erratically and filled with memories of the man in my arms. Love was too small a word for what I felt. The emotions that raged in me were beyond love, too wild, too intense to be bound by such a simple word, too rapturous to be labeled at all.
 
   I looked up into Odin’s face and it was like several thin films had layered themselves over him. He was Odin now but he was also then. He was one-eyed and whole all at once, the god I loved then and the man I loved now. He was everything and our love was eternal.
 
   He shifted and the layers fell away. My memories peeled back and I was left with the warm man in my arms. All I could think was How? How could I have been separated from him for so long and still thought of myself as alive? How could I have forgotten this feeling? How could I have let it go… let him go?
 
   A roar filled my ears as Odin was swept off me. I blinked in surprise and jumped to my feet as instincts took over. I felt my muscles bunch in preparation of a fight and was about to leap to Odin’s defense when I saw who was on the floor tangling with him.
 
   “Trevor!” I did leap forward then, except it was to wedge my body between the men. “Stop it, Trevor! Enough!”
 
   He was heaving angry breaths as he gained his feet, still staring hard at Odin. He didn’t take his eyes off the Viking when he finally spoke to me. “Damn you, Vervain, damn you and him both!”
 
   “Trevor, I’m so sorry,” I held a hand out to him but he flinched away from me. A part of my heart screamed. “Trevor, please, I was trying to explain things to him.”
 
   “And this is how you explain?” He finally turned to me and I cringed away from the hurt I saw. 
 
   “Honey-Eyes…” I stepped closer.
 
   “No!” He closed the distance and grabbed me by my upper arms. “Don’t say your pretty words to me! Don’t say anything. I’ve sacrificed for you, over and over. I’ve given you a part of my soul, my fidelity, my body, and my love… all of my love. I’ve accepted that to love you means to share you, so I’ve allowed another man into our bed. All of this I did for you and the only thing I asked was, not him.” He removed a hand to point accusingly at Odin. “I can deal with other lovers as long as I know I’m first in your heart, as long as I know you love me best. I’m your Alpha! I demand it! I will not play second string to him!”
 
   He shoved me away and I landed hard on the couch. Odin made a move toward me but Trevor crouched low and snarled. The air started to crackle with Odin’s magic as they faced off. Trevor smiled grimly as claws extended from his fingers.
 
   “No!” I screamed and flung myself between them. 
 
   I knelt there and the sound that came out of me was pure torment. I just screamed and screamed in anguish, covering my face as I wept. I hated crying, especially in front of witnesses, but it was just too much. The two men I loved more than anything else were about to tear each other apart and it was because of me… because I had no idea how to love them without them hating each other. As my tears slowed, I realized that it had gone silent around me. 
 
   My face was pressed to the floor, so I lifted it slowly, surprised to find both of them so near they could touch me. They weren’t touching me though, they were caught in a tremulous truce and neither one seemed inclined to break it by reaching for me first. So I reached for them, at the same time.
 
   “I don’t know what to do,” I looked back and forth between them before settling my gaze on Trevor. “I chose you and I would have been faithful to you for as long as we stayed together but this new magic has made me into a monster. I can’t fight what I feel for him anymore. I don’t even want to. No matter what I do, I hurt someone I love. I feel like I’m being ripped apart and half of me wishes I were back in Duat where the choices were made for me.”
 
   “Don’t say that, Vervain,” Odin squeezed my hand. “I’ll back off. I said I’d do anything for you and I meant it. I’ll leave you alone.”
 
   “I don’t want you to leave me alone,” I sighed, “that’s the problem. I love you and I want to be a part of your life.” I leaned in to Trevor, “but I love you too. You are my alpha and you’re right, you’ve sacrificed more for me than I deserve. You deserve to set a few rules at the very least and I should have never responded to Odin like I did. I deserve your anger, not your love but please don’t fight with Odin, you’d do the same if you were in his position.”
 
   “Now you want me to sympathize with him,” Trevor shook his head, his anger starting to return. “He’s had you for a lifetime.”
 
   “And mourned her for several more,” Odin met Trevor’s gaze steadily. “You know what it’s like to love Vervain and lose her. Now think of going through that for centuries, knowing, without a doubt, that nothing and no one could bring her back.”
 
   “But she is back,” Trevor said quietly.
 
   “Exactly,” Odin’s expression softened. “Imagine having a chance of touching her, being with her, after suffering for so long. What would you do to make that happen?”
 
   Trevor closed his eyes as his shoulders hunched forward. “You’ll take her away from me.”
 
   “That’s not even possible,” Odin waved a hand towards me. “Look at her. She would have chained herself to Death forever, just to save your life. Then she became a goddess to escape him and live forever with you.” Odin stopped, swallowing convulsively a second before he could continue. “On her deathbed, I begged Sabine to change her mind and become immortal. She refused, even faced with death, she refused me but for you, she accepts eternity.”
 
   “Odin, it wasn’t for lack of loving you.” A memory came back suddenly, of me lying in bed and Odin kneeling beside me with tear-stained cheeks.
 
   “Yes, it was,” Odin swallowed hard and looked away. “If you had loved me enough, you wouldn’t have left me.”
 
   “Don’t you dare,” now I was getting mad. “I had my reasons for not choosing immortality and none of them was to make you suffer. I truly thought you’d love again, how could you not?”
 
   “I promised you I’d love only you for the rest of my life.”
 
   “And they call you the Oathbreaker,” I smiled sadly. “Why would the one promise you decide to keep, have to be that one?”
 
   “Because it was the only one I didn’t have a choice in,” he gently smoothed my hair away from my face.
 
   “Alright,” Trevor’s voice was almost too soft to hear.
 
   “What?” Odin and I both spoke the word and turned to look at him together.
 
   “I don’t want to see you together though,” his jaw clenched. “Visit with him here and spend time with your sons but I never want to hear about it and I never want to see it. If I’m in the room, you two are just friends, got it?”
 
   “Got it,” I whispered but all Odin could do was nod.
 
   “Now I want to go home with my mate,” Trevor stood and held out a hand for me.
 
   By the time I gained my feet, I was crying. He brushed the tears away and kissed me gently. 
 
   “Thank you, Honey-Eyes,” I hugged him, wondering what I’d done in a past life to deserve such good men.
 
   “Odin’s right,” he met Odin’s stare. “You’ve made sacrifices as well but I’ve chosen to ignore them. I may not like this situation but it is what it is and keeping you two apart despite the way things have changed would be cruel. I refuse to be cruel to you, Minn Elska.” 
 
   “Thank you,” Odin was finally on his feet. “I give you my word that I’ll never try to take more than you’ve just given me. I’ll respect your status as her alpha and I’ll keep my hands to myself when you're around.”
 
   “So be it,” Trevor gave Odin a quick nod, then guided me out of the room.
 
   I met Odin’s gaze over my shoulder and he smiled.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Thirty-Six
 
    
 
   “Sephy, you can say no,” I was sitting across from Persephone in my back yard while Trevor and Kirill were vying for prime cooking positions at the grill.
 
   “No she can’t,” Hades smirked from his seat beside my friend. “That bitch needs a lesson and it’s about time someone threw the book at her.”
 
   “You kind of squished two sayings together there, hot head,” I laughed away some of the tension the conversation was giving me. 
 
   “I can squish whatever I like,” he pulled Persephone closer for a demonstration. “She still needs to do this for you.”
 
   “Yes,” Persephone answered around giggles.
 
   “Yes?” I wanted to be absolutely clear about everything.
 
   “Yes, I’ll trick Mom into meeting with you so you can kick her ass,” she grinned. “I’ll just ask her to meet me for lunch or something. She’s been dying to get back into my good graces. This’ll be great. It’ll serve two purposes, you can get a little revenge and I can show her that I’m not about to forgive her.”
 
   “Okay. Let’s do it.”
 
   “Vill you leave my steaks alone?” Kirill's voice carried over from the grill.
 
   “You're going to burn them,” Trevor was angling his body in front of Kirill to try to push him away.
 
   “Fine,” Kirill tossed his tongs down, grabbed his beer, and sauntered over to me. “I'll just entertain myself elsevere.”
 
   He lowered himself to the ground in front of me, wedging himself between my legs and resting an arm across my lap. I laughed and stroked his hair back as I looked over at Trevor. My wolf made a face at me and shook his head, returning to his cooking as if he was the only one capable of any responsibility.
 
   “I'm so jealous,” Sephy winked at me, “a werewolf and a werelion, you're so lucky.”
 
   “We really need to work on this kink of yours, bunny-nose,” Hades pulled her closer. “I mean what's next? You gonna ask me if Cerebus can join us?”
 
   “Ewww,” Sephy slapped his thigh. “There is a difference between Weres and actual animals. Besides, that whole three headed thing is kinda off-putting.”
 
   “So can I just put on a fur coat?” Hades eyes were shining so brightly, I could see the glow even behind his ever present shades.
 
   “Stop it,” Sephy kissed his cheek. “You know I don't want anything but exactly what you are.”
 
   “I'm so relieved,” his dry delivery was perfect.
 
   “Me too,” I added, “for Cerebus.”
 
   Everyone laughed and I joined in while I absentmindedly rubbed the pendant at my throat. The emerald Odin had given me grew warmer beneath my fingers and it lulled me into a relaxed state. I stared at the glowing coals in the grill, my eyelids becoming heavy, until a pair of eyes seemed to separate from the fire and rush into me.
 
   I gasped and sat up, shocked out of my meditative state. Kirill looked up at me in concern but I laughed and shook my head at him, implying that it was nothing. He frowned but went back to relaxing against me. My hand drifted down into his hair, automatically seeking the comfort it gave me as I tried to remember what those eyes looked like.
 
   I couldn't picture them. All I got was a sense of heat, of fire from within. I wasn't scared though. I didn't think it was a warning, it had felt more like a calling. As soon as I thought that, my Nahual perked up inside me and gave a rumbling sound of assent. This wasn't something to fear. I sighed and relaxed a bit more. That was a relief, I didn't need anything more right now.
 
   I frowned. So if not a warning, what was it? I took the emerald in hand again and it pulsed happily, vibrating a little against my skin. Had the emerald showed me the vision? It pulsed again. Okay, that was a little creepy.
 
   If only it could come out and tell me what it wanted me to know. It must be something to do with my magic since my Nahual approved, my innate human magic. But what kind of human magic was heralded by fiery eyes. Eyes that didn't feel in the least bit human.
 
   I looked over at Trevor and he smiled at me, looking so domestically content. Should I tell him? Maybe he could tell me what kind of eyes they were. But when I thought about them, I realized that even though I knew they weren't human, I still couldn't see them clear enough to describe them. All I had were strange feelings. Maybe it was best to keep it to myself for now. I didn't want to rain on Trevor's peaceful parade.
 
   I smiled back at my mate, and for just a second, I had the strangest feeling that my smile was bigger than my face. And full of very sharp teeth.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Thirty-Seven
 
    
 
   “Tima,” Kirill stood in the doorway of my bedroom.
 
   “Come on in, honey,” I put down the book I was reading and patted the bed.
 
   He climbed in with a smile and settled down next to me. Trevor was at the club, so it was just me and Kirill… in bed. I started to blush and he smiled wider.
 
   “Vervain,” his voice had gone husky. “I need to talk to you before you distract me vith your body.”
 
   I blushed more. 
 
   “Vhy are you going after Demeter?” He stroked the hair back from my face.
 
   “You know why,” I took his hand from my hair and kissed it.
 
   “I don’t vant revenge,” his eyes were so blue, so steady.
 
   “You deserve it,” I shook my head and sat up. “How could you not want it?”
 
   “I’m happy, Tima,” he scooted behind me and pulled me back against his chest so he could rest his face on my shoulder. “She is not. Is zis not revenge enough?”
 
   “No,” I twisted so I could look at him. “When I think about what she did to you…” I felt my teeth clench. “What she did to Trevor and Al. At the very least, I must avenge my lion's death. The Intare needs it. I want to kill her for what she did but I don't think I can do it. No matter what’s happened between Persephone and Demeter, she’s still Sephy's mother and I refuse to kill another friend’s mother. Demeter's death blow will have to come from another source but I can at least hurt her a bit.”
 
   “Another?” He shifted me around so I was draped across his lap. “Who's mother have you killed already?”
 
   “That’s right, I forgot that was before you came along,” I smiled a little, thinking how odd it seemed that there was ever a time before Kirill. “I killed Ull’s mother.”
 
   “Oh, da,” he looked thoughtful. “Zat’s vhy you left Zor… and vhy he still hates Loki.”
 
   “Yeah, Loki kinda forced the situation.”
 
   “And yet, you’ve forgiven him.”
 
   “He’s trying to get his family back,” I frowned. “I haven’t exactly forgiven him but I’m not going to stand in the way of Fenrir reuniting with his father or Trevor with his grandfather.”
 
   “Tima, let it go,” he kissed my cheek gently. “Demeter vill reap her harvest of bitterness and zat shall be your revenge. Don’t chase her, not for me.”
 
   “Why not?” My ire was rising. She hurt two of the men I loved, killed one of my lions, and she kicked me when I was down. I couldn’t just sit back and do nothing.
 
   “It’s not vorth risk.”
 
   “The risk of what?”
 
   “Of losing you,” he finally lost some of his cool and a small growl crept out of him.
 
   “I can take her.”
 
   A larger growl of frustration poured out. “You underestimate her!”
 
   “Kirill,” my voice went down to a coaxing purr, “I’ve seen her fight. I know her strengths and I know mine. Hand to hand is not her strong point.”
 
   “She’s still a goddess.”
 
   “And now, so am I,” I couldn’t help the smugness. I’m a freakin’ goddess! I still couldn’t believe it.
 
   “Da,” he sighed and rested his forehead against mine for a moment. “And I am your Ganza. It’s my job to protect you.”
 
   “And I am your Tima,” I smiled and snuggled in closer. “I am responsible for all of you. As you protect me, so do I protect you… and punish those who hurt you.”
 
   “It happened before you became Tima,” his voice had gone soft and unsure.
 
   “She killed Al after I became Tima,” I could see it angered him too, he just didn't want to gamble with my life. “I'm just gonna teach her a lesson, and grab something for the wolves to use to track her. Then they can kill that bitch.”
 
   “Let someone else do zis.”
 
   “Did I tell you about seeing her my first day in Duat?”
 
   “No,” he looked even more unsure.
 
   “Anubis had me chained to his belt,” I swallowed hard. I’d skimmed over the details of my stay in the Underworld. Most of it was just too humiliating to tell anyone but more than that, I didn’t want to hurt my men. 
 
   “He shackled you?” Uh-oh, that sound was the beginning of rage.
 
   “No,” I stroked his back soothingly. “He had this gold collar that he attached a chain to.” I decided to leave out the fact that there were indeed shackles involved, he just used them at more intimate moments.
 
   “So he could lead you around like animal?” Kirill’s body started to shake.
 
   “Kirill, please,” I looked away from his penetrating gaze. I wasn’t sure I could finish the tale with him looking at me like that.
 
   “I’m sorry, Tima,” his arms closed tighter around me, “continue. I von’t interrupt again.”
 
   I looked back up at him and his eyes were a banked fire, his anger carefully covered for the time being. “My first meal in Duat was shared with not only Anubis, Thoth, and Ma’at but also Ares and Demeter. She said some snotty things and she slapped me.”
 
   “She struck you?” He asked and I gave him a pleading look. “I’m sorry.”
 
   “Anubis stopped her from hitting me twice but I made her a promise then. I told her when I got free, I’d hunt her down and she’d pay… not for what she did to me but what she did to Trevor, Al, and to you.” I kissed him softly on the lips. “I always keep my promises and besides, she likes to hurt people when they’re down. Why shouldn’t I do the same to her?”
 
   “Because you’re better zan zat, Tima,” Kirill snuggled into my neck and started to purr. I  nestled closer, closing my eyes before I whispered.
 
   “No, I’m not.”
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Thirty-Eight
 
    
 
   Malaekahana Beach was known as a place of refuge to the ancient Hawaiians. They believed it to be magical. Well it was going to be magical all right, just full of magic, as soon as the fighting began.
 
   It was where Persephone had asked her mother to meet her.
 
   Normally, I’d have requested another location. I hate sand and I’ve got a fear of the ocean that only Thor had been able to get me over… temporarily. I know, I know, I live on an island but I can’t help where I was born and I love my home… just not the beach.
 
   The beach can also be a difficult place to battle. Sand is, at best, unsure footing. Crashing waves can also be a hindrance. Then there's the public to worry about. I really didn’t want any witnesses to my little meeting with Demeter…or as I like to call her, Dementor.
 
   In the end, it was the public thing that actually decided it. Malaekahana was near the North Shore but not in a prime surfing location, so usually you could find a big patch of the beach deserted. There weren’t too many other choices that wouldn’t raise a red flag for Demeter and I wanted to at least have the element of surprise.
 
   So I found myself walking down the beach, dressed not in a bikini but my fighting leather. It was a little uncomfortable but I wasn’t about to show up for a gunfight with a knife… or in a sarong. 
 
   The sand, although not even close to being my favorite thing, made great ground for sneaking up on Demeter. My claws were already extended from their glove-sheaths, curving over my fingers eagerly, so I didn’t have to alert her with the click that accompanied their release. I was quiet as a cockroach when I stepped up behind her.
 
   I grabbed her by the very convenient ponytail she was wearing and punched her in the jaw. She went down in an arc of blood but she came up just as quickly, shooting her leg out to take me down. 
 
   Kirill was right, I’d underestimated her.
 
   “Godhunter,” she spat blood as her face began to heal. “What have you done to my daughter?”
 
   “Oh Sephy’s fine,” I sent my own kick to her belly and was thrilled to see her double over. “She set this up for me. Isn’t that sweet?”
 
   “She’d never betray me like this!” When she was on the ground, Demeter had grabbed a handful of sand which she tossed into my face.
 
   I spat and blinked, trying to get the evil stuff out of my eyes and mouth. She used the opportunity to tackle me and soon the sand was really flying. I gave up and fought blind. It didn’t really matter when you were latched onto your opponent.
 
   “She didn't betray you,” I grunted in between jabs. “You can't betray an enemy.”
 
   “My daughter will never be my enemy,” she pulled back for a second and I had to struggle to hold onto her. My eyes were still burning, even though it was just a couple grains that got in, and I couldn't open them. If I lost hold of her, I was up that creek.
 
   “I have no idea how you managed to raise such a sweet woman,” I heard her dress tear a little but I was able to pull her in. “You're vile, it's amazing you didn't poison Sephy.”
 
   “Her name is Persephone,” she moaned a little when I managed to head butt her in the nose.
 
   “She happens to like being called Sephy,” I spat before she landed a punch to my belly.
 
   We rolled across the beach, grunting and screaming as we tried to get punches in. Finally, after taking quite a few knocks myself, I was able to get her pinned and blink away all the sand from my eyes. I smiled grimly down at her as I removed a dagger from my belt. Her eyes widened.
 
   “You’re going to kill me, Godhunter?” She was terrified and I was eating it up. I only wished I had a camcorder. “The world needs me, Persephone needs me.”
 
   “Nobody needs you, you arrogant bitch,” I shook my head at her ego. “You've fallen for your own lies. Without you, the seasons will still come and go, the grass will grow just fine. In fact, I know my world will be ten times better without you in it.”
 
   “Humans are nothing without gods,” she spat. “None of your advances would have been possible without us.”
 
   “This isn't about gods,” I leaned harder on her arms and heard a satisfying crack and an even more satisfying scream. “This is about you but more importantly, this is about Al, Trevor, and Kirill.” Her face paled and she went still beneath me. “That's right, you know what you did, I'm not gonna bore us both with a lengthy list of your perversions. You're twisted, disgusting, and it makes me sick to even look at you but I'm not going to kill you today,” I let disappointment fill my voice. “Even though she no longer loves you, you are still Sephy's mother. Today, that's saved your life but if you ever come after me or mine again, Sephy or no, I will kill you slowly. I will cut you apart piece by piece, burning each piece in front of you as I go, and then I will scatter your ashes to the wind. Then again, you probably won't last that long. See you made a huge mistake in trying to kill the Froekn's Prince. They're coming after you and they have no ties to Persephone to hold them back. You better run.”
 
   I grinned down at her.
 
   “Of course, that doesn't mean you get a free pass on Al or Kirill,” I pulled her up by that long, blonde hair and her eyes got wider. I’d pondered over the best way to get back at Demeter without killing her and I’d finally thought of this. 
 
   I brought the knife down quickly and Demeter fainted.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Thirty-Nine
 
    
 
   I couldn't stop smiling. I had escaped Anubis, reunited with Trevor, become Kirill's lover, and by some miracle I was going to have Odin back too. Now I'd dealt with Demeter and kept that vow I'd made. It was the last thing I needed to feel happy. 
 
   I drove home casually, content now to enjoy the scenery on my way. Thick trees rose to either side of the highway, waving their branches in a victory dance for me. I rolled down the window and breathed deeply of the mountain air. I passed the entrance to the Pali lookout and wondered how many tourists were getting blown around in the crazy wind up there.
 
   Just before I hit the first tunnel, I glanced up into my rear view mirror and saw Pele's smiling face looking back at me.
 
   “Great Goddess of Fire!” I screamed and nearly drove into the mountain.
 
   “Calm yourself, Godhunter,” she laughed as she zapped herself into my front seat.
 
   “What the hell, Pele?” I asked as we came out into the sun again. “I'm not carrying any pork.”
 
   “This has nothing to do with that pig-man,” she laughed. “I just wanted to talk to you.”
 
   “So it's true,” I thought back to all the stories I'd heard growing up about how you should never transport pork over the Pali. “You mess with people who bring pork over the Pali.”
 
   “I have some fun every now and again,” she shrugged. “Everyone knows I don't want any part of that dickhead on my side of the island. If they bring pork over this mountain, they're fair game. I just stall a few cars and occasionally show up in people's rear view mirrors. No big deal.”
 
   “No big deal?” I glanced over at her mischievous expression. “I nearly had a heart attack.”
 
   “I apologize,” she chuckled. “I just wanted to let you know how things are going with the drug clean up.”
 
   “Oh yeah,” I hadn't even thought of all that. “Did you find all the stashes?”
 
   “I believe so,” she nodded grimly. “I burned them all. I'm sure there will be others trying to fill the void but now they will not have the protection of a god to creep under. The police will have a much easier time doing their job and that greasy little leech won't be taking from my people anymore. I am at peace.”
 
   “Good for you,” I grinned. “I'm feeling a little peaceful myself.”
 
   “Yes, I heard about your visit to Duat.”
 
   “You did?”
 
   “I am old friends with Ma'at,” Pele grinned and pulled a cigarette out of thin air. “Do you mind?”
 
   “Not at all,” like I was going to tell the Fire Goddess she couldn't smoke in my car.
 
   “Mahalo,” she started to inhale and the cigarette lit itself. 
 
   “Ma'at saved my life.”
 
   “Well, she certainly changed it for the better,” she mused before taking another drag. “She thinks very highly of you, as do I.”
 
   “Wow,” I gave a surprised huff. “Thank you. You guys aren't so bad yourselves.”
 
   She chuckled and it was a sensuous sound. “So you must tell me. How was Anubis?”
 
   “What?” I gave her a horrified glance.
 
   “Come now,” she tsked. “I've been dying to know. That boy looks like such a prude but I bet it's the opposite. Am I right?”
 
   “He's definitely not a prude,” I swallowed hard as a string of images bombarded me.
 
   “I knew it,” she flicked some ash out the window. “Maybe I should go visit Ma'at.”
 
   “Yes!” I cleared my throat. “I mean, that's a fantastic idea. You two would be great together.”
 
   “Really?” She raised a perfectly shaped brow. “You wouldn't mind?”
 
   “Why would I mind?” Oh please, take him, get his mind off me. 
 
   “Well, you were lovers, yeah?”
 
   “Not exactly,” I frowned. “What did Ma'at tell you?”
 
   “Only that you and he had a disagreement and he took you to Duat to wreck vengeance on you but then he fell for you.”
 
   “That's really oversimplified,” I shook my head. “Let's just say, the relationship was one-sided. I don't want Anubis. Please feel free.”
 
   “Ah, excellent,” she smiled. “Oh, speaking of gorgeous men. How is that Kirill?”
 
   “Now him, I want,” I looked over to her as I pulled into my garage. “We have progressed in our relationship.”
 
   “Oh, really?” Her eyes sparkled. “Do tell.”
 
   “It's the lioness magic,” I turned off the engine. “I've discovered that I need to take numerous lovers. Trevor has accepted it and Kirill is our first addition.”
 
   “Hot damn,” she laughed. “You're one lucky lady.”
 
   I looked over as Kirill came out of the house to check on me.
 
   “I sure am,” when I looked back at Pele, she was gone.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Forty
 
    
 
   The God Squad was waiting when I walked in the door. I stopped and stared for a second, a little surprised by the entire group being in my living room… again. My eyes skimmed over Pan, Horus, Mr. T and Mrs. E, Finn, Teharon, Brahma, and Hades. I was glad to see all of them, even Horus. When I got to Persephone, I gave her a reassuring wink and she smiled in relief. I knew she viewed her mother as an enemy now but hating someone and wanting them dead were two different things. 
 
   Trevor and Kirill both looked relieved as well and I felt myself soften under their warmth. So I was totally unprepared for the anger I encountered when I met Thor’s gaze. It was the first time I'd seen him since we had our big fight and there he was, practically snarling at me. I could only blink in confusion. What the hell had I done to him now? What was he even doing there?  Then I looked over at Ull, Vidar, Vali, and lastly Odin. Their hesitant and guilty gazes told me everything… just as they had told Thor. Thor knew about the lioness magic. Shit.
 
   Instead of confronting the situation in front of all my friends, I decided to ignore it. Wouldn’t you? I walked over to Kirill and crouched down in front of his seat.
 
   “When the hand is cut, the heart also bleeds,” I pulled a length of blonde braid out of my purse and laid it on his lap. “You may be my Ganza, the hand of the Pride and my protector, but I am your Tima, your heart, and any injury to you is a blow to me as well. So I took our revenge and have brought you a warrior’s trophy. Keep it or destroy it but let it be a symbol of love not anger… the love of the heart for the hand.”
 
   Kirill’s hands fastened on Demeter’s hair and tightened before he raised his gaze to me. I thought for a moment that he’d cry or shout, something, anything other than what he did. He laughed.
 
   He laughed long and hard as he held onto that braid. Everyone around us was silent at first but slowly we all started to join in and soon the room was overflowing with laughter. Nicholas came out to investigate, gave us all You crazy humans stares, and padded away. We laughed harder.
 
   “So I take it Mom is alive but very unhappy right about now,” Persephone was still giggling.
 
   “She passed out when I went for her hair,” I chuckled. “You should have seen her face. I think she might have preferred death.”
 
   “I’m still not happy about you facing her alone,” Kirill took my hand. “But zank you, Tima. I just vish I could have seen her face as vell.”
 
   And just like that, the haunted look disappeared from Kirill’s eyes. I smiled and stuck my hand in my pocket to finger the length of hair that I'd pulled out of the braid. That was for Trevor and when I looked at him and smiled grimly, he smiled back, knowing exactly what was in my pocket. The Froekn had been hunting Demeter awhile without success but with a lock of her hair, things were about to get interesting.
 
   “Well I’m glad worrying all of us was worth getting your revenge,” Thor’s voice was bitter and it hit me that it may be more than the magic upsetting him. It may be the lack of magic. We weren’t bonded anymore. His oath to me was gone now that the Grayel had washed the slate clean.
 
   “Loving Vervain requires patience,” Odin’s voice held a lot of weight for such a quiet tone. “You have to be prepared for a lot of pain, a good dose of frustration, and a whole shitload of worry. But I’ve found her love to be worth it.”
 
   “Maybe,” Thor shot his father a heated look, “when you have it.”
 
   “Let it go, Son,” Odin’s eye sparked.
 
   “Oh, like you did?”
 
   “That is more than enough!” I stood up and ran my fingers through my hair in frustration. “This was not about either of you. It was about Kirill. Trevor. Al. It was even a little about Hades,  though I'm gonna let Sephy decide what to do about that. But most of all, it was about me… period. I am so tired of worrying about how my every little action is going to affect someone else. This was my choice.”
 
   “Of course, Vervain,” Odin’s voice gentled. “I never thought otherwise.”
 
   “Oh, stop,” Thor rolled his eyes. “You’d be saying the same things as I if you weren’t scared to lose your new status.”
 
   There was an uncomfortable silence.
 
   “Status?” Brahma looked from Thor, to Odin, and then to me. “What does that mean?”
 
   “Oh Dad,” Ull groaned.
 
   I was staring at Thor. He was staring back at me with a partly shocked and partly self-righteous expression. 
 
   I wasn’t ashamed of the way my life was changing and my friends would have to know eventually but this wasn’t the way I wanted to tell them. I stared harder at Thor and he got the message. 
 
   I wasn’t pleased.
 
   “My lioness magic has taken on a new twist,” I finally released Thor’s gaze to look at the others. “I’m the heart of the Pride. In nature my role would normally be held by a male and he would be mate to all the females in his pride. Well, it turns out that even though the sexes are reversed, the instincts are still there.”
 
   “Are you trying to say that your magic is pressuring you to mate with all the lions?” Horus looked fascinated.
 
   “It’s urging me to take on more lovers,” I sighed. “This is not the way I wanted to tell everyone. The situation is complicated, to say the least.”
 
   “So have you chosen any new men?” Pan’s eyes were a little too eager for my comfort. I wasn't sure if he was going to ask if he could join us or film us, he did make porn for a living.
 
   “I have the final say,” Trevor growled at him.
 
   “As my alpha,” I waved Trevor down, “Trevor has to accept any possible choices for the magic to bond us and I want him to be happy. It’s essentially up to Trevor, he’s my first concern.”
 
   Thor snorted.
 
   “As if you could share her at all, Thunderer,” Trevor leapt to his feet. “If our rolls were reversed, you would rant and rage. There’s no way you’d share her, no matter what the cost to her. You’d leave her first.”
 
   “That’s not true,” Thor stood to face off with Trevor.
 
   “You only say that now because you’ve lost her already.” Trevor was stalking closer to Thor and Kirill was carefully taking up a spot at his back. They really were a lot closer now. My gaze widened as I saw the potential of the lioness magic. A whole Pride of men, bonded by the love of one woman, working together to protect her and each other. It really was about strength and family. So much more than sex. It shouldn't have surprised me though, Nature always had a reason.
 
   “I loved Vervain before any of you,” Thor looked at me with a breaking heart in his eyes and for the first time, I wasn't moved by it. I was just so over this. 
 
   “No, you didn't,” Odin’s voice fell between the circling men. They frowned and turned as one, to stare at him. “If you really want to play this game, boy, you need to deal me in. I loved her first. I married her. We made a child together. She raised Vali, even though she did not birth him. We made a life together. I watched her grow old. I watched her die,” his voice broke a little bit and he took a breath to steady it. “And I mourned her but I have never stopped being faithful to her and our love. It’s been over five hundred years since I’ve known the touch of another woman and even if Vervain never touches me again, I never shall. In my heart she is and will always be my wife.”
 
   Odin stood and looked around at all the stunned faces before looking back at Thor.
 
   “Now you stand here and have the nerve to tell me you loved her first?” He shook his head. “You don’t even know the first thing about loving her. I gave up my eye to bring her back!”
 
    Everyone gasped and I looked to Trevor immediately. I didn't want him to know about that, that I really was Sabine in her entirety, born with a lifetime of knowledge and memories available to me, not just a reincarnated soul. Trevor was already threatened by my bond to Odin, I didn't want him to know it was more than a past life thing but then, how many times do we ever get what we want?
 
   Trevor looked confused and I rushed over and took his hand. “This changes nothing. I love you,” I whispered to him. 
 
   “Yes,” Odin continued with an apologetic look at me. “She was the reason I gave Mimir my eye, so I could gain the knowledge to bring her back. I put her soul into her mother's womb but then the magic turned on me and I was prevented from finding her mother. I lost her until the day you walked in with her on your arm,” he pointed at Thor. “You have no idea how that felt. You sit here pining for her like you were the victim of some cosmic joke, when you know nothing of true heartache. Try watching your son walk into your home with the woman you love on his arm, impotent to do anything to win her back. Unable to even tell her who she really is.” Thor looked horrified but Odin just continued. “Even then, I rejoiced. It didn't matter who she was with or what path her new life had taken her on. She was back. She stands here before me again and I’m thankful everyday for it. To see her, to speak with her, to touch her hand, these are all gifts for me. Do you think that a love like that cares for one second that it has to share her? Let me assure you, it does not.”
 
   Odin turned to me and wiped away the tears streaming down my face. He took my hand, and gently kissed it before heading to the door with Vidar and Vali on his heels.
 
   “You’re all fools,” he said as they traced out.
 
   I stared after him in shock. It was the most beautiful declaration I’d ever heard and every part of my body wanted to chase after him. 
 
   “Vervain?” Of all people, it was Hades who broke the silence.
 
   “I’m sorry,” I turned back around, “I’m fine.”
 
   “So, I take it Odin’s one of the chosen,” Pan piped up.
 
   “Pan!” Mrs. E slapped him on the arm.
 
   “Wha-a-a-t?” Pan cringed.
 
   “It’s okay,” I smiled over at Pan. “Yes, Trevor has graciously approved of Odin.”
 
   “Trevor did?” Thor scoffed, only slightly cowed after Odin’s speech.
 
   “Yes, I did,” Trevor’s hackles rose once more. 
 
   “Kirill is the other man Trevor’s approved of,” I met Thor’s angry stare.
 
   “Sometimes I wish I’d never come across you stealing those plans,” Thor looked me up and down like I was something grotesque. Trevor growled but I shook my head and squeezed his hand.
 
   “Well, our bond is severed,” I managed a cool tone even though I was raging inside. “You can start fresh and pretend you got your wish.”
 
   “If only that were possible,” Thor barely even noticed the rest of the squad watching our drama in horror. “Unfortunately, Odin’s right about one thing: I am a fool.” He walked to the front door and traced out.
 
   “You can say zat again,” Kirill mumbled and Trevor grinned over at him and gave him a quick fist pound. Men.
 
   “I suppose this is a bad time to put in my application to share in the Vervain love fest?” Finn held up his hand with a cocky grin.
 
   The phone interrupted my witty comeback with a shrill ring. So I had to settle for a stern glare at Finn as I answered. 
 
   “Rouva?” Samantha’s panicked voice screeched out of the handset.
 
   “Samantha,” I gestured to Trevor to join me, “what’s wrong?”
 
   “They’ve taken Fallon,” she sobbed. “Ares and his sons grabbed him as he was coming into work.”
 
   “Ares? What the fuck does Ares want with Fallon?” 
 
   “He’s a means to an end,” Trevor growled.
 
   “He wants you to meet with him, Rouva,” Samantha continued. “He said he’d entertain himself with Fallon until you got there. Please Rouva, I love him. I love him so much.”
 
   “So do I, Sam,” I took a deep breath. “He’s one of mine and I promise you, we’ll get him back. No one is taking another lion from me. Where did Ares want to meet?”
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Forty-One
 
    
 
   Ares was actually very handsome. He had dark curls that fell in a boyish riot over his steel-gray eyes and strong features ruined only by a mouth that was a touch too greedy. Too selfish. He was of average height but had thick muscles and an athlete’s grace. Too bad he was such an asshole.
 
   He stood in the center of the field, waiting for me, wearing a shiny set of armor sans helmet. We were in Greece, specifically Thessaly, the Larissa lowlands in particular. It looked like a big, open field ringed by mountains. Not too impressive but as good a place as any for a fight. Ares, if nothing else, was a master of the art of war. Maybe I should have read that book back in Duat, after all. 
 
   My enemy was flanked by his sons and attendants. Deimos, the name means dread, was dark like his father. Phobos, fright, had white hair, glowing eyes, and pointed teeth. His attendants were Trembling and Panic, both dark, large, and scary looking.
 
   Behind them, chained at both hands and feet, was Fallon and I have to say I was impressed they’d gotten the best of him. Fallon was a big guy and definitely not a push over. From the way he was glaring at his abductors, he wasn’t too impressed but he was pretty pissed.
 
   “I’m sorry, Tima,” Fallon called out to me. “They jumped me from behind, like the cowards they are. I never knew what hit me.”
 
   “It’s alright, Fallon,” I smiled and I meant it. I was just happy to see him unharmed. “I needed to take care of this eventually.”
 
   “You can’t seduce me, Godhunter,” Ares steeped forward. “How will you win against a god immune to your charms?”
 
   “First of all, gross,” I looked him up and down. “Secondly… y-u-u-uck, I have no interest in seducing you, asshole.”
 
   My hair was braided around my head like a crown, my fighting leathers were on, the claws in my gloves were extended as well as the knives that stuck out of my boot heels, and my kodachi was strapped to my side. I was ready to rumble and totally prepared when he broke formation and charged me.
 
   I met him halfway, Trevor and the others holding back so I could get a few licks in before it became an all out war. I slashed at the juncture of his armor where the leather showed and there was a chance of actually harming him. The leather gave and his chest plate shifted to a satisfying tilt. Ares glared.
 
   Then he punched me and I went flying. I didn’t think people could actually achieve that kind of height and velocity just by getting knocked a good one but I, evidently, was wrong. I landed hard, tearing up clods of grass and breaking something important. 
 
   It would have been really bad if I hadn’t been immortal.
 
   My bones knitted almost as soon as they had been broke, so that I still don’t know for sure which ones had been damaged, and my head was back to normal after one small shake. I guess my healing abilities would slow down in time but since my Grayel drink was so recent, I was in super hero healing mode. I stood up and sped back to Ares, grass and dirt flying off me as I went.
 
   I had a second to appreciate the shock in Ares’ face before I dove into him and then I was tearing at his throat. Warm, wet blood hit my skin and my lioness roared in delight. I looked down at the liquid life covering me and I couldn’t help it, couldn’t stop myself, I licked it. Yech!
 
   Ares had hit the ground and rolled away, healing as I was preoccupied with my little taste test. He staggered to his feet and pushed away his sons’ hands as they tried to help him. They stepped back. I guess the fight was just between us. That kind of surprised and impressed me. I thought Ares was more underhanded than that. It must’ve been some kind of ego thing.
 
   Ares pulled his sword and after a moment’s thought, I pulled mine. We circled each other more warily this time, looking for weakness before moving in for the kill. Neither of us had very much luck with that so Ares finally took a chance and swung. I blocked him easily but the return swing caught my upper arm pretty deep.
 
   The cut barely had time to bleed before it knitted up.
 
   “What the fuck?” Ares had finally noticed my speedy healing. Hooray for him.
 
   “You’re even slower than I thought,” I shook my head as I circled him again. “Haven’t you heard the details of my escape? I’ve taken a drink from the Grayel, buddy-boy. I’m one of you now.”
 
   “You’ll never be one of us, you disgusting little human.”
 
   “Too late,” I smiled at his horror, “neener, neener, neener.”
 
   “Then I’ll just have to remedy that,” he swung his sword in an angry arch, “immediately.”
 
   He launched himself at me, sword first, but I’d been practicing with Fenrir and my sword skills were pretty damn good, if I do say so myself. I blocked his thrust and brought my blade up and under, slicing beneath the hanging breastplate and opening up his belly. He bellowed in pain and spun away.
 
   “Have you seen Dementor lately?” I taunted him…yes I believe in taunting my opponents. “I gave her a little haircut.” I waved toward the long braid that dangled off Kirill’s belt.
 
   “You’ll be missing a lot more than your hair when I’m through with you,” Ares swung again but this time it had a strength that numbed my arm when I parried the blow.
 
   I barely held onto the sword. Thankfully, the blade was magically enhanced and was able to take the blow but I had lost precious seconds and Ares knew when to take the advantage. He brought his blade around again and sliced through my arm, clean to the bone. My kodachi dropped from my useless fingers.
 
   I heard Trevor and Kirill growl but they stood their ground and let the fight continue. I was proud of them… I think. Honestly, I wasn’t feeling too much beyond immense pain when I saw Ares move his sword into position for a killing blow. I would’ve been dead, goddess or not, if he hadn’t made a huge mistake.
 
   He forgot who I was.
 
   I transformed into the lioness, shredded leather and weapons flying as I went straight for his throat. Anubis wasn’t there to pull me back this time, so Ares’ throat gave way like spun sugar beneath my teeth and his blood filled my mouth like Duat wine. 
 
   I vaguely heard shouting and the clash of fighting around me but nothing touched us, nothing stopped my jaws from closing completely. I heard a wet sucking sound and then a soft pop as his head pulled free of his spinal cord. I tossed it from the body with a shake of my head, then sat back on my haunches and began to clean myself.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Forty-Two
 
    
 
   Four hours later, I was completely clean, completely healed, and completely sober, even though I was on my fifth Long Island Iced Tea. These rejuvenation powers could be a little annoying if you wanted to get drunk. I did not, at the moment, so it was just one more thing to drink a toast too. 
 
   We were celebrating after all.
 
   Fallon was reunited with Samantha without so much as a scratch, Ares was finally dead although his sons and attendants had got away, Demetor was beaten and on the run, I had escaped matrimony to Anubis, and my gloves had made it through my shapeshifting bit intact. Life was good.
 
   Oh, and did I mention I had a gorgeous hunk of a man on each arm?
 
   Trevor, Kirill, and I were seated cozily on one of the “hill” sofas in Moonshine with our friends spread out around us. They were all drinking as much as I was and it was all on the house. It was the least we could do after they had bailed me out yet again.
 
   After I’d taken down Ares, his boys had gotten cranky and tried to attack my back. It was a good thing I’d brought my own reinforcements, including the Intare. Hello? Don't take one of my lions because then they'll all be gunning for you. They're like the Three Musketeers, only a lot more than three, and they had claws, and sharp teeth, and could get really big and furry. Okay, so they weren't really like the Three Musketeers at all, except for that All for one thing. But it was a good thing they were there because numbers alone made it a lot easier to chase off Ares' gang. Even though there were only four of them, they weren’t named scary synonyms for nothing. They were all affiliated with the God of War and it showed.
 
   But win we did and drink we would. That was the proper procedure.
 
   Unfortunately, my lack of inebriation prevented me from forgetting about the bad terms that Thor had left on and I began to brood a little. I had more than any woman had a right to. I was a mother without childbirth, a wife without limitations, a Rouva without being a werewolf, and a mate without being monogamous… while all of my men stayed monogamous to me. Was that or was that not heaven?
 
   Oh, and did I mention I’m a goddess?
 
   So why was Thor’s face popping up in my head, wearing that horrible expression of anger and betrayal? It was almost sick for me to still love him, after all the men that had come into my life… including his father, whose impassioned speech made Thor look like an angry toddler. There was no way I'd go back to Thor. I was so not going to sleep with Thor while I was involved with his father. A girl had to have her limits.
 
   But I missed him. I was so pissed at him that I could’ve spat vinegar, but I missed him. He was the first man to make me feel really beautiful and really cherished. He was the first to make me think about forever and wish I could have it. I had wanted so much that I didn’t think I could have with Thor and he’d been intent on giving it to me anyway. He was honorable, romantic, loyal, and… and possessive. Trevor was right. Thor never would have been able to share me, even if it meant my sanity or my health.
 
   No, Thor and I were never going to be more than friends. Our bond was gone and so was our relationship. If I couldn’t hold back the lioness with three men, then I’d find another lover. It would not, could not, be Thor. I didn’t need anymore drama in my life. Also, Thor obviously didn't love like I did, because as much as I was excessively pleased about my new love life, I would have done the same for any of my lovers if they needed it from me. Love was more important than pride. I think I'd proved that when I agreed to marry Anubis. Thor? He'd let guilt win over our love and as much as I wanted to, I could never forgive or understand that. I just wasn't wired that way.
 
   No, I felt bad that I had hurt him but that was all. I was done with Thor and his mood swings. I had so much more to focus on. I could be his friend if he was able to get past his anger but if not, I wouldn't waste anymore time on feeling bad about him. Thor was a drain on energy better spent elsewhere. I looked over at Kirill and smiled. Now there was someone I'd be happy to spend a lot of energy on.
 
   My eyes drifted away from my beautiful lion and scanned the crowd as I thought over the possibility of having to add more men to my life. I had the Pride but I didn’t want to tie my lions to me like that unless they absolutely wanted it. No, if the time came, I’d have to look elsewhere.
 
   Through the crowd, a familiar pair of dark eyes caught mine. Jewel tones swirled over them like an oil slick in the sun.
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   Chapter One
 
    
 
     There’s nothing like a Hawaiian sunrise. The sky starts to blush shyly before the china doll pink darkens to an angry orange, then brightens to proud yellow before clearing to simply illuminate paradise. Emotions across the sky, that’s what it’s like to see the sun awaken Hawaii. 
 
     Unless you’ve been hunting a tiger goddess through Chinatown all night and are too tired to appreciate it.
 
     I stumbled up the steps into my little house, not even noticing the spectacular sunrise… or the lip of the door. I almost fell face first into the living room. It’s a good thing two of my lovers were coming up behind me and caught me, one under each arm, before the shameful cherry could be placed on the sundae of my horrible night.
 
     Two of my lovers… I was still getting used to that. Not that having a werewolf Prince, a werelion, and the Viking God, Odin, as lovers was anything to complain about but I was raised to want a husband… a… not many. I’m all for monogamy and if any of my lovers cheated on me, I’d probably throw a fit... and some knives. I know, totally unfair but that’s the way I felt. The really funny thing was, if I cheated on them, that is with any man other than the three, they'd be just as upset. Any new lovers had to be approved of by my alpha first.
 
     Trevor caught me up in his arms and started carrying me down to our bedroom, his werewolf strength making it seem effortless. I looked over at Kirill, my sweet black lion, and he winked at me before he headed for the bathroom. He was going to give me some time alone with my alpha. 
 
     “I haven’t been this tired since I fought Balder,” I tried hard to smile as he set me down on the edge of the bed and started removing my heavy boots.
 
     “Let’s take a quick shower and head straight to bed,” he kissed my forehead before pulling my leather bodice off. Leather, it seemed like I was always wearing leather lately, and not for fashion reasons. Fashion I loved but it was fighting that required me to wear the thicker, tougher clothes… fighting gods. 
 
     Soon, our clothes were in piles on the floor and Trevor was heating up the water for our shower. I heard Kirill’s shower running in the bathroom down the hall and hoped my water heater could take the strain. The last thing I needed was for the water to go cold.
 
     I seemed to catch a break on that one tiny detail and the warm water continued to blast, feeling like heaven and easing some of the tension out of my tight muscles. I sighed as Trevor came in behind me and started soaping up my body. It felt wonderful but I was thankful that he was quick about it. I was just too exhausted to have shower sex.
 
     As good as the water felt, my Chinese wedding bed was ten times better. The carved walls encircled us like sanctuary and we snuggled down into the soft mattress with a shared sound of contentment. The sandalwood oil I used to polish it, scented the air lightly, wafting in on the currents of the a/c.
 
     Trevor kissed my neck, where one of his love bites was still healing, and I tried to push away thoughts of the scar that used to be there. The one that Thor had given me to cover Blue's vampire bite. All of my scars were gone now; the bite mark, Thor’s lightning bolt, and the scar from Anubis' blade, ever since I drank from the Grayel. I was healed completely, free from Anubis’ power but also free of the oath Thor had made me.
 
     Thor had been my first god boyfriend… godfriend. Whatever, he’d been my first… in this life at least, and it was sad to know that our friendship and our relationship were both over. I didn’t need his protection anymore, I was technically a goddess in my own right because of the Grayel, but it would have been nice to know I could connect with his mind if I needed to.
 
     I was too exhausted to monitor my thoughts, so my head automatically filled with Thor, images of our relationship before I’d even met Trevor. I saw the massive Viking on his boat, happy and teasing me as his red hair whipped in the breeze; in his library, standing before the fire, all shadows and gold; and in his bed, covering me with kisses, fierce in his passion. Thor had been hard to get over.
 
     “Vervain?” Thor’s shocked voice echoed in my head.
 
     “Thor?” I bolted up in shock, dislodging Trevor.
 
     “Thor?” Trevor sat up and looked around. “Here? What the fuck are you talking about, Vervain?”
 
     “Hold on a second, Honey-Eyes,” I patted Trevor back into the bed as I tried to calm my racing heart. “Thor, is that you?”
 
     “Yes, darling,” my heart clenched to hear the endearment he hadn’t used for me in ages.
 
     “How?” I motioned to Trevor that it was alright because he was starting to get those little lines between his eyebrows. “I thought our connection was broken with my drink from the Grayel.”
 
     “The Grayel heals scars, poisons, things of that nature,” his voice mused. “It healed Anubis’ scar, which was the source of his control over you and it healed my scar that I placed on you with magic but the oath I made to you had nothing to do with the scar. I made you a blood oath, that’s not something to be healed.”
 
     “But Jesus said I was free of you as well as Anubis.”
 
     “He probably thought our bond was through the scar, like that jackal bastard’s.”
 
     “Maybe,” I didn’t know what else to say. I’d missed this but having it back was going to cause problems with Trevor. Also, I wasn't sure I wanted it back anymore. It would be good in case of emergencies but I wasn't sure it was worth the headache of having to deal with Thor and all his new issues. I know, I sound fickle but it really wasn't Thor I was missing, it was the idea of the Thor I'd loved. If that makes any sense.
 
     I had loved Thor with everything I had but he hadn't loved me in the same way, with the same completeness. He'd thrown our relationship away for guilt and when he realized he wanted me back, he didn't try to apologize and work out our issues. No, he accused me of being the reason things ended in the first place and then expected me to go running back to him anyway. Even though I had moved on with Trevor. Evidently it was all my fault, including my unavailability. Doesn't exactly sound like a winning plan to gain back someone's love, does it? That's because it isn't. I was so done with Thor.
 
     “Vervain…”
 
     “I’m sorry, Thor,” I cut him off before it got too personal. “I’ve been chasing Xi Wangmu around all day and I’m exhausted. Can we get back to this when I get up later?”
 
     “I’ll give you eight hours, then I’m coming over.”
 
     I groaned and fell back into bed. Evidently Jesus didn’t know everything.
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