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Summary

 

The gods walk again …

When Marine Corps pilot Jacob Merely crashes during a routine mission off the coast of Cyprus, he was sure it was game over.

After surviving the crash and pulling himself onto the sandy shores of a long-abandoned island, however, Jacob unwittingly stumbles headfirst into the ancient ruins of a dead city. Unfortunately, he also stumbles into an age-old battle between good and evil—and he is now its newest recruit.

The island once belonged to the Amazons, daughters of Ares, the God of War, and stood as the final bastion between the human world and the monstrosities of the Great Below. But Jacob’s arrival has awakened the old gods and disturbed the seal holding the ravaging darkness at bay.

Now, with the help of a sacred gem containing Ares’ power, Jacob must recreate the Amazonian defenders of humanity and fortify the island stronghold. And if he fails, Hades will unleash his army of the damned and the world of men will fall, giving rise to an age of walking nightmares.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

James Hunter's Mailing List

 

If you would like stay in the loop about the latest book releases,  promotional deals, and upcoming book giveaways be sure to subscribe to my email list: James A. Hunter Mailing List Your email address will never be shared and you can unsubscribe at any time.

 

 

 

 

 

 

ONE

Storm Clouds

 

I didn’t want to do it. To break formation.

My AV-8B Harrier II jet streaked across the sky, leaving white contrails behind while the frothing Mediterranean Sea churned below. My squadron was off the coast of Cyprus, running a routine patrol op out of Incirlik Air Base in Turkey. Not a combat mission, but a display of force to let everyone know that the United States Marine Corps was there—standing by, ready to lay down fire and destruction at the drop of a hat. And we could if we needed to, since each Harrier was decked out with enough munitions to level a small army. 

Not that it would come to that. It never did. 

This was a standard run, no thrills, no frills, and since we were trucking along at Mach0.89—right around six hundred and sixty-two miles per hour—we’d be back on base in time for a full afternoon of World of Warcraft. Which was good because I had a World Boss raid at four.   

Unfortunately, the unexpected storm rolling in from the west could ruin my plans. The blue sky abruptly gave way to a sudden swell of roiling dark clouds, booming thunder, and crackling streaks of lightning. I didn’t want to break formation, but heading into that shitstorm was a bad move. Might as well book a one-way ticket to Crashville, population me. Harriers were kick-ass flying machines, sure, but even they couldn’t stand toe-to-toe with Mother Nature. I eased up on the stick, banking slightly right, knowing I’d catch hell for the move. 

“Gamer-Two, reporting,” I spoke into my radio. “I found a clear route through the storm. Eight-three-one-niner-niner-six. If you follow me, we can circle back around and get back to base in time for a sandwich, over.”

I didn’t much like my call sign, Gamer-Two, but it fit me. While the other guys were always hitting the bars and hanging out with local girls, I’d be at my laptop immersed in various fantasy worlds, fighting the good fight, beating up the bad guys, and collecting sweet, sweet loot. My squadron made fun of me, and that was kind of the point of my call sign. To make it worse, I wasn’t even named Gamer-One. Nope. I was Gamer-Two because everyone teased me that I always came in second place.

“Negative Gamer-Two,” came Sugar’s reply, cool and confident. Sugar was our squadron leader, and in the air his word was gospel. “Keep to the flight plan, over.”

“Seriously, Merely,” Earl Echo Earl’s voice crackled in my ear, “you break formation and I’ll nail your ass to the wall. You’ll be pulling barrack duty for the rest of your tour. Swear to God, you’ll never get to play another round of War Shit, or whatever the hell it’s called, again. You copy that, over?”

I ground my teeth, anger boiling up just below the surface. Everyone ragged on me—I was the butt of just about every joke—but only Earl Echo Earl was a complete asshole about it. Sugar was cool most days, but since Earl was next up in my chain of command, he held a lot of sway in my life. Worse, it seemed like he was always looking for any possible excuse to bust my balls. “Yeah, I copy that, over,” I replied, biting my tongue, and toeing the line. 

A thunderous crack of lightning crashed as the last word left my mouth, the flare blinding me to the world as deafening sound resounded around me like a gong. The light disappeared a second later, but somehow during the brief moment I’d moved even farther off course. The clear patch of sky was closer now, but that meant I’d veered significantly astray from the flight plan. 

“Correcting course, over,” I radioed in, but silence was my only response. “This is Gamer-Two, anyone read me, over?” I sent again, checking my gauges as I attempted to readjust. 

Static filled my ears as the channel buzzed. 

No one was responding—not Sugar, Butch, Cobra, Dizzy, Earl Echo Earl, Foxy, or Mini-Maverick. The lightning blast must’ve done something to my comm. I adjusted course farther, keeping a small patch of clear sky in view, but something was wrong. Really wrong. My dials spun wildly, my compass offered me off the charts readings, and a spark sputtered out of my control board. The stick fought me like a demon snake, jerking this way, then that, refusing to cooperate with me. What the hell was going on? 

A second later, a second thundercrack enveloped me—this one even closer than the first. It sounded like a bunker buster exploding on impact, and the smell of ozone washed through the cockpit, knocking my sense of smell into tomorrow. Sweat broke out across my forehead, and I blinked my eyes to clear away the stinging perspiration as I concentrated. Focused. It was clear I was alone. I fought with the stick as the first faint trickle of choking smoke invaded the cockpit, which was bad news bears.  

A burst of sharp static filled my ears. It was Sugar, but his words came out clipped and strangely distorted. “Earl Echo Earl, down … lost engine. Lightning … careful … evacu—”

And then his voice was lost, abruptly cut off. There wasn’t even static. Rain washed down on the canopy of my Harrier like someone was pouring an ocean on me. For a second I couldn’t see, but the entire jet trembled, the seat beneath me vibrating as my Harrier hit something. An invisible wall of compressed air maybe. Except that couldn’t be right because when I burst through the far side, the storm was gone, vanished, and the rain was gone too. I felt my mouth drop open as I wheeled the plane sharply to the right.

Holy crap.

I was cruising through crystalline skies, but behind me was the storm in all its brutal fury. That wasn’t the weirdest part, though. No, there was some sort of force field—a curved, magic shield like the edge of an enormous soap bubble—keeping the rain and lightning at bay. Before I could wrap my head around what I saw, the shrill alarm of my engine going out pierced my ears. Maybe I was out of the storm, but I was obviously not out of trouble. The stick trembled in my hand once more, and the trickle of smoke washing into the cockpit turned into a tsunami. 

I was glad for the oxygen mask providing me air, but I could hardly see between the sudden blast of sunlight and the gray smoke. My control panel continued to spark and spit, the gears and dials spinning insanely as lights flashed and buttons beeped. Oh shit, oh shit, oh shit. There was no way to avoid it—I was going down. Still, I fought to get my Harrier under control; I wheeled her to the side, and below me was a flash of green surrounded by azure. 

There was an island down there, and if I could get my jet to cooperate, I might be able to land her on or near the white sands below. 

But that couldn’t be right—there shouldn’t be an island below me. I’d flown this same route fifty times before. I knew this region upside down and inside out, including every spit of land. That was all part of mission prep. No, the island below shouldn’t exist. But there it was, a giant sprawl of green trees and white sand in a sea of blue like a giant middle finger to all reason and logic. 

But if crazy magical barriers could exist, why not a giant uncharted island in the middle of the Mediterranean Sea?

Or was it uncharted? Was I still on Earth? Could I have passed through a portal into another world? At this point, I wasn’t ready to count any possibility out. Though it might not matter one way or the other if I didn’t get my Harrier down safely. 

I pushed my fear, uncertainty, and morbid curiosity to the back of my mind as my training took over. “Mayday, Mayday, Mayday.” I shouted into the comm to be heard over the blare of the alarms. “This is First Lieutenant Jacob Merely of the United States Marine Corps. I am going down. I repeat, I am going down at the following coordinates.” I squinted at my dash and caught just enough to spit out my longitude and latitude. “Uncharted island below. Left engine is gone. Fully loaded Harrier, over.”

I thought about the guns and missiles I carried. A five-barreled Gatling cannon, throwing twenty-five-millimeter bullets, mounted under-fuselage in the left pod with five hundred rounds of ammunition in the right. Two nineteen-shot LAU-5003 pods, four AIM-9 Sidewinder infrared-guided missiles, four AIM 120 AMRAAMs, and a pair of CBU-100 Cluster Bombs, plus a good old-fashioned canister of Mark 77 Napalm B. Nothing beats fucking napalm. As the Marine Corps is fond of saying, “If it absolutely, positively has to be destroyed overnight, call the Marines.”

I was going to be crash-landing my jet with an arsenal of top-of-the-line armament. If that weaponry fell into the wrong hands, some bad people could cause some wicked shit. Assuming I didn’t just blow myself up in the crash.

Again, I wondered if I was still on Earth and pondered Star Trek’s Prime Directive. What if a primitive society suddenly found themselves wielding napalm? I decided that was a problem for future me to worry about. With my mayday call out, I moved to the next item on the agenda: 

Steer my smoking, spinning, beat-to-shit Harrier to a safe landing.

With a grunt and a heave, I managed to get her into a turn, scoping out the island, though smoke from my burning engine still impeded my vision. And that damn sunlight. God needed to turn it down a notch. My sweat didn’t help matters either.

The island was crescent-shaped and had two central mountains—one to the north and one to the south—with a deep valley between them. Cliffs lined most of the coast, and massive rocks protruded from the shallow waters, breaking the incoming waves around the isle. On the north side of the island, there seemed to be a clearing and some buildings made out of marble or stone. And were those columns? I squinted, brow furrowed. Yeah, definitely columns. 

A big central building, which looked like the Acropolis in Athens, sat in the middle of the ruins. A wide avenue split the city in half and ended at a wall surrounded by a thick tangle of green.

What the hell?

I spun around the island; the east side had swaying fields of grass and a sandy beach. There. I could land there.

I was on the southern tip, about as high as the top of the southern mountain, when something slammed into my damaged left wing. Something big. It wasn’t a bird, but there were feathers and talons. Through the haze of gray, I saw huge claws ripping at the metal.

What the shit?

The smoke cleared for a second, and I caught a flash of the cruel face of a twisted old woman—some hag with wrinkles like cracks in rocks. The plane shuddered beneath me, hitching and bucking like a rodeo bull, and I knew in my gut I wasn’t going to be able to land the Harrier. It was a lost cause, and time to eject.

I took a second to grab my emergency gear, then seized the lever and ejected myself up and out of the Harrier. The canopy crashed off, flinging off into the distance as humid air swamped me. Then I was tumbling through the air, flipping head over heels, wind slapping at my face. A shriek mingled with the whistling of the falling jet filled my ears, and then some piece of debris struck my head. 

I had a last thought, wondering if my parachute would auto-open, and then it was all darkness. Whatever was going to happen would happen. I knew nothing more for a long time.

 

 

 

 

 

 

TWO

Beach Landing

 

Warm surf woke me.

First thing I noticed was the sand in my mouth. I spat it out—or tried to, at least—but my mouth was so dry. My headgear had come undone and lay next to me, collecting briny seawater.

Another wave washed over me, this one heavy with the wet nylon of my parachute. At least that had worked. With a groan, I pushed up onto my elbows, glancing up at the sky. Still clear, no sign of the storm that had taken me down. Just the noontime sun, slowly cooking me in my flight suit. I spat more sand out of my mouth and unclipped the chute, careful not to let the ocean take it. I wasn’t going to waste any of my supplies. 

I stood, freed from the chute, then shrugged off my harness, LPU life preserver, and oxygen mask. Next, I took stock of my limited supplies. Aside from my flight gear, I had a sopping wet rucksack, a beefy PRC 152 radio, a canteen, an IFAK medical pouch, my K-Bar combat knife, and my sidearm—an automatic .45, M1911, standard issue. I had seven rounds in the magazine, with one in the chamber, plus two extra magazines, which gave me twenty-two rounds total.

Not many. Certainly not enough to make me feel comfortable. 

Hell, since it was distinctly possible I was stranded on an island in another dimension, I wanted to have the Harrier’s massive arsenal at my disposal. I remembered the thing that had ripped into my left wing. I had no clue what that thing was, but I did know it was aggressive, and it was the size of a German shepherd. And that meant it was dangerous. I ran a hand over the pistol grip, glad to have the weapon at my side.

Using a bit of my water, I rinsed my mouth then took long gulps from the canteen. I let myself have three sips, but no more. There was probably fresh water somewhere on the island, but I needed to find it, and the island was big. It would take me at least a couple of days to search the place, especially with the lush sprawl of vegetation.

I took the radio out of my emergency rucksack, attached the whip-antenna from the pouch, and gave it a go. I got nothing but static even though I knew my squadron should still be in range. From what Sugar had said, it sounded like Earl Echo Earl went down. I idly wondered if he had hit the same energy shield or portal I had. I searched the sky for any sign of that barrier, but turned up nothing. All I saw was a few drifting clouds and a limitless expanse of blue. The sea continued to roll in onto the pristine white sands like it had been doing it for millennia.

Since my radio was useless, I couldn’t depend on anyone showing up to save my ass anytime soon. I had a little water left, but I needed to secure more, then see about finding shelter and getting food. I hadn’t seen life from the air, but that didn’t mean the island wasn’t populated. The ruined city I’d glimpsed during the crash might mean people, but maybe not, since it seemed deserted. Regardless, it meant water. I glanced at the sun and orientated myself. 

After smashing through the barrier, everything had been smoke and chaos, but unless I was completely turned around, the ruins were on the northern edge of the island. The easiest course would be to follow the beach until I hit the ruins, but unfortunately, the north edge of the sandy sprawl ended in steep, jagged cliffs. Trying to climb those ridges would take a lot of time, and I wanted to be in those ruins by nightfall. My best bet was to angle through the jungle in the valley between the two mountains and see if there was a way into the city from there.

I made for the edge of the beach but then hesitated. Uncle Sam would be looking for my Harrier if not for me. Those things were expensive. Me? I was pretty cheap, though they had spent a pretty penny in training me to fly those bad boys. Better to leave a message before I went gallivanting into the bush. I took a minute to drag driftwood and rocks onto the beach, creating a massive X that Search and Rescue could see from the air. It was possible no one would ever see it, especially if I wasn’t on Earth anymore, but better to be safe than sorry.

With that done, I shoved my wet parachute into the rotted-out stump of an old tree, just in case I needed it later. Breathing hard from the work, I paused, stealing another sip of my precious water as I stared out over the rolling waves. Was this it for me? Would this be my final resting place? Some exotic beach in an alien world? I grimaced, stowed my canteen, and shook my head. No. The crash had really shaken me up, but someone would find me. I wasn’t in some alternate reality. I’d imagined the invisible barrier. The simplest explanation was the most likely explanation: 

Lightning had hit my engine, and the final straw had been some random black-feathered bird that showed up in the wrong place at the wrong time, for the both of us.

I was a highly trained Marine Corp pilot. I refused to lose my shit, especially since if I did, the guys in my squad would never let me live it down. I didn’t want to end up with a call sign of Nerdy Dork Fuck-up. I’d heard stories of some pretty cruel nicknames. No, if I handled the precarious situation right, I could come out of this with something cooler than Gamer-Two. Maybe Survivor or Kick-ass, or something similar. Definitely not Naked and Afraid.

I took a deep breath and tried to get control of my jangling heartbeat. Didn’t really help. With a sigh, I turned my back to the beach and the surging surf and pressed into the jungle.

Thick ferns grew in sunlight under towering trees. Dragonflies, several inches long, darted around in the light, and a brightly colored lizard crept around a squat palm tree in pursuit. The air was thick and humid, almost suffocating, like having a wet blanket wrapped around my face. The sweet smell of scarlet flowers filled my nose as I traipsed farther into the interior. I inched around creeping vines and edged my way past swaying palm fronds, my mind whirling with uncertainty. 

This island shouldn’t have existed, and the plants? 

They were downright wrong. The Mediterranean was semi-arid—the ecosystem had adapted to hot, dry summers and cold winters. Not this place. There should’ve been oak trees and scrub brush, but the jungle I was trudging through could’ve belonged in southeast Asia.

Again, I shook the thoughts of another world from my head.

And kept moving.

After fifteen minutes of tough hiking, I paused to wipe the sweat out of my eyes with the back of my hand, then took another sip of water.

I stood there for a minute, chest heaving, skin slick with perspiration, one hand planted on the butt of my pistol. God, it was hot. A burst of motion up ahead caught my eye. With the low-hanging vines, broad leaves, and thick tree trunks, it was impossible to see clearly, but something up there was hauling ass, breaking through the dense green undergrowth. I craned my head forward, searching the foliage. I expected to see a deer or some kind of antelope, but instead, I caught a flash of black feathers. 

Or at least I thought I did.

Was it the same creature that had attacked my plane?

I couldn’t be sure, but whatever it was, it was big. The size of a bobcat, at least.

I stowed my canteen and bolted forward, scanning the loamy ground for any sign of tracks. Instead of hoofprints, I saw the splayed marks of a bird, a raptor. The talons were several feet long.

I gulped and drew my pistol. I wasn’t sure how my bullets would fare against something that big, but most things wouldn’t take too kindly to a .45 caliber bullet to the head.

Waiting a second for any other movement, I felt eyes on me.

Something was watching me. Definitely.

One thing was clear: I wasn’t alone on the island.

 

 

 

 

 

 

THREE

Living Legends

 

For a second, I considered retreating to the beach and waiting for a rescue plane to find me. Or a ship. I had enough water to sustain me for a day—maybe two—and though I didn’t have food, humans could go an awfully long time without a meal. I’m a fat kid at heart, so the idea of not eating for a few weeks was horrendously depressing, but I didn’t like the idea of stumbling upon a cluster of the monster birds with only my knife and my pistol. From the beach, I could fashion a shelter from sticks and my parachute, start a fire, then wait it out.

Eventually, someone would find me. People didn’t get lost on deserted islands anymore. We’ve mapped and GPS’d the entire globe.

Unless, of course, this place wasn’t on any map … 

If that were the case, heading back to the beach could be tantamount to a death sentence.  

No, I had to get to the city and find water. Maybe even make contact with the people if it did turn out to be inhabited. But I wasn’t going to run headfirst into an ambush.

Again, the feeling of someone or something watching me was almost overpowering. I searched the greenery and saw a snake slither off into the brush. That was it. A stupid snake. I was letting my imagination get the better of me. Still, whether the feeling was imaginary or not, I kept my pistol out and ready.

Reluctantly, I coaxed my feet back into motion and headed deeper into the jungle.

Carving my way through the thick tangles of vegetation was slow going, but after another hour, I reached a small clearing at the base of the northern mountain. I crept up to the edge of the tree line and crouched down behind a trunk, surveying the glade. Sunlight filtered through the tall trees, dappling the ground with shadow and spotlighting more of the strange bird tracks. A spattering of purple flowers lurked in the shade on the far side of the opening; even from fifty feet away I could smell their stink—old, rotting meat left out in the sun.

As I watched, a centipede the size of my thigh skittered away through the flowers, either hunting or being hunted.

I shivered at the sight. Monster insects like that belonged to prehistoric Earth, not modern-day Greece, though some of the spiders I’d found in the barracks back at the Incirlik Air Base were pretty huge and otherworldly.

“Man,” a haggard voice croaked, dusty with age.

I couldn’t tell where it had come from, and my mind immediately tried to convince me I hadn’t heard a thing. A breeze blew through the trees, sweeping through a thousand limbs and making everything around me move.

Another shiver traced icy fingers down the back of my scalp, through the hairs on my neck, and down my spine. I wasn’t going to give in to the horror movie cliché of throwing out a tentative hello. If there was a monster waiting to rip my fucking face off out there, striking up a friendly conversation wouldn’t do much good. Gripping my M1911 in one white-knuckled hand, I pressed on, skirting around the edge of the clearing, not wanting to break cover. Another fifteen minutes brought me to my first real sign of human habitation.

 Just ahead was a worn-down cobblestone path—the grout cracked and sprouting leaves, and moss covering most of the rocks. The walkway hadn’t been used in a long while, but I was thankful for the trail all the same. Chances were damn good that the path would lead me straight to the city I’d glimpsed from above. 

The minute I hit the path, though, I heard the croaking voice again. “Man.” This time, I pinpointed the location, above me, in the trees on the right side of the cobblestones. Then, as if to answer, another voice, higher-pitched, called out from the left side. “Man.”

In front of me, a third voice. “Man, man, man!” This one was brave enough to creak out the word three times.

My steps faltered. I squared my shoulders and brought my pistol up and to the ready. I didn’t know what the hell was on this island, but it was about to have a very bad day. I might’ve been a D&D nerd, but I was also a Marine and an expert shooter both with the rifle and the pistol. All those first-person shooters had paid off big time. 

“Man!”

“Man!”

“Man!”

All around, the creatures continued to wheeze out that one word. It was like they were surprised, slightly pissed, and wondering if they should come and get a closer look.

In front of me, the leaves rustled and the brave one flew down from the trees, alighting in the middle of the stony, weed-covered pathway. 

At first, I couldn’t believe my eyes. No, things like that didn’t exist, had never existed. The creature before me was six feet of bird resting on huge curved talons. It had giant black-feathered wings, which ended in three-fingered claws. It was the biggest bird I’d ever seen. But it wasn’t a bird. Not really. Instead of a feathery head and a pointed beak, the creature had the face of an old woman with leathery skin, stringy gray hair, and piercing yellow eyes above a prominent nose. I felt my mouth go dry in an instant. 

The bird-woman stared at me for a long beat before offering me a thin smile, which revealed a mouth full of jagged black teeth, perfect for rending flesh.

I glance over one shoulder as another bird-woman floated down behind me in a flutter of enormous wings. A third one followed. The two newcomers had the faces of young women, with bright red lips and dark eyes, and if I hadn’t been sweating and scared to death, I might’ve considered them beautiful. Their long dark hair swept down to the wings on their shoulders.

I bolted left, pressing my back against a tree, keeping my pistol up and ready. But they had me surrounded, one on my left, two on my right, the jungle behind me far too thick to allow me an escape route through the vines and ferns.

It was time for me to talk. “I don’t want any trouble,” I said, trying to sound confident and dangerous instead of weak and frightened. “I’m just trying to get to the city and get some water.”

The old bird-thing cocked her head to the side like a curious cockatoo. “Trouble? Man? Trouble?” It cawed out laughter like the sound of breaking glass.

The younger birds cackled along, repeating, “Trouble, trouble, trouble.”

The old thing hopped toward me in a series of stutter-steps that reminded of a pigeon on the ground. She fluffed her feathers. “Man. Not for a long time. Weak. Stupid. Flesh for our faces.”

Oh boy. That didn’t sound very promising.

The two younger beasts followed the lead of the old one, closing in on me from the right. Their little leaps left them about five yards from me. Way too close for comfort. They fell into a cacophonous repetition of “Flesh for our faces! Flesh for our faces!”

“Last warning,” I barked, leveling the M1911 right at granny-bird’s head. “You don’t want to mess with me. I’m not just flesh for your faces.”

That tickled the old one. She grinned again, showcasing her terrible teeth, and went for me. I fired three shots, aiming two at her chest and another at her weather-beaten face, just like I was on the firing range.

The force of the meaty rounds slammed into her like hammer blows, pushing her back, but I didn’t see any blood. Not a drop. She seemed perturbed but otherwise unhurt. As she gathered her composure, I saw one bullet pancaked flat against her forehead. Holy crap. The shot had hit true, but her skin was too thick to penetrate.

Yeah, that was a problem.

I maneuvered away from the tree as the two younger vultures threw themselves at me. One lashed out with a talon-tipped foot, which tore into my clothes. The other scratched at me with the three claws on her wings and raked my face. One of the nails clipped my cheek and parted skin like a razor blade. The white-hot pain fueled my adrenaline. With a roar, I charged forward, smashing my shoulder into a pretty face. As the creature stumbled back in shock, I lifted my pistol and emptied the mag into the other one, driving her to the ground. 

Feathers drifted around me while the things cackled and screeched in panic.

The old one was still cool and collected, however. She lunged forward, careening into me with her feathered torso. She hit me like a Mack truck, and I struggled to keep my feet, knowing if I fell it would probably be game over. My pistol was empty, but I still had my knife. I slipped the K-Bar from the sheath at my belt and thrust the blade into the old vulture’s chest. Once again, her skin was too solid. It was like trying to drive my knife into solid oak. 

In a desperate move, I scrambled back a step, then unleashed a front kick into her feathered gut, driving her back a few feet. I sheathed my knife in a blink, then ejected my used magazine and slammed in a new one. Working the action, I was cocked, locked, and ready to rock. 

The three terrifying birds paused as if shocked I’d fight back. Or maybe the thunder of my pistol had them confused. 

I exploited that moment of uncertainty, turning left and sprinting down the worn cobblestone trail. Their skin was too thick to pierce with bullets or a knife, so I was going to have to get creative, either that or get away clean. Their eyes and mouths seemed to be my best bet, but making a shot like that in combat was going to be quite the trick. But what other choice did I have?

The trail narrowed, but I charged straight ahead, barreling past ferns that grabbed at my flight suit. After thirty feet, the cobblestones opened into another meadow, which was bad.

The flutter of wings drifted to my ears as all three of the bird-women took flight and dive-bombed me. I threw myself flat into the dirt even as talons scratched across my back, slashing through the fabric of my suit. I flipped onto my back, and I aimed for the eye socket of one of the young ones. I leveled the gun, breathed out, and slowly squeezed the trigger. The gun kicked in my hand, jerking just a hair to the right. 

My bullet hit near the eye but glanced off the thing’s nose. A swing and a miss.

The three vultures wheeled around, coming back in for another attack. In a panic, I scrambled to my feet and darted across the glade, desperate to get out of the open and back into the jungle’s cover. The minute I hit the tree line, I whirled, pistol out. This time, I took an extra second to aim. One of the young ones floated in, wings spread, her beautiful face twisted into a grimace as those taloned feet came in to rip the heart from my chest.

I fired three shots in quick succession. One shot went wide, and the second slapped uselessly against her feathered neck, but I got damn lucky with the third shot. That bad boy punched into a vulnerable eye socket, gore spurting out on impact. Her head whipped back from the sheer force of the blow, and down she went, slamming into the earth with a thud. Dead. Black blood oozed from her face, puddling in the dirt. Not sure I’d get lucky like that again, and I was down to a magazine and a half of ammo.

The two remaining vulture women pulled out of their dive after seeing their comrade’s corpse decorating the ground. They circled and spun, before finally settling on the tops of the trees above me, clutching the trunks with their arms, burying their talons into the bark as they stared at me with blazing hatred and mild fear. 

“I warned you!” I shouted, brandishing my pistol. “You should’ve just left me alone.” I stole a quick look at the corpse. These things were monsters. I shouldn’t have felt bad, but for some reason I did. Her beautiful face, now marred by black blood, just seemed so strikingly human.

I didn’t have long to think, though, because an arrow plunked into a tree next to me. Then another. The vulture women didn’t have bows, so what fresh hell was this?

Across the open field, a dozen men moved toward me, but they weren’t men. Sure, they had human faces and olive skin, but they didn’t walk, they slithered. Instead of legs, they slipped through the brush on fat snake tails covered in onyx-black scales, their eyes the slits of cobras. Each wore a leather jerkin, carried a short recurve bow, and had a quiver strapped to their back. And were those swords in the sheaths on their belts? Yep. But some also carried cruel spears with hooked blades.

More arrows whistled by me, digging into the dirt. I was just out of their range, and I wasn’t going to waste any ammo on the snake men. Besides, I was outnumbered twelve to one.

I spun, sprinted into the jungle, and didn’t stop, not even when my heart thundered and my breath came in great gasps. Blood dripped from my wounds, staining my clothes and shaking me up. The pain was distant as my brain struggled to comprehend the horrors I’d seen.

Vulture women and snake men? What in the holy hell was happening? Suddenly the thought of being on a new planet didn’t seem so far-fetched at all. As I hurtled through the forest, my mind worked in overdrive trying to piece it all together. The idea of monster birds with female faces seemed oddly familiar, though I couldn’t quite place it. And the dudes with snake tails? I’d read enough fantasy novels to recognize a naga. At least, that’s what I thought they were.

I kept right on trucking, and mercifully the path didn’t take me into another clearing. Trees offered me cover from the vultures, and while I thought I had outrun the snake men, I couldn’t be sure. I’d seen how fast rattlers and cobras could slither. I’d gone about half a mile from the meadow—nearly halfway around the mountain—when I saw the trail bend toward a steep cliff. Off to my left, behind the cliff face, was the azure sea, where white lines of surf rolled up to smash against the rocks. The path itself led right, toward the city, but there was yet another problem. 

Thick tangles of spiderwebbing covered the trees and ferns beside the cobblestone path. After what I’d seen so far, I had no doubt hulking spider monsters would be waiting to devour my insides. This was totally turning into that kind of day. I slowed my pace, trying to decide what to do, but a second later, dozens of arrows clattered on the trail as the snake men slithered up the path. Thin-lipped mouths opened in smiles as forked tongues shot out, sampling the air. 

Two hands gripping my M1911, I fired at the lead snake man. Sadly, my shot missed center mass, but it did manage to wing his arm. Blood gushed out as he clutched the wound. The snakes behind him hissed in surprise and stopped, hesitation showing on their serpentine faces. Maybe I’d put the fear of God into these freaks, but a chorus of shrieks above reminded me that the vulture women were still out there. And they didn’t seem interested in giving up on me after I’d slain one of their number. 

I couldn’t go back, I couldn’t leap off the cliff because the rocks below would murder me, and the mountainside to the right was too steep to climb. My only chance was to charge through webs and pray I made it out the other side. Before I could change my mind, I barreled into the white gossamer strands, head down, shoulders hunched forward, legs churning. It was nearly impossible to see since the webbing was so incredibly thick, but I kept right on moving. 

About eight feet in, something squealed to my right. It sounded like some sort of wild boar had unwittingly stumbled into the webbing. 

Poor guy. 

But I put the piggy from mind and kept right on pushing. I needed to worry about my survival at the moment. More squeals quickly followed, though, and after a few more feet I finally caught my first look at one of the boars. My steps faltered. Dude … uncool. The creature had a pig’s face—flat nose, pointed ears, pink skin, and a wide mouth jammed full of tusks—but it also had dozens of black beady eyes. And instead of a plump belly and stubby legs, it had a bulbous body sprouting eight long, hairy legs.

The spider boar launched itself at me, and I unloaded my pistol at close range, losing control in my sheer horror. It was huge, and it wasn’t alone.

Harnessing that sheer terror, I pushed my way through the strands of webbing, ejecting my magazine and reloading my last as I moved. I had seven shots left, and though that wasn’t much, at least the bullets worked on the spider boars. Another six of the weird pig spiders scuttled toward me.

I tripped out of their web and stumbled down a set of cracked steps leading toward the walls of the ruined city. The walls were blasted and pitted, but they seemed sturdy enough to hold off invading monsters, at least for a little while. And if I could make it through the main gates, I could slam them shut behind me. Yes, odds were high that even more hideous creatures haunted the ruins of the city—maybe a horde of demon zombie ants?—but right then, besieged by the spider boars and harried by the vulture women, I didn’t care.

Any port in the storm, as the saying goes.

I rushed across the landing, where a mosaic showed a scene of a hero with a spear and shield fighting a multiheaded dragon. Much as I wanted to, I couldn’t stop and appreciate the art or ponder what it meant.

I glanced back and saw two spider boars rushing down the stairs in an avalanche of legs and hair and tusks. I wheeled around and gave each a bullet to the brain. They squealed as green goo erupted from the wounds, and slumped to the side.

But the pause cost me big. There was a shriek from above as a talon ripped into my shoulder, adding to my growing collection of wounds. The matronly vulture beat her wings furiously, lashing out with her clawed feet before lurching up and away. She circled overhead, preparing to make another run.

With a grimace, I clutched at my bleeding shoulder, eyeing her as she flapped her oversized wings. I was down to five bullets, and I couldn’t afford to waste any ammo. What I needed was to find cover and fast. I tore my gaze away and full-on sprinted until I hit the city gate. More arrows showered me—the snake men had finally caught up. Most of the arrows clattered on the stone or bounced off the walls, but one glanced off my shoulder, leaving a shallow furrow across my skin.

I ignored the flash of heat and shouldered my way through the wooden gate. I wheeled around, eyes wide as I saw the horde of monsters descending on me like a biblical plague.

Another twenty spider boars scampered from the jungle, tearing down the stairs. Some were big hairy males, but I also saw several females with pink teats swaying and baby spiderlings clinging to their multi-jointed legs licking at lips covered in viscous goo, which I was positive was poison. With my current string of luck, it had to be poison. The baby boars only had nubs for tusks, but I bet the ivory would be sharp and their poison would either kill me or paralyze me.

More screams from the vulture women.

More arrows from the snake men.

With every ounce of strength I had left, I muscled the gates shut, then found a long beam of iron-reinforced wood and slammed it down, locking the gate.

I backed up, breathing hard, pistol ready. My boots left bloodstains on the marble ground, and I realized it was my blood. Those vulture women had worked me over good.

I waited in terrified anticipation. But nothing came at me from the sky. Nothing tried to break through the gates into the city. No arrows arched over the stone walls. I let out a shuddering sigh of relief, my hands shaking from the adrenaline still coursing through my veins. Holy shit, I’d done it. I’d made it to safety. I bent over and clasped my knees, taking a deep breath to help calm my frazzled nerves. I’d made it.  

But then another thought flashed through my mind. A deeply troubling one. What if I’d accidentally stumbled into the lair of something even worse? Something so bad, even other monsters were afraid to come here? I stood and turned, scanning the ruins of the city stretched out before me. Everything was white marble, graceful columns, and intricate friezes. And the central temple at the heart of this place? It could’ve come straight from the pages of a Greek myth. Greek myth. The words resonated in my mind, and suddenly things started to click inside my brain.

A few of my buddies had run a new campaign not so long ago—one set inside a Grecian world, so all the myths were still relatively fresh in my mind. The vulture women were from Greek mythology. They had to be the harpies. Had to be. And an uncharted island in the middle of the Mediterranean definitely fit with that theory. I still wasn’t a hundred percent about the nagas or the spider boars, but the harpies were unmistakable. 

If so, what new frightening thing lay in the city? Were the monsters outside the gates afraid of some ancient goddess hibernating in the crumbling ruins? That temple would make the perfect lair. Hopefully whatever I found wouldn’t be bulletproof.

 

 

 

 

 

 

FOUR

The Ruins

 

I chugged the last of the water from my canteen. Dammit, if I was going to die, I didn’t want to die thirsty. I tried not to think of it as an act of desperation, but it probably was. Not only was I severely injured, but I was on a hostile island, and I’d managed to burn through most of my ammunition already. On the plus side, those spider boars could’ve gotten me. But they didn’t, and I was still breathing. Chalk one up for the good guy, I suppose.

The sun crept toward the ocean in the distance, and the shadows lengthened around me like inky fingers. Most of the buildings inside the city were intact, but they looked beaten down and not just from age.

A while back, my squad had visited Ephesus, an ancient city in Turkey that dated back to before the Romans. That city had been ravaged by time and the elements, worn down by long, hard years. This place looked different. Everything seemed well-preserved—the frescoes fresh and sharp, the grooves intact. Even bright splashes of paint remained. It almost seemed like these mysterious ruins had been ransacked after a battle, then abandoned days later. 

The central temple dominated the landscape. 

Fanning out from it were barracks and stables to the north and a massive hall to the west, including several terraces overlooking the Mediterranean. I wandered past the stables and entered the barracks. A leaf-shaped iron short sword lay in the dust. I picked it up and gave it a few swings, the blade whistling through the air. Wasn’t sure if it would pierce the skins of the harpies, but it certainly couldn’t do worse than my pistol. I thumbed the blade. Still wickedly sharp. Huh, maybe there was a little magic to it. 

I’d played in untold Dungeons and Dragons campaigns where non-magical weapons couldn’t hurt certain creatures.

I stopped the thought dead in its tracks and shook my head in disgust at my extreme dorkiness. Here I was, fantasizing about magic swords as my wounds stiffened and drying blood coated my green skivvy shirt. I was being a moron. My DnD skills weren’t going to help me here. While it didn’t feel like it, this was real life.

Still, even though the sword probably wasn’t magic, having it at my side was a small comfort. With only five rounds left, I’d need something better than my K-Bar to fight off the freaks roaming this island. I slid the sword through my utility belt and moved farther in. There were spears and other weapons littering the ground. And a few skeletons. I inched closer and toed the thigh bones of someone long dead. For a heartbeat, I envisioned the body springing to life like in the old Jason and the Argonauts movie, the yellowing bones jerking like Ray Harryhausen’s stop-motion creatures.

No, these skeletons were just the remnants of dead people surrounded by their weapons from a war that seemed like old news even when the fall of Rome was still fresh.

Idly, I wandered out of the barracks and through the columns holding up a massive dining hall. The interior was chock-full of wooden banquet tables covered in dusty plates and silver wine goblets. Battered shields and torn battle standards decorated the rafters like war medals on display. I kept going, emerging onto a wide terrace framed in by a marble retaining wall. I made my way over to the short wall and peered over the edge, straight down to the frothing water two hundred feet below. 

Off to my left was a set of treacherously narrow stairs, which switchbacked down the cliff face, connecting to a secondary defensive wall that edged a white sand beach.

The cliffs, the marbled city, the ocean, it all reminded me of the island of Santorini. Admittedly, Santorini attracted European honeymooners and drunk Australian tourists, not crowds of mutant Greek mythological creatures.

Moving across the terrace, I saw other buildings to the south, mostly marble and stone, but a few wooden structures as well. One looked like a palace fit for a king. There was a smaller building nearby with several chimneys poking up toward the sky like accusing fingers, making me think that was probably where the forge was located.

A black shape swept through the sky, immediately drawing my thoughts away from the strange cityscape. I squinted and strained to see what the hell this new thing was, but it was too far for me to make it out clearly. It was humanoid though, with giant bat wings and obsidian-colored skin. Another monster, no doubt, though I noticed it didn’t fly over the ruins proper but kept to the walls. It alighted on a guard tower on the east side of the city, crouching low, its wings stretched wide. 

Well, it seemed the city had some magic to it after all. Otherwise, I would’ve been battling the bat-winged creature, too.

I turned my back to the scenic ocean view and made my way back to the great hall and the temple. 

My combat boots click-clacked on the marble floor, the sound echoing off the high ceilings. All the while, the bat thing watched me from a distance. I heard the gurgling of water as I neared the temple. On the east side of the building was a fountain underneath a colossal statue of what could only be Ares, the god of war. A Greek warrior’s helmet covered his head, a cloak billowed behind him, he held a sword to the sky, and a shield concealed his other arm. The statue was at least fifty feet tall, and I traced a finger along the sandal straps etched into the marble.

Well, I’d found a water source—another small victory. I filled my canteen with the sparkling water, pure and crisp and clean. Then, I leaned forward and drank my fill. I really needed to take some time to wash my wounds, which were almost certainly infected. I mean those harpies didn’t exactly seem clean. But my head was aching like mad, and I felt weak and woozy. What if I passed out here in the open? 

Would the bat thing come and snack on my body? 

What had the harpies said? Flesh for their faces? Yeah, that was no good.

And I was sure the spider boars would love to slurp the skin off my bones. I didn’t want to think about what the snake men would do to me.

So instead of lingering out front, in full view of the bat-winged creature, I slipped up a wide staircase that led from the fountain into the temple, which reminded me of the Parthenon in Athens. But when I reached the top of the steps, I hesitated, some part of me reluctant to go into the inner sanctum. I couldn’t put my finger on it, but deep down I had the strangest feeling that if I crossed the threshold, my life would change forever. Call it intuition, but this temple of Ares had a power to it that was undeniable. 

And that power called to me, beckoned me on. A warm breeze blew a dusty, musky smell out of the temple and into my face. Come, come, come.

I moved through the outer columns on stiff, reluctant legs, then stopped in front of the frieze carved into the far wall. It was a battle scene divided clearly between the good guys and the bad guys. And those bad guys looked very familiar. Clustered around a faceless god, nagas, spider creatures, harpies, and a whole host of other villains were posed in various pre-battle formations. They faced a copy of the statue I’d seen in front of the temple: Ares, with his sword, shield, and helmet, looking heroic as his cloak billowed out behind him. 

A thousand women warriors surrounded the war god, bristling and fierce, holding a variety of swords, spears, javelins, bows, and other implements of Greco-Roman warfare. Amazons, if I had to guess. Curiously, some of the women rode huge mounts—ancient mammoths, boars, even some giant eagles. Others pushed war machines crafted out of wood and metal—catapults, trebuchets, ballistae, and siege towers rolling on great stone wheels. Some of these looked like medieval siege engines but hopped up on steroids and tricked out.

A few of the female warriors had their hands raised, and energy seemed to coalesce around their fists. Spellcasters? Probably. 

Other women were in the process of turning into animals: wolves, bears, even a snake or two. Shapeshifters? Definitely.

I blinked, trying to understand what I was seeing. Then I noticed a bat-winged woman perched on the shoulder of what could only be called an evil god. A faceless being of dark power, carefully depicted in the stone masonry. It was an exact copy of the bat-creature I’d seen flying around the city. The same one who was now perched on the eastern guard tower. Could it be the same creature? And who was the evil god? I moved closer, studying the frieze, rubbing absently at my chin with one hand. 

The faceless god seemed to be rising out of a hole in the earth even as that same hole puked out the fiendish beasts around him. At the bottom of the scene were ocean waves meticulously carved into the marble. And in the midst of those waves were three islands—two circular, one crescent-shaped. And surprise, surprise, the evil god was rising from the crescent-shaped island. The same one I was currently stranded on. 

Another warm breeze blew through, and I smelled that musky scent again, which reminded me of gym class or the barracks when Stinky Pete skipped a shower. 

I left the frieze and rounded on a hallway, which connected with the temple’s inner sanctum.

What I saw stopped me in my tracks.

 

 

 

 

 

 

FIVE

The Godstone

 

Inside the temple was another statue of Ares. This version had the same helmet, shield, and cloak as the one by the fountain, but in this iteration, the god of war had his sword sheathed at his side. He stood tall, feet planted wide as he prepared to hurl a monstrous spear at some unseen enemy.

All of that was same old, same old. 

What stopped me cold was the corpse in front of the statue, balled up on the floor. 

Surrounding the body were the remnants of a battle that had clearly taken the lives of hundreds. Human skeletons littered the marble floor, the bones nearly turned to dust, their armor rusted almost to nothing. Bones of monsters were intermixed with the human remains: I saw the outlines of harpies and snake men and other creatures, including humanoid monstrosities thirty feet tall. The skeletal fists of these hulking warriors were curled around clubs the size of trees. Immediately, my mind jumped to the cyclops from Homer’s Odyssey. It seemed they weren’t a myth either.

All of the people and creatures involved in the temple battle had been reduced to dusty bones, but not the central corpse of what had been a giant of a man.

I shuffled in farther, my footfalls ringing through the columns and bouncing off the high ceiling above. I had the short sword in one hand and my pistol in the other, on the off chance that the enormous, well-preserved corpse rose to his feet and turned monster zombie on me.

Even curled into a fetal position, the corpse was impossibly large—twenty feet tall if an inch—plus several tons worth of flesh that didn’t seem to be decaying. His skin, however, was an off-gray color, like old meat slowly going bad. The stink filling my nostrils wasn’t the smell of death, though. It was the scent of sweat and exertion after a hard PFT. But it was amped up by a thousand percent.  

I grimaced at the stench and continued forward.

“Hey, you alive?” I asked, prodding the massive body with my boot.

The instant my foot touched the body, a brilliant glow filled the air. I winced from the onslaught of blinding light, which emanated from the Ares statue at the far side of the room. Carved into the figure’s breastplate was an enormous, intricately carved rune, which blasted out a golden light like the sun at noonday. The golden glow seemed to throb and pulse for a minute, eventually narrowing until it illuminated the body of the giant like a spotlight in a theater.

Oh shit. I scrambled back a few steps as the giant stirred and groaned, clutching a leaf-shaped sword to his chest. A hulking spear lay on the floor next to him, partially covered by a gigantic circular shield. A helmet obscured the man’s face as he lay on his red cloak, stained white by a thick layer of dust. The glow from the rune gleamed off the metal of the armor like a bonfire, but something shined even brighter. 

A fist-sized diamond was embedded in the giant’s breastplate, and it sparkled with more colors than I could believe. It was like concentrated sunlight moving through a million prisms all at once.

I guess my first thought should’ve been, holy shit, that diamond must be worth a fortune. But it wasn’t. The second I saw it, I knew the gem promised bloodshed and violence and tremendous power. And with power like that, for a guy like me, that meant responsibility.

Still, the diamond drew me on. It was like a car wreck. I shouldn’t look, but I had to know. I had to touch that glittering gem because it beckoned to me. Against my will, my feet broke into motion, and I shuffled closer, inch by reluctant inch. Man oh man, this was a bad idea. The worst idea. But then, before I knew what I was doing, I bent and touched the brilliant diamond, running my fingers over its smooth surface.

White hot pain sizzled through my fingertips, up my arm, and into my brain, frying my neurons and electrifying every part of me.

It felt like someone had sliced off the top of my head, scraped out my brain with a giant ice-cream scoop, then thrown it in a microwave along with a fistful of nails and a few hundred .50 cal rounds. The agony sent me to my knees, teeth chattering inside my head as I clutched at my skull. I drove my palms into my temples and squeezed my eyes shut, trying to contain the agony rampaging through my body like Godzilla in Tokyo. In the distance, I heard a scream—it took me a solid minute to realize it was me.

And it made me scream louder.

The noise of my howls filled my ears—filled the whole temple—and blocked out a booming voice trying to speak to me. But fuck that guy. In the end, I was too full of pain to be bothered by some thunderous voice breaking my eardrums. My brain seemed broken enough.

	Even while the agony in my head ate away my sanity, I felt my body slowly rising from the floor, my legs trembling beneath me. The diamond had come loose from the giant’s breastplate, and it spun in front of me, twirling around and around. I tried to pull my gaze away, but couldn’t. I was mesmerized by the scintillating colors of the gorgeous jewel. And all around me, the temple, the island, the ocean, it was all gone. Vanished. Nothing remained but me and the gem. I was in a void, lost to all time and space.

A second later, a voice boomed through the pain and darkness. “Enough, mortal. Quit your mewling. By Zeus’ holy thunderbolt, you would think you were the one courting death.”

I gritted my teeth and tried to concentrate on the voice and what it was saying. Courting death? Apparently, the giant on the floor had been dancing on death’s door but hadn’t crossed the threshold just yet.

“The diamond,” I gasped, clutching at the sides of my head. “The pain … Too much … Too much for me …”

I prayed that the voice could help me.

And shockingly, in an instant, the blazing inferno inside my head was gone. Still, I slumped forward, sucking in great lungfuls of air, feeling worn-out and lifeless from the experience.

“Is that better, mortal?” the voice asked, a hint of scorn beneath the words.

I winced and pressed my hands against my ears. “Yeah, but not so loud, dude. I have a killer headache.”

“Like my father,” the voice mused. “When my brother struck him with his hammer, the blow split his head in twain, birthing our dear sister—now that is a headache.”

“Athena,” I whispered, recalling my Greek mythology. “So, you must be Ares.”

“That is correct,” the voice thundered. “You know of me and my kin it seems. Yet how did you find this island? It is not meant for mortal man.”

“Plane crash,” I said, closing my eyes since that spinning gem was making me nauseous. “So, am I on another planet?” I asked. “I can’t tell.”

“Another planet? No, you are on your Earth, on the island of Lycastia, locked away from mortals. Look down.”

I opened my eyes and found myself floating in the clouds, my feet dangling below me unsupported. Next to me, shrunk down to my size, was the giant from the temple. He was looking a bit livelier this time around, though. His sickly gray pallor was now a healthy bronze. His eyes were sharp chips of amber in his face. The crimson cloak billowed out heroically behind him; he looked like Superman surveying Metropolis, ready to swoop in and save the day.

While I was a bit unnerved to be adrift in the clouds without my plane, the experience was a thousandfold better than the searing pain I’d felt minutes before.

The clouds dissipated around us, and Ares pointed a great spear downward. “There. Three islands, Themiscyreia, Lycastia, and Chadesia.”

Through the wisps of the fading clouds, in the sapphire waters of the Mediterranean Sea, I saw the three islands rising from the waves like the backs of giant turtle shells. Unlike crescent-shaped Lycastia, both Themiscyreia and Chadesia were round in nature. But these weren’t island paradises, covered in lush vegetation and serene sandy beaches. Nope. Spewing up from the blackened earth like awful lava were hordes of monsters in all shapes and sizes. The harpies, nagas, and spider boars were easy enough to pick out from the churning masses. 

And rising out of the southern tip of Lycastia was the faceless god I’d seen in the frieze.

“Who is that?” I asked the god of war, my voice quivering minutely.

“My uncle, Hades,” Ares said with a disgusted grunt. “After Zeus, Poseidon, and Hades slaughtered my grandfather Chronus and imprisoned the Titans, they threw lots for their place on the world. My father, Zeus, would rule the sky. Poseidon was given charge over the sea. Hades received the underworld as his kingship. My uncle bristled at the results and swore he’d been cheated. And he swore vengeance.”

The scene changed, shifted, and suddenly the dark-souled beasts spilling out of the three islands quickly spread across the whole world, enveloping the continents like a plague on all humanity. I watched in mute horror as the monstrous beasts slaughtered and killed, no doubt giving rise to countless myths and legends. 

Ares frowned at the carnage. “My father cared not if mortals died—he said that the blights of the humans were meant to be. That humans were destined to be destroyed by Hades, Lord of Death, and his ilk. While I didn’t disagree, I saw a battle worthy of my valor. If I could slay the very lord of death, was there a greater victory possible?”

“Uh, who am I to argue with the god of war?” I asked, a little overwhelmed. “So, you fought Hades and his monsters.”

“That word, ‘fight,’ is such an inane word for what I did. Behold, mortal!” Ares swung his spear around, and we soared down to one of the round islands.

“My uncle managed to create three rifts to connect the infinities of the underworld to our Earth. Some believe Poseidon was secretly in league with Hades, which is why the rifts were created far out in the sea. Poseidon denied it, of course, but he has long since vanished to time, so it is likely no one will ever know the truth. Perhaps he is dead, and perhaps that is for the best. Who can say? But yes, gods die, though not in the same way as mortals, as you’ll see.”

I didn’t miss his smirk. What did that mean?

The world around me spun and shifted, and suddenly I found myself standing next to Ares on the dark clay of an island smoking with molten rock and filled with the screams of harpies, snake men, spider creatures, and various other horrors. A towering cyclops, as tall as a redwood, clambered out of a deep chasm, wielding a hammer the size of a Buick Skylark.

Another version of Ares—this one the twenty-foot-tall gargantuan I’d seen dead in the temple—summoned warrior women out of the clay. In seconds, he had an army at his beck and call. The women were of all shapes, sizes, and colors, but each was pulled from the ground. 

Some morphed into wolves. Others cast spells to harness the wind. A few seemed to be able to teleport at will. Several of the women vanished, appeared in front of the cyclops, and chopped into the massive one-eyed man with their swords, only to disappear again. More women, these clad in black clothes, moved silently through the battle, hiding in shadows, backstabbing monsters, or sending feathered shafts into the throats of snake men unaware of their presence. Still others manned a siege tower that had at least five ballistae firing flaming bolts into the fray. 

Regardless of their abilities, these warrior women, led by Ares with his flashing sword and stabbing spear, were a devastating force. Amazons, one and all.

They swept through the monsters until they won the rift, leaving a trail of corpses in their wake. And that’s when Ares stepped in. With the sweep of an enormous hand, he motioned for several women wearing goggles to bring forth a statue of him. The women carefully placed the statue down on top of a rocky, but level, outcropping. With practiced ease, the war god traced the sigil I’d seen back in the temple on the chest of the statue with the tip of his sword. A flash of light and a thunderous wave of sound crashed through the world as he finished. 

A second later, the rift at the center of the island closed as a tsunami of golden light washed across the island, obliterating Hades’ minions like cockroaches being crushed under the heel of a heavy boot. Even though I knew subconsciously this was some sort of memory, I still couldn’t stand to look—it was just too painful. By the time the light cleared, even the enemy bodies were gone, burned away in holy, purifying fire. In their place were plants. Greenery exploded across the island like a nuclear blast. 

Trees, grass, and flowers sprouted up in quadruple speed until only a paradise remained. Miraculously, death had given way to abundant life. 

 “As you can see,” the man-sized Ares said next to me, his voice smug to the max, “I used the sigil to close the rift. What happened here on Themiscyreia also occurred on Chadesia. With my Amazon warriors, I was able to defeat Hades and his hellish underworld monstrosities. Then, using my skills in battle and the lust in my blood, I closed rifts and saved your kind from millennia of torture and murder at the hands of these vile, ungodly fiends.”

“Thanks for that,” I muttered, awkwardly rubbing the back of my neck, not quite sure how to respond.

“Lycastia should’ve been my greatest victory,” he said after a moment, his lips pulling down into a frown. “There, I built this place and crafted thousands of Amazons, all to seal the final chasm and lock Hades away forever in his cold underworld tomb.” I watched as Ares stood over a massive forge. More women took shape, donning armor before dashing off to train.

“Why women?” I asked, watching the scene unfold. “I mean, if you can make people out of clay, why not throw in some men?”

Ares cocked an eyebrow and raised his spear. The forge vanished and once again I was inside the temple on Lycastia. Only this time, the temple wasn’t filled with the dead but the living. Ares lay naked on the floor, and surrounding him on every side were women. Hundreds of them. All nude. All writhing in a tangle of limbs and lips in a full-on Greek orgy. 

I shut my eyes, not wanting to see the god of war getting his freak on. Talk about awkward. 

Ares thundered out laughter. “Oh, you are a prudish sort of mortal. Too bad for you. Why women, you ask? The real question is why would I make a man when I can create both beauty and strength? Men will never have the attractive features of women. Who do artists paint? Which gender do sculptors use to fashion their statues? Why, it’s the feminine form of course. If you could make an army that is both powerful and pleasant to look upon, which would you choose?”

“Uh, probably won’t ever need to make that choice, but I’ll take your word for it.” I cracked an eye and saw the sex-fest was still in full swing. “Can you get us out of orgy central and get to the point? I’m assuming you’re showing me all this for a reason.”

Once again, I thought of the glimmering diamond I’d seen, the violence, the power, the responsibility it had promised.

More cannon blasts of chuckling from the Greek god. “Very well, mortal. I suppose I should call you by some sort of name. Jacob Merely, that is your name, isn’t it?”

“Yeah,” I said. I finally opened my eyes, but immediately regretted the decision.

Ares and I were out by the fountain on the eastern side of the city, and all around me—on the mountains, on the walls, in the streets—were demons from Greek mythology. The Grecian stronghold was besieged, and it wasn’t going well for Ares and the hottie home team. Instead of a lush jungle, the island was a blasted wasteland of geysers, mud pots, and lava flows—at least where there weren’t mythological monsters skulking about. Even the two mountains were simply rocky outcroppings spewing poisonous gases.

“I grew overconfident,” Ares said, planting one hand on the butt of his sword while he watched the battle unfold. “As a meek man, you probably won’t understand that.” More laughter.

“Hey, not that meek. I am a Marine,” I barked back in my defense, though it came off kind of pathetic. I mean, earning the Eagle, Globe, and Anchor was no walk in the park, but it didn’t exactly compare to holding an island city against the embodiment of death.

“I don’t know what that is,” Ares replied, “but it sounds very impressive.” He rolled his eyes. “This from the man who closed his eyes when he could’ve savored the sight of so many naked women, their passions aroused and their lithe bodies—”

I cut off the god of war with an upraised hand and a nasty glare. “Yeah, whatever. So, shit hit the fan on Lycastia, am I right?”

He chuckled and nodded. “Yes, the shit hit the fan and hence was scattered about in a filthy, distasteful manner. Hades established a stronghold on this land. On the southern edge of this island, he built an unholy temple for himself, giving him added strength and power in this realm. He used that added power to breach the rift directly, breaking into this world in the flesh so we might do battle. And he didn’t come alone. He cleared his underworld dungeons and brought forth an army of nightmares never seen before in this realm.” Ares paused, shrugged. “Even I was unprepared for the ferocity of their assault.”

Both of us watched as the gates failed and monsters poured in—hydras and cyclops, hideous lions, even a Gorgon with snakes for hair and poisonous arrows which shot from her bow. There were minotaurs wielding battle-axes, evil winged horses with spiked hooves and wickedly sharp horns being ridden by what looked undead Spartans. Colossal cyclops shambled through the jungle, bashing through defensive positions with ease. 

The giant Ares and his Amazons were driven back an inch at a time until they found themselves in the heart of the temple. The female warriors kept giving the war god glances, wondering at why things had gone so wrong, even as Ares fought on, grim-faced.

“They didn’t know they were all going to die,” I whispered.

Ares growled and shook his head. “No, they didn’t. I promised them victory. I swore we would win the day and that we would feast and make love for a million years after we sealed the rift. And yet, I knew with Hades on the battlefield, it would be death for all.”

“That is what he does,” I said. “God of death and all that.”

“Your jests are as lame as a three-legged calf,” Ares shot back. “Jacob Merely, I am showing you death, and you make light of it. Perhaps you are not the right one.”

“Right one for what?” I asked.

“Watch,” the god of war murmured, “and you will know your destiny. Out of all the mortals walking this world, it seems the Moirai have chosen you”—he paused, offering me a long measuring look—“though it is not a choice I would’ve made.”

 

 

 

 

 

 

SIX

Tutorial

 

The man-sized Ares next to me fell into a coughing fit. He hawked a wad of bloody phlegm onto the marble floor. Odd that a god would hack like that, and his color seemed to be fading, the bronze hue giving way to gray. The giant-sized Ares in the vision wasn’t doing so hot either. A deep gash marked his arm, and an arrow protruded from a thigh as big as a tree trunk. He and his Amazons retreated into the temple. But in the vision, the hulking statue in the central room didn’t have the sigil marking inscribed on the breastplate.

I watched, transfixed, as woman after woman was cut down by ax, sword, blade, talon, arrow, claw, and fangs until all that was left were Ares and three warriors. 

One moved like lightning and smoke, twirling, flashing, and dancing through the assembled monsters until she was little more than a blur. Her sword seemed to be everywhere at once, and she hurled javelins from a quiver on her back even as she fought. The second changed shape at will. One moment she was a gigantic bear, ripping off a snake’s head; the next, she flung herself into the air, shifting into an eagle, only to claw out the eye of a cyclops. She landed on the ground in the form of a lion, ready to devour a harpy. 

The last one, goggles on her face, held a crossbow—but not a run-of-the-mill crossbow. No, this one was covered in gears and cogs, and it had a feeder filled with quarrels on a string. Holy shit, it was basically a machine gun feeding belt. She’d fire one bolt, another would roll into place, and she’d fire again. She peppered monsters even as she and her sisters were pushed into the center of the temple, their backs up against the spear-throwing statue at the center.

Then Hades strode forward, his face blank under his helmet, no skin, no mouth, no eyes, no ears. The god of death had pale skin oozing maggots and pus. He was naked, except for a loincloth, the helmet, and his white cloak. His limbs were long and gaunt as though he hadn’t eaten a good meal in years. In one hand, the faceless god carried a formidable club—built from the thigh bone of some monster and covered with barbed spikes. In the other, he held a rusted shield with razor-sharp edges. 

Looking at the shield, I was suddenly thrilled the corpsmen had insisted on that last tetanus booster. 

Hades lurched into action, burying the spiked bone club into the shapeshifter’s skull, one-shotting her with ease. Then he flung his shield like a giant Frisbee, decapitating the woman firing the deadly automatic crossbow. The last one tried to speed past him and maneuver to his flank, but Hades was impossibly fast. He drove the cruel yellow nails on his right foot into her legs, knocking her down. Then, before she could get away, he casually crushed her skull underfoot as he walked toward Ares.

Suddenly, the confident war god was alone, cut and bleeding in front of the statue.

“Uncle,” the giant Ares whispered with a grimace, his fingers tightening around the hilt of his weapon. “I see you have come to fight me. But I will win. You may have killed the old gods, but I will kill you.”

“You cannot kill death,” Hades replied. His voice didn’t come from his mouth, but bled from the air all around us. It was like some primal force of nature broadcasted from a different reality. “Even war will die before the universe decays. You are as mortal as the humans.”

“Perhaps,” Ares said, squaring his shoulders. “But in strange eons, even death may die. But as long as there is will, there will be war.” With a final, inarticulate battle cry, Ares spun and marked his statue with the magic sigil. At the same time, the light coalesced around his chest, creating the diamond.

The power of the sigil erupted through the temple, battering the Amazonian corpses and smashing into Hades like a tractor trailer of raw force. The light seemed to seep into Hades’ pale skin, dissolving him bit by bit from reality. Likewise, the flesh of the remaining monsters melted from their bones, and only skeletons fell to the temple floor. 

Ares had done it. He’d used the magic sigil on his statue to seal the rift.

“So,” I said. “You won. You sacrificed yourself and all your Amazons—no more orgies for anyone—but you won. I don’t see the problem here.”

Ares sneered at me, chin raised. “Watch, you fool. Watch and know.”

Ares waved his spear, and abruptly we were hovering high above the crescent-shaped island of Lycastia once more. We stayed that way, loitering in the sky, while the sun rose and fell, rose and fell, a thousand times over, almost as if we were watching history on fast-forward. Animals scuttled through the forests, trees grew tall and died, only to be replaced by new trees. Vines crept over the walls of the Amazonian city while the temple of Hades on the southern tip of the island was swallowed whole, entirely reclaimed by the vast jungle.

The sun continued to rise and set, over and over again. The mountains rose to their fullest heights but even then, time caught up with them. The stone began to crumble. Cracks opened in the earth. And from the cracks came monsters. Only a trickle at first—like the steady drip, drip, drip of a leaky faucet—but more and more came as the sun continued its madcap sprint across the sky. Soon, the spider boars created their webs, and the snake men hunted small animals that made their way to the island, while the harpies took to the sky. 

Slowly, but surely, the underworld demons were making their way back out into the world.

“You screwed the pooch,” I muttered in a whisper. “You didn’t seal the rift.” 

“Not completely. I failed in the end,” Ares said. “But you?” He stole a look at me. “You will not. You will take on my mantle, Jacob Merely. You will wear the cloak and bear the shield and take on my helm. You will take my place as the god of war.”

“Me?” I asked incredulously, even though some part of me had known all along this was the natural conclusion. “Yeah, I’m flattered, but I sorta feel like you have the wrong guy for the job. I mean, I joined the Marines on a dare. I’m a pilot, not some Force Recon bubba. Dude, I’d way rather be eating pizza and playing video games than sleeping rough in the field. I’m smart, sure, but not god of war material.” I shook my head, lips pursed into a thin line. 

“Even so,” Ares said. “Behold.”

I watched as my plane appeared streaking through the sky, breaking through the invisible barrier with my engine smoking. “You made it through the barrier I erected to seal Hades off from the world. And despite your objections and your puny stature, you somehow made it to this place.” I watched myself battle through the harpies, past the nagas, and through the spider boars. “Surely this is a sign of the blessing of the Fates. Lachesis has chosen you, Jacob Merely.” Ares waved his spear and we were back inside the temple, next to his giant-sized corpse amidst the dust and bones of his Amazons and the hordes of Hades.

“Hades is still trapped. But your arrival, perhaps ordained by gods unknown, has damaged the sigil even further. Although Hades cannot walk the world until the seal is destroyed, his forces stir. Awakened once more. His lieutenants shall come for you and for the sigil. They will destroy it if you let them, freeing Hades from the underworld and spilling his armies across the face of the world. 

“Without the gods to stop Hades, you humans will be easy prey. Then Hades will not just rule the underworld, he will hold dominion over the sky as well as the sea. You, Jacob Merely, must prevent that from happening. And you have only a little time. Already Hades’ forces mobilize—you have but three weeks to prepare the city for an invasion. If you fail, your world will die.”

My palms were slick with sweat, and my mouth was suddenly dry. I wanted to protest. I wanted to dash out of there, run down the stairs to the western beach, then swim until I hit Cyprus. Instead, I gulped and asked, “But you’re up and about. Why can’t you just rebuild your Amazonian army and stop Hades? Seems like you’re already pretty good at being the god of war.”

Ares offered me a sad, lopsided smile. “No, what you see is a mere shadow of my strength. Already it is failing. You noticed my coughing. My time is almost done, and I have but one task left. I must pass on the blessing and the curse of my power to another. To you. And then teach you how to create my Amazonian army.”

I took a second to think about what he was asking and what the stakes were. I imagined an army of serpent-tailed nagas, armed with M16s, raiding Kabul or taking out Istanbul. I thought of New York City being overwhelmed by harpies. Or what if the Gorgons, with their snakes for hair, traveled through Paris, turning everyone to stone? And from what I’d seen of Hades, not even a nuke was going to take him out. His arrival would be the end of humanity. Even at their best, the gods had never much liked humans. And with one on the rampage, it could mean the end of the world.

I had no choice. I was the wrong guy for the job, but I was also the only guy for the job. If I didn’t take on the mantle of the war god, the world would die, and that would be on my head. Dammit. The first rule in the Marine Corps was never volunteer for anything, and here I was about to commit a cardinal sin and volunteer for an eternal firewatch post. “Fine,” I muttered, folding my arms across my chest. “Give me your mojo, Ares.”

The god of war frowned. “What is mojo?”

“Your power,” I said, sighing. “Hit me. I’m ready.”

He slapped me. It stung like a motherfucker.

The god of war smiled. “I knew what you meant that time, but I couldn’t help myself. There is a problem, however. When you touched the godstone, you felt the full extent of my powers. The energy was too much for you, and the pain you experienced would’ve eventually driven you insane.”

“And you said I was mewling,” I complained. “The pain was terrible. So, how can you give me your power without it putting me on my ass?”

He nodded and grinned. It was not an entirely reassuring look. “Your past. While I was inside you—”

“That’s an unfortunate choice of words,” I said.

“While we were bonded,” he went on, ignoring me, “I saw how much you love games. Not manly games like dice or hunting or battle, but childish fantasy games where you build things and juggle experience points and create menus and matrices of powers and abilities. I believe you call them RPGs, as in role-playing games. Not brave enough to live a real life, eh, Jacob Merely?”

“Fuck you,” I snapped back, tired of being teased by the war god. I rounded on him, a snarl on my face. “I love role-playing and video games. Lots of people do. Gaming is a billion-dollar industry, asshole. I’m not alone. And dude, I’m a Marine fighter pilot, not a virgin, and I have a ton of friends. So back the hell off, Ares, with that bullying crap. I’m doing you the favor here, so keep pushing me, and I’ll walk away and let you deal with your own bullshit. And let me remind you, guy, you’re the one that messed this up, not me.”

Ares gripped my shoulder, fingers digging down. “Yes! That! There! That is your warrior spirit shining through. Maybe the Fates chose true after all.” He grinned again. “Now back to these games of yours. We will use your love for gaming to ease you into my power.” 

“Dude, you’re killing my shoulder,” I said, grimacing. Between my stinging face and his vise grip, I’d forgotten about my wounds from the harpy attack.

“That is only a minor ache compared to what shall come.” He had the godstone in one hand, and before I could reply, he slammed it into my chest. For a time, I was lost in the white-hot pain. Everything was blinding agony. 

And then, as quickly as it had come, it subsided.

 “I don’t have much time, my friend,” Ares said after a time. “But yes, I see you have a strategist’s mind. You will do well with the Amazon warriors. Take the helmet from my corpse and place it on your head.”

I did as I was told. The bulky helmet weighed a ton, but I managed to get it up and over my shoulders. It slid onto my head and immediately shrank to fit me. I blinked through the eyeholes and felt my mouth fall open in shock as a semitranslucent video game menu popped up in front of my face. What. The. Hell. Was this like an augmented reality thing? I didn’t know, but it was a helluva lot like pulling up the master menu in an MMO. I whistled softly, impressed. 

I glanced through the options. There were five main categories to choose from, with multiple drop-down menus listed beneath each: MANAGE AMAZONS, MANAGE ISLAND, MANAGE FORGE, MANAGE ABILITIES, MANAGE INVENTORY. Wow. So admittedly, this whole situation was terrible and crazy, but this? Yeah, this was awesome! I felt like a little kid waking up on Christmas morning. The gamer in me rejoiced. Augmented Reality! Video Game World! Hells yeah. 

And there was so much content to explore. Where to even start?

I immediately toggled over to my MANAGE ABILITIES, scanning the options. There was a character sheet and a skill tree, just like in any RPG I’d ever played. I rubbed my hands together as I pulled up the interface. Immediately, an avatar of me appeared on the left, spinning slowly in the air. I was an average looking guy of five eight, with pale skin, hazel eyes, and dusty black hair trimmed into a neat crew cut. Not ugly, but certainly not a ten on the knock out scale. I was also just a little flabby around the middle—I probably could’ve used a few more pull-ups and a few less pizzas. My figure wore my same stained flight suit and bore all the same wounds my real body did. 

Hovering below my floating combat boots, which were stained with muck and blood, was a typical red Health Bar—currently, I was at 35/100. To the right of that was a brilliant gold bar, labeled Divine Essence Points, which was sitting at 10/10. To the right of my floating avatar was a character sheet that wouldn’t have been out of place in most D and D campaigns or online MMOs. 
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I gave it a once-over, not a hundred percent sure what all the stats did, then toggled down to my new skill trees. There were three of them—the Path of War, the Path of Miracles, and the Path of the Builder. 
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Given the titles, it didn’t take my gamer brain all that long to figure out what each tree was all about. One focused on melee prowess, another on badass spells, while the third concentrated on crafting. Nice. That meant there’d be lots of different game-play options. 

“Yes,” Ares barked, drawing my attention away from the skill trees. “This will do nicely. We can use this format to slowly incorporate my powers into your consciousness. But you had better focus. The armies of Hades are waking even as their evil lord wakes, and if they catch you at level one, you will be destroyed. Annihilated. You seem to have a passion for your games, but now your very life depends upon your obsessive gaming nature.”

“Best news I’ve heard all day,” I replied with a grin. “And my mom said all those weekends spent in front of a screen wouldn’t pay off.” The grin slowly slipped from my face, though. This was cool, sure, but it wasn’t just my life on the line. Everyone’s life was on the line here. “But it’s not just about me,” I said. “It’s about the whole world, right?”

“You are correct,” the war god said weakly. “At this level, you will need the helmet, but eventually you will be able to access the menu without it. Go to the Create Amazon submenu, located in the MANAGE AMAZONS tab.”

With a thought, I brought up the interface, scrolled over, then selected the ‘Create Amazon’ option. A new screen appeared before me, listing the types of Amazons I could create using this newfound power. There were six main kinds of Amazons, and each class had a small animated GIF next to it, showcasing the type. One shot bolts of lightning, another disappeared and reappeared in a blink. Another shifted into a bear, before transforming into an eagle. I took a moment to scan the list:

 

<<< Ω >>>

1. Elementalist: Elementalists can tap into the Divine Power of creation, harnessing the elements with deadly results. 

— Flóga Mágissa, or Flame-Witches, wield the destructive elemental force of fire.

— Gi Mágissa, or Earth-Witches, tap into the heart of Great Mother Gaia to control the earth itself.

— Aéras Mágissa, or Air-Witches, harness the power of the wind and sky. 

— Neró Mágissa, or Water-Witches, embrace the power of Poseidon to harness the water.

— Dasikí Mágissa, or Forest-Witches, can speak the language of the forest. 

2. Battle Warden: The Battle Wardens make up the bulk of the Amazonian army. They can possess enhanced speed, strength, durability, or melee weapon mastery.

3. Beastiamancer: Beastiamancers have a special connection with the wild things of the forest; they can control the minds of animals and ride into battle on giant beastly mounts, acting as heavy cavalry. High-level Beastiamancers can also shape-shift, taking on any animal form they desire.

4. Rune-Caster: These Amazons are predominately crafters and builders, with incredible strength, who utilize ancient Runecraft to build amazing weaponry. Though they are not frontline brawlers, Rune-Casters can use engineered ranged weapons with deadly efficiency.

— At level 3, Rune-Casters can specialize, choosing to pursue one of four different schools of engineering: Structural Architecture, Alchemy, Siege-Craft, or Invention.

5. Huntress: These are nimble, stealthy warriors who attack from the shadows. They use bows, spears, poison, and stealth to kill, and are amazingly fleet-footed.

6. Teleporter: These warriors can teleport through the air, phasing in and out of existence to get anywhere in the blink of an eye.

<<< Ω >>>

At level one, all of the Amazons had similar abilities and attacks, but as they leveled up through combat, they would gain extra Attribute and Ability Points, which I could divvy up as needed. Interestingly, I could use Essence Points to unlock their growing skills more quickly. It also appeared they had an initial level cap of five, though it seemed possible to raise that later on.

“Dude, this is totally like a video game,” I muttered, dismissing the screen.

“I’m the god of war and chaos,” Ares said. “Don’t call me dude. Now, you don’t see the generals option, but you need to build the generals of your army. There will be three: Myrina, Asteria, and Phoebe. The first Battle Warden you build will be Myrina—she will be your main commander in charge of all operations. The first Beastiamancer will be Asteria, and she will lead your shapeshifters and Elementalists. Finally, your chief Rune-Caster will be Phoebe. She is a jewel, and master of all Rune-Crafting specializations. They are unique among their kind, so treat them well …” His voice faded.

I removed the helmet to see if he was okay, and immediately knew he wasn’t. The god of war was hunched over, his skin ashen and gray, a grimace of pain etched into the lines of his face.

“Ares, if this is too much … if you need to rest—”

He rounded on me, brow furrowed, and roared to shut me up. “Mewling mortal! Of course this is too much. I have clung to life for millennia in order to find a successor, and now I am using every last bit of my power to give you the tools to stop Hades from destroying the world! And I have to do it using your pathetic gaming system. These women, these Amazon warriors I loved, they will be confused.” He grimaced and clutched at his gut with one hand. “If you hurt or mistreat them, I will come back from the dead and feed you my sword, Jacob Merely. I swear it on my power.”

I wasn’t the sharpest tool in the shed, but I realized Ares was not only dying, he was also mourning the loss of ever seeing these three generals again. It was clear he had loved them deeply.

“I’ll take care of them,” I offered solemnly.

Ares grunted, nodded, and dropped down on a knee. His weapons clattered to the floor beside him. “Use the Hammer of Hephaestus, in the forge, to create your generals. Phoebe will help you to build more Amazons. She’ll be able to explain the system and understand your unique situation. Myrina”—he shook his head—“she will not. You will have to prove yourself to her, and that might be your most difficult task. But she is worth the battle. Fierce, smart, strong. No Amazons will ever rival her.

“As for Asteria, you will find her silly, but don’t mistake her casual temperament for lack of character. Asteria is Myrina’s most loyal and capable assistant, and it is Asteria who will act as a teacher and liaison to the spellcasters. Asteria will love you, Jacob Merely. It is in her blood. In her bones. And, if you are a man at all, you will grow to love her in return, as you will love them all. In battle, your army will rally around you if you have the courage and the will.”

He gave me a long stare, sweat trickling down his forehead, his dark hair matted to his skull. “You cannot fail. You must lead them. You must become a true warrior in every sense of the word. You are now the god of war. Do not falter or else that bastard Hades wins, and that I will not stand for.” He let out a great shuddering breath, and his skin sloughed off, turning to dust, while his blood smoked away, revealing a skeleton made of glittering diamonds. A wave of pure golden light surged out, slamming into my chest and hurling me back several steps.

For a second, the pain in my skull returned, but it soon faded along with the brilliant light. I glanced down and realized all of my wounds from the harpy were gone. Healed. I felt … great. Awake. Alive. Powerful. Once again, I was alone in the temple of Ares except for the glowing sigil on the statue and the corpse of the war god, now devoid of flesh. All that was left was a twenty-foot-tall skeleton made of perfect gems. Well, if I saved the world and got off the island, I could sell the diamond bones for a fortune. 

There was my retirement, all taken care of.

But did gods get to retire? I didn’t think so. I could worry about that later, though. For now, I had a job to do: create an army, save the world, and become the god of war. Me. Jacob Merely of Rockford, Illinois, who felt moderately guilty about shooting a harpy that had wanted to eat me. I couldn’t help but think I’d be the worst war god ever. 

The thought fled as I realized I’d even lost track of the godstone that had started this whole thing.

I glanced around, but nada. That puppy was gone. What the hell had happened to the thing? Giant, fist-sized diamonds didn’t just disappear—or maybe they did. What the heck did I know? But as I concentrated on the gem, my chest began to itch, and an uncomfortable heat radiated into my muscles. I pulled back my bloodstained skivvy shirt and nearly passed out from shock. There, pulsing beneath my skin where my heart should’ve been, was the diamond. The godstone.

With a sick feeling, I dropped down onto my ass, feeling dazed as I tapped the stone with one finger. I guess that answered the retirement question.

 

 

 

 

 

 

SEVEN

Threats and Promises

 

I had three weeks to master this new world or Hades and his monsters would sweep through the world and kill everyone. And after meeting Ares, I had zero faith that Hades would be up for a round of civil dialogue about why mass genocide of all life was a bad idea. Which meant war was the only option on the table. This was going to be tough, but I’d spent weeks at a time immersed in video games before. Now that my life had become one, I was going to embrace it. 

I picked myself up from the dusty floor and left the temple the way I had come. The sun was sinking ever lower into the white-capped waters to the west, and I wanted to get my generals created right away. Three weeks wasn’t much time, so I couldn’t afford to waste a minute. As I walked, hunger ripped through my stomach like an angry bear, but I ignored the empty void in my middle. Not like there was much I could do about it anyway, since there wasn’t an abundance of food lying around.

So instead, I beelined for the fountain, dipped my hands into the cool water, and drank my fill. Water was a poor substitute for pizza and Mountain Dew, but it was better than nothing. 

“Behold the baby war god,” a silky voice floated down from above me. 

Pistol in my hand, I spun and glanced upward.

The bat-thing I’d seen before sat on the shoulder of the Ares statue above the fountain. Now that it was closer, I saw that it was a she. Her feminine form was visible, even in the fading pink light of sunset. Her gown was like poured ink across her midnight skin. One breast was exposed like she was in a Renaissance painting or something. Her eyes were a bright red and striking against her dark skin. 

Long straight hair framed her heart-shaped face. She was beautiful in an utterly horrible way. She stroked something at her waist, and I realized it was a snake’s head, and that the snake was a cobra, and that the cobra was her belt. Looped around her shoulder was a studded whip. Her other hand rested casually on the pommel of an obsidian dagger with a jagged blade. “You are a child playing with toys you can’t possibly understand nor control,” she hissed through a smile that never reached her eyes. “Good for me and my master.”

I didn’t have much of a snazzy comeback against that, so instead, I said, “Nice cobra belt. Way to accessorize.” Yeah, that would show her. 

“So, you have come to stop us from smashing the sigil,” she replied, mercifully ignoring my idiotic comment. “I heard there was a man on the island. I thought it was impossible. But there you are, standing before me—though you’re certainly not much of a man. A pathetic opponent, unfit to battle me.”

Damn, what was with all these women busting my balls? “Keep talking shit,” I growled, the godstone in my chest growing strangely warm in my anger, “and I’ll teach you exactly how pathetic I am.” 

“Do you think I fear you, freshly minted war god? I am Praxidike, demigod of vengeance. I was born from the blood of a castrated Titan. I don’t fear you, godling.” She squinted, red eyes narrowing. “No, I have come to warn you of your doom.”

It was a lot to take in. Castration and all that. I snapped my fingers. “Oh, you’re one of the Furies. Like a daughter of Hades? But that name, Praxi-whatever. Nope, I’m gonna have to call you Praxy.”

In a flash, she unwound her whip and snapped it across my face, even from thirty yards away. “I am no daughter of Hades, but I serve him. And you will not call me Praxy. I am Praxidike, and I have come to bring the justice of death to all of your mortal race. Prepare your forces, human, for we are gathering our dark armies and you will soon feel our fury. We are going to teach you the true meaning of fear and remorse.”

The pain of the whip shook me. Instead of firing on her, or throwing a quip, I clutched my cheek, wiping away the blood trailing down my jawline. Shit, I was bleeding. Apparently, being god of war didn’t mean I was invulnerable.

Praxidike offered me an arctic, feral smile, unfurled her bat wings, and soared away, her whip trailing down like a tail as she disappeared over the wall. 

Ares said he thought I might have three weeks, but Praxy had just flown into the city, sat on the Ares statue, and whipped me in the fucking face. Unlike the other creatures who had paused at the walls, she didn’t seem concerned about breaking into the holy city. Obviously, the shot clock was running down.

I picked up my pace and jogged to the workshops on the south side of the temple. Entering the barn-like structure, I noticed a bulky fireplace with several dusty anvils surrounding it and at least twenty bellows—huge accordion-like contraptions—to make the central fire as hot as possible. Lying in the cold ashes of the forge was a massive hammer; one side of the hammerhead sloped into a wedge, while the other ended in a flat square of hardened steel.

I stepped up, gripped the leather-wrapped handle, and lifted it from the ashes. Damn, but it was heavy. I turned the thing this way then that, inspecting the army of intricate carvings etched into the metal. There were pictures of swords, shields, and armor, but it all orbited the faces of two beautiful women. One, with a helmet, was obviously Athena. On the other side was Aphrodite, goddess of love and the wife of Hephaestus. Since this was the hammer of Hephaestus, that sort of made sense.

Could I really be holding the hammer of a god? And not just any god, but the same one who’d fashioned Hermes’ sandals, the armor of Achilles, and Apollo’s chariot, which dragged the sun across the sky every day? Runes surrounding the two women’s faces glowed, throwing light in the gathering shadows as twilight approached. The handle quivered in my grip, a potent thrum of energy buzzing in the metal. I could sense that the hammer was ready to create—excited to get back to work after countless centuries lying in wait. 

Idly, I wondered what had happened to Hephaestus, or the other Grecian deities for that matter. Were they still alive and kicking, or, like Ares, had they passed on? I had no clue, and since Ares hadn’t spilled the beans, it was possible I’d never know.

Then it all came crashing home. The idea that I was holding such an impossibly ancient artifact made me dizzy. I had to take a minute to get my bearings. I set the hammer on the ground, sat down on a low anvil, and removed the helmet. Suddenly I couldn’t breathe.

I touched my chest and felt the warmth of the gem beneath my skin, reminding me this wasn’t just some dream. After a few deep breaths, I stuck the helmet back on my head and triggered the interface. Once again, the main menu flashed before me, listing my options. I knew I needed to get busy creating, but I didn’t want to jump the gun before I knew what my stats did. I focused on my MANAGE ABILITIES feature, summoning the character screen. 
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If I focused my attention on the primary attributes, a tutorial box appeared:

 

<<< Ω >>>

Attributes and General Skills

	Strength: This is the primary attribute of the hard-hitting warrior god. Adding points to Strength increases your physical size while simultaneously improving your Health, Health Regeneration Rate, Attack Damage, and Armor Rating. 

	Intelligence: This is the primary attribute of the strategist god. Adding points to Intelligence will increase your control limit, allowing you to create ever greater numbers of Amazons.

	Willpower: Willpower is the primary attribute of the divine god. Adding points to Willpower increases your Divine Essence Points and boosts your Miracle Damage. 

	Fortune: This stat represents the blessing of Lady Fortuna, goddess of luck, which factors into every skill, every battle, every decision. 

	Divine Essence Points: Essence Points function similar to mana and allow you to utilize the power of the godstone to transform reality to your will—at least for a time. Any use of your divine powers, including miracles and crafting, requires Divine Essence Points. 

	Divine Essence-Regen/Hour: This number indicates the number of Divine Essence Points you regenerate every hour at each given level. Increased Intelligence boosts both your base Divine Essence Amount and your Regeneration Rate. 

	Control Limit: The control limit determines how many Amazons you can create.

	Attribute Points: For every level you earn, you gain five Attribute Points, which can be used to increase any of your four primary attributes.

	Ability Points: For every level you earn, you gain one Ability Point, which can be used to unlock the special abilities located in your three skill trees: Path of War, Path of Miracles, Path of the Builder.


<<< Ω >>>

Okay, so I could use my Essence Points to create, alter, and upgrade the Amazons, but at my current level I could only form the three generals Ares had told me about—Myrina, Asteria, and Phoebe. As of now, I had zero experience points, or EXP, but as I leveled up, I would grow and gain access to more of the godstone’s power reverberating in my chest. At the peak levels, I would rival Ares himself. That idea made me excited and nervous all at the same time. 

Part of me wanted to go back and examine the skill trees again, but at this point, it would be a waste of time since I was still a level-one god with zero Ability Points to invest. Ha. Funny. Praxidike had called me a baby god, and while I hated to admit it, she was right. The humor slipped away as the weight of the situation dropped on me. I was a baby god, and an infernal army would be here in next to no time, ready to destroy the sigil holding the God of Death at bay. 

A new fear gripped me. If Ares hadn’t been able to stop Hades’ and his forces, what chance did I stand? Even a slim chance was being generous. But I couldn’t let the overwhelming pressure break me—that was the path to defeat, too. I needed to focus on what I could do. And what I could do was create three Amazonian generals to lead my armies, and hopefully give me a little guidance. That was intimidating in its own right, though. These weren’t going to be pixels and artificial intelligence, but living and breathing women.

What was that going to be like? I couldn’t even begin to guess.

With the sun slipping below the horizon, though, I had no choice but to get to work.

Big problem. I had no idea how to begin.

 

 

 

 

 

 

EIGHT

Forge of Hephaestus

 

How could I create people?

Well, I did have a menu option called MANAGE AMAZONS, with a ‘Create Amazon’ feature below, so duh, start there, obviously. The larger theological implications of creating a new human being would have to be put aside.

Helmet on my head, I picked up the hammer again. The runes etched into the metal flashed and glowed, lighting the room. I ignored the flare of illumination, laser-focused on my gaming display. Immediately, I noticed that when I held the hammer, a miniature hammer icon appeared in the corner interface. I concentrated on it, and the main menu shifted, bringing up a new specialty display for the forge: the temperature of the fire, the number of hammer strokes I needed to do stuff, blueprints for my three generals, things like that. 

Cool, I had a Hammer of Hephaestus setting.

I exited out of the hammer menu, accessed the ‘Create Amazon’ options, and saw the various warriors, Elementalists, and crafters available to me. I figured I would create Phoebe first—Ares had said she could help me—so I selected Rune-Caster.

There at the top, spinning around slowly, was Phoebe. She was a willowy woman with brunette hair, gray-green eyes, and a definite girl-next-door vibe—snarky and brilliant. A toga hung from her shoulder, covering her, and a laurel wreath crowned her head. Sandal straps hugged her calves all the way up to her knees. Even animated, she kind of intimidated me. She looked so smart. So competent. Intimidating.

Yeah, not sure I wanted to start with the engineer, after all. She’d be crucial to my success, so I couldn’t afford to mess up on her. I needed a practice run first, I decided.

Toggling back, I thought Myrina might be a better place to start. 

She would lead my main forces. I got back to the main menu and chose Battle Wardens. Like before, under the create warden option, at the top was an animation of Myrina. She couldn’t have been more different than Phoebe. She possessed a muscular, lean build, perfectly engineered for speed and violence. Her blonde hair was worked into a severe braid, showcasing her sharp facial features and flashing blue eyes. Dammit, she looked tough in her armor. A shield and spear encumbered her hands while a short sword hung from her belt. 

Nope. Didn’t want to start with her either. She looked like she might kick my teeth in on principle.

I sighed at my indecision. Starting games always intimidated me because I never wanted to make the wrong choice, and the learning curve could be steep. This felt even worse since I was about to start making real people.

Phoebe would come last, I decided. I hoped Asteria, the shape-shifter and leader of the Elementalists, would prove to be a better option. When I clicked on the Beastiamancer option, she came up immediately. Asteria was totally different from the others. For one thing, she had blue-tinged skin and striking golden eyes. Her short, pixie haircut accentuated her cute face. She was also wearing a toga and sandals. Even in her animation, she was smiling in encouragement. My heart beat a little faster while at the same time I felt calmed by her. 

Bingo. She was definitely the right place to start.

Feeling a bit surer, I selected her, and a blueprint popped up, listing the various components I would need to create her. First things first: sacred clay. I remembered seeing clay pits outside, near the southern wall.

Grabbing a wooden bucket off the wall, I took off immediately, working my way down a street south of the forge. The sea had swallowed the sun, and the sky flamed red as stars winked on in the darkening heavens. I felt the power in the air. The world was as ready as the hammer to create.

At the clay pit, a spade lay on the ground. I snatched it up, dug up a heap of gray clay, and loaded it into my bucket.

A flutter of feathers above me seized my attention. There, on the wall, sat the old crone harpy. She opened her fanged mouth to squawk, “Man. Dead man. Dead man in the dead city. Dead. Dead man. Dead man. Good eating. Flesh for my face. Vengeance. Flesh for my face.”

“Make up your mind, lady,” I shot back. “Am I dead? Do you want vengeance? Or do you just want to eat me?”

“All three, all three, all three!” the harpy shrieked, her feathers bristling.

“Then come on in and get me,” I offered with a wink. “Or are you too afraid that my buddy Ares might spear you and fry you up with some of the colonel’s special spices?”

She gave out a shrill caw and fluttered away, but returned a moment later with another harpy, this one young and beautiful. Both peered down, grimacing, mouths opening and closing, wings shivering while they clutched the wall with their sharp talons. Apparently, they weren’t bold enough to venture in yet, but I knew I needed to hurry. If the armies of Hades attacked me alone, all would be lost. 

Once I got my generals created, it would be at least four against an evil underworld armada.

I jogged away with my bucket in tow, leaving the shouting harpies at the wall. 

Back in the forge, I used a pack of waterproof matches from my pocket to coax a fire to life. The kindling was dry enough to make that simple, and after adding some fresh wood into the mix, my fire grew into a roaring inferno. On one wall were various tools—heavy mallets, steel tongs, grooved swages, clamps, rasps, and files—and on the other were heavy wooden shelves and drawers full of silver dust, gold flakes, animal parts, flowers, plants, and herbs. 

For Asteria, I needed mouse bones, the teeth of a wolf, the feather of an eagle, the fur of a bear, the spine of a fish, and some animal fat. She also required a bit of copper, bronze, and platinum. Opening and closing drawers, I found all of the components. On an anvil near the growing fire, I fashioned a crude figurine about ten inches tall out of the clay, then mixed the precious metals into a paste made of animal fat. The concoction was rancid as hell, and I hoped that wouldn’t matter. I was amazed it was there at all and not rotted away. 

Maybe it was Gorgon fat. Who knew?

Working carefully, I pressed the paste into the heart of the figurine and then decorated the body with the pieces of the other animals. By that time, the larger logs had burned to glowing coals, but when I checked the hammer menu, I found the fire still wasn’t hot enough. According to the instructions in my display, the fire needed to be two thousand degrees Fahrenheit to forge a Beastiamancer. 

I headed over to one of the bellows, grabbed the leather-wrapped handles, and pushed the accordion ribs up, before pulling them down. I wasn’t strong enough to get them down all the way, but I was heavy enough. Swinging on the handles, I wiggled myself ridiculously until the bellows wheezed closed, blowing oxygen onto the fire. The flames erupted afresh, and the red coals gleamed with new life. Grunting, I got my legs under me and pushed the handles up, opening the bellows and letting the air rush in. When I swung back down, the bellows closed and oxygen gushed out again.

I did that over and over, adding more logs, even throwing in some coal. I knew the Romans had mined coal, and it seemed Ares knew about it as well. Or Phoebe had.

That brought up a question. I was creating Amazons that had existed before, during the first war that Ares fought against Hades. Would they remember their lives, deaths, and relationship with Ares? 

I wasn’t sure, but I’d find out soon enough.

After twenty minutes of grueling work, the fires burned fierce and hot. I was sweating like an NBA All-Star in the championships, so I threw off my blood-stiff shirt and worked in my flight suit and combat boots. And I left the helmet on, of course.

Holding the glowing hammer, I checked the forge’s temperature. The readout was climbing from a thousand degrees Fahrenheit to fifteen hundred to nineteen hundred to two thousand degrees. Perfect.

A long-handled shovel-like instrument hung on the wall. I set the hammer down and retrieved what was known as a peel. I’d worked at a pizza place, and my fat manager had insisted I call it a pizza peel rather than a pizza shovel. Just a little bit of knowledge I’d gained before becoming the god of war. Little had Ed Fartsworth known that he’d be helping me create a person back when I worked at Little Peppe’s Pizzeria. I slid the flat-faced peel underneath the figurine and then gently laid her on a stone slab in the middle of the fire. 

Immediately, on my Amazon Creation menu, I saw a variety of options. I could alter her physical attributes—make her taller, smaller, thinner, thicker, change her hair and skin color. It was kind of like the character generation menus from most of the mainstream MMOs I’d played. Located beneath the physical features menu was a character sheet, similar to mine. I pulled it up and looked it over. As with her physical attributes, it appeared I could tweak her stats if I wanted to. 
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I frowned, then closed out of the creation menu without changing a thing. A small part of me wanted to change the settings—especially in the physical attributes department—but I finally decided against it. These were going to be my generals, so it seemed like a good idea to just stick with the presets Ares had used. I was pretty new to this whole god of war thing, so I was just going to trust that Ares knew what in the hell he’d been doing when he made these three. 

Mentally, I hit the “create” button, and immediately the animal parts burned up into thick gray smoke, which swirled and danced around the clay rather than escaping up the chimney. The rancid animal fat dribbled away to the side, and I watched as the remaining precious metals coalesced into a heart shape forged from copper, bronze, and platinum. 

The clay figure hardened, and she was ready.

I used the peel to remove the Asteria statue from the fire, then gently placed her on the pitted surface of the anvil. This next part was iffy, but the blueprint was clear on what I needed to do. Three hammer strokes to create Asteria.

I figured if I hit that clay figure with the hammer, it would shatter, but what did I know? I wasn’t a god … not yet. 

How cool was it that I was creating a character, both in the real world and in my game menu? The amalgamation of video game and real life was so wickedly awesome!

I planted my feet next to the anvil, squared my shoulders, and lifted the hammer high, feeling a rush of power from the godstone in my chest. I took a deep breath, exhaled through my nose, then slammed the blunt hammer face down onto the clay figure. The hammer landed with an explosion of white-hot sparks, and the figurine grew a foot bigger as the clay turned blue. Hair sprouted from the head of the little doll, and lifeless features appeared on its face. The precious-metal heart folded into what was part skin, part clay.

My hammer menu flashed. Two strokes left. But my Essence Points had dropped from ten to nine, and I felt my strength weaken. Damn, but I hoped I had enough Essence Points to finish my generals before hunger, exhaustion, and lack of mojo put me on my ass.

I hefted the hammer again and slammed it once more into the foot-long doll. Another round of sparks blasted out, and this time the figurine tripled in size while my Essence Points dropped again—this time from nine to eight. Asteria’s facial features were more distinct now. Her lips and eyes were clear, and her fingers and toes had appeared as if by magic. Her head and legs hung off the anvil, but her chest remained on the iron slab. 

Those eyes, partially formed, opened, and her lips parted as she struggled for air.

I lifted the hammer one more time, feeling a little unsure about this whole process. The woman on the slab wasn’t quite alive—not yet—but she looked human enough to make me uncomfortable with the idea of smashing her in the chest with a magic sledgehammer.

But I needed to trust the process. With the hammer streaming blinding light, again, I slammed it down on the heart buried inside the blue-skinned woman. She grew again, this time to about five and a half feet tall, suddenly too big to stay on the anvil. She rolled off, but I caught her, dropping the hammer, which clattered to the floor, spilling pools of light across the ground.

Suddenly, I was holding a fully grown naked woman in my arms, blue-skinned and heart-achingly pretty with her short bob of dark hair and her golden eyes, which caught the flickering firelight. She reached a slim hand to touch my helmet.  

“Ares, what happened?” she whispered, voice silky and sultry. “Am I alive? I had a dream we perished in the temple and that I would never see you again. And yet here I am, alive and breathing. But this now feels like a dream. Remembering anything is”—she reached up and rubbed at her temple, eyes hazy—“very difficult,” she finally finished. “You, however, I know you. I can feel your strength.”

“Uh, might not be my strength you feel,” I replied shyly. I eased the helmet back so she could see my face. “I’m Jacob. Ares didn’t make it.”

Tears filled Asteria’s eyes. “Ares is dead?”

I nodded. 

She flung her arms around me and sobbed. Tears streamed down her blue cheeks from her newly created eyes. Awkwardly, I felt her naked skin on mine. 

I pushed the thought away as a wave of weariness poured over me like a flash flood. I’d started with ten Essence Points and was down to seven. If Myrina and Phoebe each required three hammer strokes apiece, I’d wind up with a single point remaining. That was cutting it close.

First things first, though. I had a weeping Amazon in my arms. “It’s okay, Asteria. I’m taking his place. I can do this. In a lot of ways, I’ve been preparing for this moment all of my life. I’ll take care of you. I’ll protect you. I promise.”

She relaxed in my arms, fast asleep. I felt like I’d soothed a newborn baby back to sleep. 

In a lot of ways, I had.

I found a pile of straw—near the forge so she wouldn’t get cold, but out of the way enough so she could rest. A few ragged cloaks hung from the wall, and I took one and draped it over her so she wouldn’t be embarrassed when she woke up.

Back at the forge, hammer in my hand, helmet on my head, I figured I’d make Myrina next. I was feeling more confident. Asteria had turned out all right—ten fingers, ten toes, and a broken heart—though she’d mentioned having trouble remembering her past life with Ares. Not sure how that would play out in the long run, but for now, at least, everything was okay.  

Okay. On to Myrina. The night deepened, as did my hunger and my exhaustion. Now wasn’t the time to call it quits, though.

Browsing the blueprints, I saw what I needed for Myrina, a Battle Warden and my primary general. More clay from the bucket, plus gold, silver, platinum, iron dust, and a shard of bronze. It seemed Myrina was all heavy metal. Rock on. Working quickly, sweating buckets in the heat, I sculpted Myrina’s figurine, got her in the fire, and then watched as the metals melted and ran across the hardening clay to form her heart. The hammer menu told me when she was done and ready to be forged. 

Again, I had options for her build and class, but I knew the defaults would be the best bet. Still, I couldn’t resist at least glancing at her character sheet:
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I smiled—I had more than enough gaming experience to know a melee tank when I saw one, and Myrina with her high Strength, Health, and Attack Damage? Yeah, she was a tank all the way. 

Time to get busy. The first hammer strike transformed her from a clay doll into something partially living. The second stroke surprised me. Three feet long, she burst out into a baby’s squeal, part of her body clay and the other part flesh. Immediately I realized her skin wasn’t going to be blue like Asteria’s, but an olive color, like modern-day Greeks’. I raised the hammer for the third stroke, but once again hesitated. That baby’s cry, it sounded like my niece. Could I really lay that hammer down on a crying baby? 

Yes, and I couldn’t miss. I had the idea that if my hammer blows weren’t exact, I’d have to do them again and spend an extra Divine Essence Point. I had none to spare.

I focused on the glowing bit of cooling metal embedded in her chest, right where her heart was, and swung the hammer down to finish the task. Myrina doubled in size, significantly taller than Asteria—topping out at about six feet—her limbs long and lean and strong. I tried to catch her as she tumbled, but her weight surprised me. Catching her was like trying to catch a professional linebacker. Seriously, she must’ve weighed in at two hundred and fifty pounds, easy. 

The hammer fell to the floor with a clank, and we joined it.

The next instant, however, Myrina leapt to her feet, fists up, brow furrowed, eyes shining in fury. “Who are you!” she barked, her voice feminine but harsh, like steel wrapped in velvet. “Where is Ares?” she said, not a question but a demand.

I wasn’t ready for this. Tears, maybe, especially after her baby cries, but this fierce naked woman in front of me was ready to scrap.

“He’s dead,” I said, scrambling to my feet. Stupid me, I let my guard down.

And she clocked me in the jaw for my troubles. The right cross felt like a baseball bat to the teeth, and the force of her attack sent me spinning to the wall. I shook my head, banishing the stars dancing across my vision as I wheeled around. 

She was crouched, five feet away, and she had my K-Bar up and ready. Well, this was not how I’d expected things to play out. I raised my hands, showing her I meant no harm—apparently, she took it as a sign of aggression. In a blink she closed the distance between us, batting Ares’ helmet from my head, then latching onto my hair. Her other hand shot to my throat, pressing the razor-sharp blade against my skin. 

“Ares is dead, and you killed him. Now, I am going to kill you!”

 

 

 

 

 

 

NINE

Blackout

 

The fire in the forge cracked and popped. The smell of coal smoke floated around the room. Sweat dripped off my nose. “Wait, Myrina, let me explain!”

The newly born Amazonian general wasn’t about to chat with me. “There is nothing to discuss, intruder. That is the helmet of Ares, is it not?”

“Yes, but—”

“And that is the Hammer of Hephaestus. The same hammer Ares and Phoebe used to forge our army, is it not?” she asked, this time her words as sharp as the steel against my neck.

“Yeah, but—” The edge of the knife bit into my skin, and blood seeped down my neck.

“Are you a minion of Hades? Why did you create me? Speak, worm, before I cut your throat.”

“Uh, well, Myrina, I’ve been trying to get a word in edgewise, but you’ve made it a bit difficult. I didn’t kill Ares. He gave me his godstone, it’s in my chest, and I’m slowly gaining the power to stop Hades and Praxidike. If you kill me before I make Phoebe, just you and Asteria will have to protect the last sigil and figure out a way to seal the rift for good.”

Her eyes widened in a combination of surprise and dismay. “We failed, then?” she mumbled, more for her than for me. “My recall, it is muddy like a mountain stream in springtime, rushing and unclear. In the temple, the final battle, Hades used his magic and his spiked bone club to smash our forces. We fell back … slain.” She faltered. “Oh, by the thunder of Zeus …” She stumbled back, the cold steel easing away from my skin. 

Wheeling, I caught her before she fainted, and my knife clattered to the floor. 

Despite the smell of the smoke and coals, I noticed Myrina’s strong scent—equal parts fresh rainwater, rustling springtime grass, and sweat. She was losing consciousness, still weak after her birth—I could totally sympathize. After all, I was a newly born godling, with only four Essence Points left and an empty belly. Though she was heavy with muscle, now that she was on her feet, I managed to keep her upright, though barely.

“So, you would take on the war god’s mantle,” she gasped. “And of course, like him, you would forge us without clothes. I’m sure your appetites are equally passionate and unquenchable.”

Before I could reply and defend myself against her cutting accusations, her eyes rolled back into her head, and she was out like a light. I sighed and tried to ease her to the floor. Then, because she was heavy and unwieldy, I sort of accidentally dropped her like a load of bricks. For a moment, I just stood there staring at her, breathing hard. Picking her up, yeah, not happening. So instead, I got a cloak under her and dragged her through the forge and onto the straw next to Asteria. And try as I might, I couldn’t stop looking at her exposed skin—gorgeous didn’t even begin to cover it.  

Ares definitely made these women to be appealing to the eye. 

But her words made me feel just a tad bit uneasy. She’d mentioned something about clothing. Maybe that was worth checking into. 

Back at the forge—the hammer in my hand once more—I checked, and sure enough, there in the character creation menu was a wide array of outfits and armor. I’d missed that because there were just so many damn features, and the tutorial was less than stellar. Great. Myrina thought I was a pervy monkey just like Ares had been. Nope, not this guy. I mean I like women—I really like women—but I wasn’t a ladies’ man by any stretch of the imagination. And this whole situation was way too weird for me. 

So for Phoebe, I’d create her with clothes. It would save us all some embarrassment, though neither Asteria nor Myrina had been modest.

For my last general, I needed more clay, of course, plus a generous heap of platinum and iron dust. Oddly, I also needed to create a little system of clockwork gears to serve as her heart. After rummaging through a bunch of drawers, I found a box of pins and bronze-toothed gears. With a little bit of elbow grease and tinkering, I managed to whip up a steampunk cosplay gadget for her. It wasn’t functional, but it seemed to check the box just the same. As I finished with the contraption, my belly rumbled and gurgled while my throat felt like someone had poured sand down it. 

I checked my watch. One in the morning. 

I needed a little break.

Outside, the air was still warm from the jungle, but after the terrible heat of the forge it felt absolutely amazing. At the fountain, I drank water, then thought about what I’d accomplished so far in my short tenure as god of war. I’d created two people. Two real live people. One had cried in my arms. The other had about killed me. I couldn’t help but grin. The jungle perfume smelled good, life felt good, and while we had hordes of monsters to fight, I’d beaten the odds in getting as far as I had. I checked the skies for harpies or my Fury friend with her whip, but only stars shined down.

Would the United States military be looking for me, I wondered idly. Almost certainly, though it would probably be a fruitless search. I was on Earth, true, but Lycastia was well protected and guarded, most likely by divine magic. 

That thought wasn’t as troubling as it should’ve been. Suddenly, I realized I didn’t want to be found. Back in the real world, I was a Marine fighter pilot, which was no small thing, but I was also an outcast in my battalion. The gamer dork. The guy who got stuck scrubbing toilets and pulling endless weekend watches because the higher-ups didn’t like me. Here, though, I was more. While I wasn’t sure I could pull off the god of war stuff, I couldn’t pass up the opportunity to play a real-life video game. 

And I remembered how Ares had talked about his generals. How much he had loved them. A part of me also wanted to get to know them. 

And dude, Jacob Merely of Rockford, Illinois, saving the motherfucking world? Hell yes!

I took one last slurp of water, then wandered back to the forge, confidence flowing through me.

The last step in making the Phoebe doll—who would become my master crafter—was to douse her with olive oil and wine. That was going to be a problem. Shifting around bottles, I finally found some olive oil. Though it was black sludge in a wide-shaped bottle, it would have to work. The wine was even more problematic. The leather wineskin I found was cracked, and the contents were little more than dust. Would wine dust work? That seemed a helluva lot iffier. Unfortunately, I wasn’t spoiled for options, so it would just have to do. 

As the Marines are fond of saying, improvise, adapt, and overcome.

With a grimace, I shook the dust onto the doll, now gleaming with old olive oil. The Phoebe figurine turned a reddish color like freshly turned mud. I was so glad I was making Phoebe last since she seemed the most complicated.

Using the peel, I slid the statuette into the fire. The smell of burning alcohol and scorched olive oil hit my senses like a pillow to the face. I wrinkled my nose at the stink and watched apprehensively as the gears spun on the chest of the doll, whirled around by the hot air of the flames eating away at the coal. The platinum and iron dust melted to form her heart as the gears kept rotating. Why the tiny cogs didn’t melt, I had no idea, since bronze has a melting point below both iron and platinum. 

Magic, I suppose.

I checked my hammer menu. Once Phoebe was ready, I quickly scanned her character sheet:
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From the look of things, Phoebe was a support player, not meant for the front lines of battle. No, she was an engineer, working behind the scenes. I quickly accepted the defaults. This time, though, I included a toga for her. 

I maneuvered the peel under the doll, then laid the figurine on the anvil. With that done, I raised the hammer and slammed it down with flawless precision, the ring of metal on metal filling the air. First swing, and a foot-long doll appeared. When I hit the gears on her chest, they stopped spinning for a minute, but the instant I lifted the hammer, they whirred up again. On the second blow, she grew to three feet long, and her eyes opened wide, brimming with infinite interest in what I was doing. 

Her eyes caught mine. I was shocked to see such understanding in them. Even at a glance, I could tell that Phoebe was both cunning and brilliant. 

I reached up and wiped away a thick layer of sweat and grime with a shaky hand. Every Essence Point I used sapped my strength a little more, and I was really starting to feel the fatigue. Sheer exhaustion wrapped around me like a heavy blanket, leaving my limbs shaky and uncertain and nausea roiling in my gut. More than anything, I wanted to stop—needed to stop—but I was too far in to turn back. Phoebe was lying on the anvil, two-thirds formed, looking up at me with hyper-aware eyes. 

Time to finish this. 

I raised the hammer with arms that felt made of lead, and lashed out. Of course, the third swing went wide, missing the mark entirely and clanging against the anvil. 

I doubled over, one hand planted on my knee as a wave of dizziness roared through me. Shit. Not only did I miss, but now I felt like someone had run me over with a car. Worse, I only had a single Divine Essence Point left. 

Phoebe’s body buckled, and she flung out her arms. She screamed in pain. Was it the wine dust? Was the olive oil bad?

I wasn’t sure, but her agony hurt me.

I had to finish crafting her before the pain killed her.

I wasn’t sure what would happen if I dropped to zero Essence Points, but I had no choice. With a silent scowl, I righted myself, concentrating on the task at hand. I just needed one clean hit. I lifted the hammer with quivering arms and brought it down on her chest—

An explosion of light and sound thundered through the room, and a concussive wave of raw force hurled me backward, through the doors, and out into the night.

I had one second to glance at the stars, to feel the warm night on my skin, and then I was unconscious.

I wasn’t sure how long I was down for, but when I came too, light edged my eyelids. I coughed, and every muscle in me ached. I tried to access my game menu, but I couldn’t. I vaguely realized the helmet was no longer in place. 

I felt a soft bed under me, a comfortable mattress, and a silken blanket over me. My finger found a feather poking from the mattress. Oh, so it was stuffed with feathers. I wondered if they were harpy feathers and got a little creeped out. And what about the blanket? Was it crafted from spider-pig silk? All questions better left unanswered, I decided. Slowly, I blinked open my eyes, double checking to ensure none of the arachanaswine were around, ready to eat me. I tried to sit up, but then I realized I was tied to the bed. 

I couldn’t move a muscle!

Were those ropes or pig webs?

I glanced around, wild-eyed and nervous. Well, I wasn’t in the jungle. 

A luxurious marble room surrounded me, filled with light. Lush red-silk drapes framed the windows, intricate scrollwork was carved into the marble, and the bed frame was made of woven metal. Against one wall was a stand with towels and a washbasin. A big wooden table lay near the opposite wall. Objects were scattered across the top of the sturdy piece of furniture, but it was too far away for me to see what they were. The salty breeze from the ocean blew in through the entrance to a terrace, rustling the curtains. 

I was in the palace on the western side of Lycastia City, near the steps that led down to the beach. I wanted to check the time, but my arms were tied to the bed frame and my wrist was bare. My watch was gone.

Uh, and I was naked.

The helmet of Ares was gone, while my clothes were neatly folded and stacked in a chair against the far wall.

Someone cleared their throat, and I stole a look to the right, my cheeks burning as I finally saw my newly minted Amazons standing watch over me. All three generals looked down on me with three completely different expressions on their faces.

Myrina glared at me with her arms folded across her chest in clear disapproval. She was dressed in full armor: a bronze breastplate, bronze greaves covering her legs, and leather sandals. Hardened strips of linen formed her skirt. I’d heard of linen armor before—pieces of cloth glued to rabbit skins—but this was the first time I’d seen it. Bronze bracers protected her wrists. 

Asteria, by contrast, looked concerned, though a fragile smile curved her lips. She was a sight to behold, her golden eyes reflecting the light of the sun. Unlike Myrina, Asteria wore only a very sheer purple toga, which dropped to mid-thigh, leaving ample amounts of blue skin bare. Even a sidelong glance at her left me blushing like mad and feeling deeply pervy—she was practically naked, for Pete’s sake.  

Phoebe sported a white toga made of sensible, thick wool. She appeared to be slightly puzzled but ultimately unimpressed. This was my first time seeing the Rune-Caster alive and well, so I took a moment to catalog her features. She was taller than Myrina by a few inches, but significantly less thick around the hips and less broad through the shoulders. She was tall and willowy, and her intelligent gray-green eyes were startling in contrast to her dark hair. Her left leg looked wrong, though—shriveled and oddly shaped. She used a crutch on that side to support her weight.

A flash of pain seemed to sprint across her face as she noticed my gaze. Had I done that? Was her leg the result of my sloppy crafting? Uncertainty and guilt unfurled in my chest like flowers blooming in spring.

Phoebe offered me a lopsided grin and cocked an eyebrow at me. “So, our new god of war is awake. It took you long enough—it seems you are much weaker than Ares of old.” She paused, a playful gleam in her eye. “Weaker and smaller.”

“Yes,” Myrina agreed with a serious nod. “Small and limp. How can we follow such a man when we have known the affections of an immortal masterpiece of divine masculinity?”

“Come on,” Asteria protested, shooting me an apologetic glance, “he’s not that small. Besides”—she stole a sly look at me, chewing on her bottom lip—“I think it was kind of cute, how it kept flopping to the left. It is adorable.”

“Dude, no talking about my junk,” I said, struggling fruitlessly against my bonds. “Seriously. We’re gonna have to lay some ground rules—and not talking about my junk is gonna be at the top of the list. And rule number two will be to cut me a little slack. I’ve been a god for less than twenty-four hours, and I was a good enough god to create you three. That has to count for something. Now, can someone please untie me?”

“This is true—you did manage to create us, which is no small feat,” Asteria said, taking my side. “And you even held me when I wept. Still … Poor Ares, I can’t believe he’s gone.”

Myrina’s jaw muscles twitched. I saw tears threaten, but she burned them away with her fury. “We failed him,” she said, ignoring my request completely. “If our forces had held longer, if we hadn’t folded before the might of Hades, the sigil in the Lycastia temple would’ve kept the rift into the underworld sealed.” She faltered, scowling, hands curling into tight fists. “No, I failed. I will not rest until I have addressed this wrong. War god or not, this little man is necessary for my redemption.”

“I’m not little,” I said forcefully. “I’m almost six feet tall.”

“Ares was twenty,” Phoebe replied with a matter-of-fact shrug. But then she walked to my bed—moving with a slight limp—and sat down. She studied me carefully, pulling the sheet down and tracing a finger across my chest, where the gem glowed underneath my skin. “But despite your size, Ares’ power burns brightly in you.” She shook her head as though she couldn’t quite believe her own words. “He and I discussed the transfer of power, but we worried that a mortal would be overwhelmed and ultimately destroyed. How? How are you still alive and sane?”

I cleared my throat and shifted uncomfortably before trying to explain things. “The helmet of Ares gives me access to gaming menus,” I said. “If you could grab it for me, I can show you. Ares and I came up with the plan so I could slowly access the power in the godstone. But you’re right, he tried to give me all the power at once, and it nearly turned my mind into chocolate pudding.”

“What is chocolate?” Phoebe asked, uncertain but intrigued. “No, wait. Do not tell me.” She pressed a hand to her temple, eyes shut tight as she searched her mind. After a moment, she sighed, her lips pressing into a thin line “I cannot remember what chocolate is. Many parts of my memory seem compromised.”

“No, it’s not you. It’s New World food,” I said, feeling terrible. Aside from the bad leg, was it possible I’d damaged part of her mind as well? That would be concerning enough, but what if my screwup affected Phoebe’s ability to craft weapons and other Amazons? “You wouldn’t know what it is since it was discovered after your time. Now, let me ask again, can someone please untie me? I swear I won’t hurt you.”

Myrina scoffed snidely, dropping her hands to her hips. “As if you could, little man.”

Phoebe chuckled as well. “I don’t think he poses a threat, and the godstone does burn inside him.” She waved a hand at me. “Let him free.”

Asteria bounded onto the bed in compliance, cutting me loose with a small knife. Then before I could prop myself up, she threw her arms around me and snuggled close. She pressed her face into my neck and sniffed. “You smell good. Not as good as Ares, but I like you. You are far kinder, and you held me while I cried.” She drew away, beaming brightly at me. Then she dived right back in, nuzzling her nose into the hollow at the base of my throat.

I blinked. Suddenly this beautiful blue-skinned woman was cuddling with me? What the hell?

Myrina grimaced and turned on her heel. “I suppose the little master is hungry. Phoebe and I did some hunting while you were out. I will return with nourishment. I despair at the state of our vineyard. We will not have wine for some time and perhaps even longer until we have olives.”

She turned on her heel and left, the sound of her footfalls carrying down the hall.

“Man, she doesn’t like me,” I muttered.

Asteria sneaked a hand under the blanket and rubbed my belly, gently tracing circles around my belly button with one finger. “Oh, Myrina is never happy unless she is fighting or planning a fight. She will realize you are wonderful in her own time.”

“Is that right?” I asked Phoebe.

The Rune-Caster shrugged, then seesawed her head. “Your worth has yet to be proven. Somehow, though, you managed to convince Ares of your worth, so I will do whatever I can to aid you, Master. But I do have a question that needs answering.” She stopped talking, pondering.

“What’s the question?” I finally prompted after a time.

She held up a wait-a-minute finger, her gaze hazy and distant. “Apologies. Remembering is hard.” She pressed her eyes shut tight. “Yes, that’s it,” she finally mumbled. “The seal and the rift. I saw the sigil decorating the statue in the temple, yet the presence of the arachnaswine so close to Lycastia City means the seal is broken. Deficient. Did Ares tell you why this sigil failed when the others on Themiscyreia and Chadesia did not? More importantly, did he mention how we can permanently seal the rift?”

Her onslaught of questions was a little overwhelming. “Look, there’s a lot that I don’t know.” I exhaled some of my fear. “Heck, at this point I pretty much don’t know anything. Like at all. But maybe together we can figure it out. What do you say?”

She tilted her head and smiled at me. “You are certainly not as Ares was—asking for help was never a strong suit for him. But perhaps this change is not such a bad thing after all.” She pursed her lips and tapped at her chin thoughtfully. “Very well, Jacob Merely, god of war. Let us see if we can figure it out together. But where do we start?”

“With Ares’ helmet,” I replied.
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While Phoebe left to get my helmet, Asteria licked my neck like an excited puppy. Her hands kept drifting south. I kept grabbing them. “Uh, Asteria, I don’t know what your deal was with Ares, but things are going to be different with me.”

She only laughed at that and snuggled in deeper.

Phoebe returned with my helmet and clothes. Her brow furrowed as she gazed down at me. “You said gaming menus. Is this like chocolate? A new thing?” 

“Yeah, kind of,” I said. “It’s New World stuff. Modern stuff. Let me see if I can do some kind of sharing with you.”

Asteria kissed my cheek, and her fingers came perilously close to my danger zone. I seized her hand and gently eased it back up, though a huge part of me regretted the decision immediately. She was smoking hot after all. But I hardly knew her, and I couldn’t act in good conscience, knowing she might be under some weird divine compulsion to sleep with me. 

Phoebe’s eyes flashed. “Asteria, not now. Why not go and check our defenses? I saw harpies in the air.”

“Harpies!” Asteria jerked away, her eyes wide, dimples blooming in her cheeks as she shook off the sheer purple dress, revealing her beautiful blue skin. 

I averted my eyes. Dang, but the little bit I saw only reinforced what a poor decision I’d made a few seconds before. 

“I love harpy meat,” the Beastiamancer said like a puppy excited about getting a favorite dog treat. “Tastes like chicken.” She took three huge steps, and as she moved her body seemed to liquify. Her face grew longer into a beak, feathers sprouted from her arms, and her legs and feet shrank and morphed into wicked talons. Seconds later, a giant blue-tinged eagle flew out of the doorway, over the terrace, and into the sky.

“Wow, shape-shifter,” I murmured. “That’s wicked cool.”

“It is a warm day, actually,” Phoebe said. Then caught herself. “You mean it as a slang term.” She gasped in frustration. “My word recall is still wretched—plus this gimp leg.” She gestured down to the oddly shaped limb. “We did not have wine, did we? Wine dust might be the reason I am not as sharp. And the olive oil—old and rancid, no doubt. But the real problem was the third hammer strike. You missed, did you not?” The words were delivered flatly, without heat, but they still sounded like an accusation to my ears.

“I did,” I said softly, dropping my gaze. “I’m sorry.”

She smiled sadly. “I live.” She shrugged. “And I have a purpose. Already, I am excited to learn about your gaming system. Yes, my leg is wounded, but I am no warrior—not like Asteria or Myrina. My weapon is my mind, and though my memories are foggy, they will return in time, and my skills will serve you well. Though you and I will never be lovers. I can see that right away.”

“How’s that?” I asked, uncomfortable.

“You are not Ares.” She nodded as if in approval. “But more than that, you are very troubled by my being less …” She faltered, searching for the right word. “Less than perfect,” she finally finished.

“Not sure I can comment on the love or not,” I said, feeling severely out of my depth. “Let’s stick to business.” Easy for me to say, lying there naked in the bed. I wanted to dress, but I was dying to see what my menus looked like. I had the idea that I might have gotten some experience points for creating the Amazons.

I slid on the helmet, and the master interface appeared. A second later, fireworks sprinkled across my vision. Hell yeah, I’d leveled up! I was a level-two god of war. Jacob Merely, kicking ass and taking names.

My control limit had increased to five, so I could now control five Amazons at once, though I wasn’t quite sure what that meant. Could I make them do things? Or was the control limit simply a cap on how many of the female warriors could exist with the power in the godstone? I wasn’t sure. The menus were thick and rich, and the submenu layers went deep. It was how I’d missed the whole clothing thing when I fashioned my generals. 

But even better than the control limit upgrade, I now had ten Attribute Points and one Ability Point to divvy up, plus my Divine Essence had jumped to twelve. Sweet. The real question was what I should do with all the stuff. If anyone knew, it would be Phoebe. I took a moment to scan through the various menus, searching for some way to share the gaming display with the Rune-Caster, but I couldn’t find anything. She watched me impassively, arms folded.

“What do you see, Jacob Merely?” she asked.

On instinct, I reached out and grabbed her hand. The moment her palm was in mine, an icon with a small arrow flashed in the corner of my screen, allowing me to share the display. 

“Can you see it?” I asked.

Phoebe nodded, an excited smile spreading across her face. “Yes, by all of Hera’s charms and the genius Hephaestus, yes. It is wonderful. It is magical. So many options and yet …” She paused. “There is a sadness to this system. It will take you some time to grow into your power. Perhaps we do not have the time?”

“Maybe we don’t,” I replied, still clutching her hand in mine, “but Ares wasn’t going to give up and neither will I. And I’m good at this, Phoebe. I’m sorry I messed up on you, but I promise to do better.”

“Until you are a god, you will be mortal and imperfect,” Phoebe said. Then she snarked, “Who am I kidding? Even at their best, the gods were not perfect. Look at Zeus and his lusts. And even Ares could be an asshat.” 

She laughed. “Yes, asshat. That is a slang term from your Am-er-i-ca. And chocolate is made from a bean on a continent far from here, this bean, milk, su-gar. Su-gar cane. I can see the menus, but I can also understand you better, Jacob. You do not like to be called Jake. Ha!” Her laughter was like music to my ears. Phoebe might’ve been kind of cynical and gloomy on the surface, but it seemed that learning things, figuring things out, was what she lived for.

“It is my special Mind Delve ability, I think,” she said after a moment. “Ares created this system for you, but he also created it to allow me special access to your head.” She tapped at her temple. “To help me understand you and your world better. Learning about your world will be a slow, imperfect process, but in time I will know you as well as you know yourself, Jacob Merely. Now, let us decide how to best spend your new points.” She said the word tentatively, as though testing it out for the first time.

“These points,” she said more confidently, “they can be used to upgrade any of your four primary skills, making you stronger, faster, wiser, smarter, and deadlier in battle. You also gain one Ability Point per level, and these can be used to unlock special skills located in the skill trees.” She paused, eyes flicking back and forth as though reading an instruction manual. “Ares has created three such skill trees, the Path of War, the Path of Miracles, the Path of the Builder. 

“So,” she said, spreading her hands wide, “now you must decide on the best strategy for increasing both your own prowess and the power of our armies. When Ares was at his best, he could control thousands of Amazons, he was twenty feet tall, impervious to most weapons, deadly accurate with his spear and his sword, and could unleash a host of miracles to slaughter his enemies. You will need to grow into that power over time, but eventually, you shall be as he was—assuming you live that long. For primary attributes, I see Strength, Willpower, Intelligence, and Fortune.”

I nodded. “Right,” I said, “so where should I start? I mean, there are a crazy number of options here.”

Again she paused, giving me a long measuring look. “Repairing the city and its defenses are vital to our success long-term, but for now, I believe our primary focus should be building more Amazons. For that, though, we need more raw materials, and you must increase your control limit. But, we must carefully balance our need for troops. You must also increase your prowess as a warrior, Jacob Merely. If you die, then we die with you. And if we die, the world dies. Our very selves are tied to your life and the godstone. So, to these ends, I would suggest adding four points to Strength, three to Willpower, and three to Intelligence. All of that will aid us in the long run.”

“What about you?” I asked. “Can I undo what I did? To your leg and your memories, I mean?”

“In time perhaps,” she said, though one look at her face told me she was likely lying. “But that is not important now. You need my mind, and that, at least, is fine. You need me to build. That I can do.”

I laughed. “Okay, here we go.”

I dropped four points into strength, which raised it from ten to fourteen. Accepting the change, new power flowed through me. The gem lit up in my chest. Gazing down, I watched my muscles hulk out. I grew six inches, and my arms expanded, as did my chest. I was in okay shape, but nothing to write home about, but by adding to my strength, the fat on my belly melted away. Suddenly, I was ripped like the Marine Corps gym rats who lived night and day for working out. I even felt better. I was still hungry, but I’d just been given a dose of fucking god power.

Righteous.

“Oh … yeahhhhh!!!” I shouted happily, grinning maniacally as I pumped one fist in the air.

Phoebe stepped back. “Impressive.” She eyeballed me up and down. “All of the ladies will love you, but then, that was how we were created. Now, get on with the more interesting attributes. Your steak and cake muscles do not interest me.”

“Beefcake,” I corrected, pointing a finger gun at her. “Not stake and cake, beefcake. But an A for effort.” 

She smiled. “I was close. I would like to spend more time in your mind. I can learn much—plus, this chocolate substance intrigues me. There is a lot in there about it.”

“Uh, chocolate is awesome. Wait until you learn about donuts. They’re like ambrosia, but deep-fried.” I transferred three of the Attribute Points to Willpower as I talked. Immediately, I went from ten to twenty-one Divine Essence Points. More power surged into me like a jolt of lightning straight from a storm cloud. Every one of my cells buzzed with new life. My senses sharpened. I could smell the tang and salt of the ocean and hear the call of a gull down on the beach. Heck, if I really concentrated, I could listen to the murmur of kelp being strewn upon the white sand.

Holy crap. I had superpowers.

Phoebe nodded her approval. “Yes, there is a bit of the old Ares we knew. This might work. Unless it does not, and then we will all die.”

I rolled my eyes at her biting comment. “Okay, let’s make me smarter.” I added my last three stat points to Intelligence, going from a ten to a thirteen. My control limit increased to eight. A lightbulb seemed to click inside my skull, and all at once, those obscure math formulas and English lit metaphors from college made sense inside my brain. I still felt like me, but I also felt better than the best me. I pulled up my character sheet, marveling at how a few minor changes could have such a monumental effect: 
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I smiled, then scrolled down to the three different skill trees available to me. I only had one point to spend, but I didn’t want to go gallivanting into danger without applying that bad boy. After all, how much would it suck to die a horrible death at the hands of some Fury because I’d been point hoarding? Nope, not gonna happen. First, I pulled up the Path of War Tree, looking at the options, before closing out and moving on. That seemed like the way to go for a hand-to-hand brawler. Someone who wanted to be up close and personal, with a sword buried in their enemy’s stomach.

Which wasn’t me.

Next, I pulled up the Path of the Builder—that one had a lot of promise. The skills revolved around crafting. There were skills to reduce the time and resource costs of creating just about everything from Amazons and weapons to food and siege weapons. From there, I could also imbue weapons and armor with magical abilities and increase the Amazon’s MAX Level. But all of that seemed like it would be useful down the road, once I had a decent sized army.

So instead I turned to the Path of Miracles, which felt like the best fit at the moment. I wasn’t afraid to fight if push came to shove, but I was a fighter pilot by trade, so the idea of dealing damage from afar or providing aerial support for ground troops was seriously appealing. And that’s precisely what the Path of Miracles allowed me to do—I could cast a variety of deadly spells, which were fueled by Essence Points. Basically, I could lash out at enemies without ever having to get in close and dirty. I examined the branch more closely:
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There were six miracles available in the tree: Divine Spark, Lightning Lance, Healing Touch, Burning Aura, Plague Locust, and Wrath. After a few minutes of intense scrutiny, I nodded my head and dropped my first point into Divine Spark, which increased my Essence Points by one-third, shooting me from 21 to 28. It also unlocked the next skill in the tree, Lightning Lance, which looked like a fantastic ranged ability. I mean, seriously. Who doesn’t want to hurl lightning bolts? With that done, I closed out of the interface entirely and turned toward Phoebe. In the same instant my stomach let out a growl of hunger, dutifully reminding me just how long it’d been since I’d had a meal.

“Path of Miracles,” she said, giving me another of her weighing looks. “It is a good fit for you, and the added Essence Points will serve us well at this early stage. Now, you should set out immediately and begin scouring the island for materials. Meanwhile, I will use the Hammer of Hephaestus to begin forging our army.”

“I don’t disagree,” I replied, then faltered as I saw a new submenu, which would allow me to share my display with Phoebe without holding her hand. That would make things a whole lot easier. “Sorry, give me a sec,” I muttered, hastily setting up a subroutine to trigger the mental connection—though I gave Phoebe the option of rejecting the connection if she was uncomfortable with the invasion of her personal space. And let’s face it, the inside of your own skull is about as personal as personal space gets. 

A heartbeat later, her voice filled my head. You gave me a choice. Ares never did. When he wanted to instruct me, he would simply take control of me. Thank you, Jacob, for giving me a choice, though I promise not to abuse it.

I noticed that when we were connected, her voice flowed naturally into my head, and she didn’t pause or have to concentrate on the words she was looking for. It sounded effortless.

I tried out the telepathy, and it was like messaging to my gaming friends. Phoebe, this is so cool! And yes, you have a choice. I don’t know what kind of boss Ares was, but that’s not how I’m going to run the show. We’re in this together, and I need your help as much as you need mine. Now as I was saying, I don’t disagree, but first I need some food. My stomach growled again as though in confirmation. I need it badly.  

You are in luck then, Jacob Merely, for Asteria went hunting earlier—there’s food ready and waiting. 

Almost as if on cue, a savory scent drifted through the air and tickled my nostrils. Meaty, salty, delicious. It smelled like … well, like bacon. But where in the world would they get bacon from? A shudder raced down my spine as I thought of the horrific spiders, with their bloated bodies and piggy faces covered in too many eyes. 

Phoebe was right there to confirm my suspicions. Yes, Jacob, that’s bacon. And yes, it came from the arachnaswine.

Despite the mild disgust I felt at the idea, my stomach protested again—feed me, feed me! it shouted. I’d crash-landed on a magic island, I reminded myself, and beggars can’t be choosers. Arachnaswine would have to do the trick.

Being connected, Phoebe could anticipate my desire for privacy. She turned around so I could slip out of bed and put on underwear and then my flight suit without her prying eyes roving over my body.

Really, we were teasing you, Jacob, came her voice. It’s not that small. Phoebe then threw in a LOL, trying out a bit of slang, pulled from my mind. Yeah, just like messaging, where my buddies would give me shit. In my head, Phoebe sounded like a Silicon Valley programmer and not her old-school self.

“Not going to discuss that, Phoebe. Nope, not going to do it,” I said out loud.

I’ll see if I can hack the menus and maybe you can use stat points to grow …

“Not funny, and we’re done,” I said sternly, bending over to slip my combat boots on.

Phoebe shrugged, her back still turned. “Yes, we will stop teasing you. After all, jests are in poor taste when we have the world to save. So, let us go eat and strategize with Myrina.” She waved a hand toward the door.

“Sounds like a plan,” I replied. 

Time to go see what spider-pig bacon tasted like.
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Piles of crisp, sizzling arachnapork—which looked suspiciously like bacon—sat in a heap on a platter in the main dining hall, just north of the palace. There, I found Myrina standing over a sprawling fire pit as thick curls of smoke poured out into the clear afternoon air. I’d slept most of the morning away—more hours lost while Hades stirred and Praxidike gathered her army. On the bright side, I’d leveled up, and I had food. I wasn’t going to think about the hairy legs I’d seen sprouting from the sides of the pigs, nor the venom dripping off their tusks. No, I’d eat my bacon and lick the grease off my fingers, because bacon was bacon, dammit.

Myrina gave me a calculating glance as I made my way to a hulking wooden banquet table edged by long benches. I plopped down, and Phoebe took a seat on the opposite side of the table, seemingly lost in thought. 

Silently, Myrina brought over the tray of steaming meat, slammed it down on the tabletop, then hustled off to retrieve a cracked pitcher of water, some wooden cups, and a trio of bronze plates. She set those down and slipped in next to Phoebe, before spearing a fatty slab of bacon with a wicked knife. “We shall plan while we eat,” she said matter-of-factly, plunking the crackling pork down on her plate. “We cannot be caught without our full power, though it seems we have been given a weak god of war to deal with.”

I flexed a bicep, impressed with myself. “Not so weak, Myrina. You’ll see. This is going to work out. But what I need is experience points and lots of them.” I lifted the platter and used my K-Bar to knock a dozen pieces of bacon onto my plate.

I stole a tentative bite, but, sure enough, it was bacon. It seemed the eight legs didn’t wreck the taste after all. As I swallowed the first bite, I got a little tang of something unpleasant, but I kept right on eating. Even slightly off bacon was still bacon, and after more than a day without food, I was ravenous. 

“What are experience points?” Myrina asked, her forehead furrowed in suspicion. 

Phoebe shrugged, then cocked her head to one side. “Hard to explain. It is a new type of system Ares set up for our baby god. It will allow Jacob to gradually grow into the mantle of the war god without being consumed by its power. It is a strange system, but it is what we have to work with.” She picked up a strip of meat and nibbled at one end, eating rather daintily for an Amazon.

“Come on, guys,” I pleaded, “give me a break.”

“Break what?” Myrina snapped. “You speak in riddles while this city is in ruins and the enemy is on our very doorstep. There were dozens of the adult arachnaswine. I killed three and then escaped their wrath, but we must deal with them. And soon. I saw hundreds of spiderlings that will grow to full size if we don’t burn the webs.”

“And gain experience points at the same time,” I said, shooting her a finger gun. “And bring home the bacon. And gather more resources so Phoebe can use them to build stuff. This is all going to work out, Myrina. You’ll see.”

Myrina glared at me. “So you say. Yet the weapons from our last battle with Hades lie scattered about and are woefully dull and aged.” With the rasp of metal on leather, she unsheathed a short Greek sword, known as a xiphos, and tossed it onto the table. “Pitiful. And the spears are equally worthless.”

“My crossbow was broken in the battle,” Phoebe said, chewing contentedly on a piece of pork. “But I can create a new one with the right resources and enough Essence Points.”

“Points? As if this were a game?” Myrina snarled.

Nothing I could say was going to matter to the Warden. If I was going to win Myrina over, I was going to have to show her I was capable.

While I chewed on the spider bacon, enjoying the grease, patently ignoring the slight turn of the taste, I accessed the interface in my helmet. I clicked on the CRAFT WEAPONS option and found I could combine Essence Points with something called “Thymos Crystals” to create a ton of advanced gadgetry: melee, ranged weapons, siege engines, and miscellaneous. I focused on Thymos Crystals and a pop-up appeared:

<<< Ω >>>

Thymos Crystals

Thymos Crystals can be found scattered across the island of Lycastia. These are the essential building blocks of the Divine; they can be used to create advanced technology and repair the city and its many structures.

<<< Ω >>>

Hmm, very interesting. I closed out of the screen, then focused on the miscellaneous categories. Inside were the blueprints for a variety of steampunky looking items, like Phoebe’s auto crossbow, as well as a category that simply said OTHER. When I selected OTHER, however, I only got a series of grayed-out screens—though, interestingly, my M1911 was there. Could be I was wrong, but it looked like with the right skills, Phoebe could make bullets and maybe even more guns.

“Can I see?” Phoebe asked, noticing my vacant gaze.

I nodded and shared the display. 

Phoebe’s voice filled my head. Other? Hmm, intriguing indeed. Your M1911 is a contraption that uses compression from an explosion triggered by gunpowder to fire pieces of lead. I’ve never seen anything like it before. And in your flying machine—you had other weapons on board. The things I could do with them are mind-boggling. We could jack some evil shit up with those.

Nice slang, I replied with a laugh—I couldn’t believe how this Amazonian engineer was picking up modern English. Truthfully, the slang sounded a little odd coming from her, but she was trying. And yes, we should try and salvage the weapons out of my Harrier, I added. We’ll need them. 

“What is so funny?” Myrina asked angrily, slamming the tip of her knife into the table to emphasize her point.

I got a little flustered, forgetting Myrina didn’t share the link. “Oh, Phoebe and I, we were just ...” I scratched at my chin, trying to figure out how to explain the link. “She’s in my head,” I finally finished.

Myrina scoffed, plucking the knife from the table, then using it to absently clean her nails. “And you say you don’t have the same lusts as Ares. You can do your mental lovemaking on your own time. If it is points you need, we need to collect them, though I have no idea how to begin.”

Phoebe rolled her eyes at the Warden. “It is not lovemaking, Myrina. We were strategizing about the strange machine that brought him to this place. As for the points, as Jacob uses his powers—in battle for example—he will continue to gain experience, allowing him greater and greater access to Ares’ Divine Essence. He will grow in strength, size, and abilities. In time, and with enough experience points, he may rival Ares himself.”

Myrina grunted and nodded. “Very well. Battle, at least, is something I understand. If he can earn these points in combat, then I will see that he gets his fill. We will use these inferior weapons and armor until you can craft more, Phoebe.”

The loud cry of a bird rang out, and seconds later a huge eagle alighted on the terrace overlooking the sandy beach far below. In her great talons, she had the slashed and half-eaten body of a harpy. It was the younger one I’d fought. The majestic raptor, easily the size of a horse, paused, cocking her head as her golden eyes took in the banquet hall. Gore covered her hooked beak as well as the light-blue feathers of her neck and chest. She dropped the mutilated corpse onto the marble floor, and a moment later her body shimmered and shifted, turning to silver liquid that flowed down to become the shapely body of a woman.

Asteria stood on the terrace, her face and naked chest covered in blood. “I brought back some of the harpy in case you were hungry,” she said, voice chipper and bubbly, “but I see you have found nourishment.”

I glanced away, cheeks burning. 

Phoebe chuckled. “See, Myrina? He is not like Ares. Does he not avert his gaze?”

Myrina stood up, ignoring Phoebe. “I will gather weapons. Asteria, we are going to venture out to slay the arachnaswine so close to our gates. Jacob needs his little points.”

Phoebe went and gave Asteria a cloak to hide her nakedness—more for me than for anyone else. The shape-shifter approached the table. “The spider swine are a problem, sister, I agree. However, we might have a more serious threat. While flying, I spied a gateway to the Underworld near the north mountain. And I saw a word chiseled into the stone. Stheno.”

Myrina, who had been busily grabbing gear, stopped in her tracks. She turned pale. “Stheno? The mighty?”

“Even so,” Asteria said in a soft voice, tucking a strand of raven black hair behind her pointed ear.

Myrina let out a shaky breath. “If she is about, we must destroy her first, or all else will be for naught. If she were to reach Jacob, all of our efforts would be meaningless and the fight would be over. Hades would return to the world and devour it.”

I restlessly drummed my fingers against the tabletop, staring at the women, who were busy talking about me as though I weren’t in the room. “So, question. Can someone clue me in on who Stheno is?” I asked. “That name doesn’t ring a bell, and I’m pretty good with my Greek mythology.”

Phoebe’s voice permeated my thoughts. You know about the chick with the snake hair, yeah? Medusa?

Yeah, Clash of the Titans, awesome movie, sure. What about her?

Stheno is her sister. Medusa is dead, but her family is just as bad. Hard-hitters. Very powerful. If we don’t put her down, she can turn your army of kick-ass ladies into stone without a second look. You dig me?

“Oh, crap,” I said. “Stheno is a Gorgon.”

“Yes,” Myrina added, stealing an uncertain look at Phoebe and me. “And a rival in power to Medusa herself.”

“Jacob will be able to slay Stheno,” Asteria said happily, slipping over to me and tracing a bloody finger along my cheek. “I know he will,” she practically purred in my ear.

I was glad she was so confident. Personally, I couldn’t help but think I’d soon find myself cosplaying as a statue of myself. And without a comic con in sight.

 

 

 

 

 

 

TWELVE

War Blade

 

Phoebe decided to stay behind and head over to the forge to scrounge up the remaining materials left over from Ares’ reign. Once I had enough Essence Points, she’d start fashioning the Amazons and crafting weapons and gear. The new equipment wouldn’t be blessed with magic since I hadn’t unlocked any of the Path of the Builder Skill Tree options, but they’d be a helluva lot better than the stuff we had now. 

This part of gaming was familiar: being a newb when the menus offered so many cool choices. The early levels of any game always sucked, but I was sure I’d get the points we needed. Eventually, I would reach the full power of Ares, and then I could upgrade gear to my heart’s content. And it wouldn’t just be the gear; I’d also be able to fix the city once we gathered some Thymos Crystals. I could fortify the walls, build new structures, even add fields and farms. But first, just like in any good game, I needed to do some serious grinding.

Which is exactly what we were going to be doing. 

Myrina, Asteria, and I gathered up weapons and armor, then headed out, stopping at the fountain to fill our waterskins. The afternoon sun burned hot, slowly baking the island dirt as the stink of the verdant jungle drifted over the walls. I was already sweating buckets, so venturing out without water was an insane move. The rucksack on my back and the heavy armor I wore certainly didn’t help. I wasn’t so sure about playing dress up, but Myrina convinced me—or badgered me, rather—into putting on Ares’ old gear from inside the temple. 

Like the helmet, it shrank to fit me. 

I was decked out in a breastplate, greaves, bracers, and a skirt of the linen armor. I decided not to put on the crimson cloak—it was a million degrees, and a cloak seemed extremely unnecessary—so Phoebe agreed to put it in my room. I also refused to lace up the weird sandals, since my combat boots offered better protection and didn’t look goofy as hell. I had also opted to bring my K-Bar, pistol, and first aid kit—called an IFAK—just in case things went sideways.

Myrina was likewise dressed for battle in her Greco-Roman armor, her short sword at her hip, javelins on her back, and a spear in her hand. A circular shield covered her left forearm, and a helmet protected her head. A horsehair crest rose from the helm. I couldn’t stop looking at her.

“What do you find so interesting?” she asked as we trudged toward the south gate.

“Uh, there was this movie called 300, and you are dressed like the Spartans in the film. I was just having a moment.”

“You utter nonsense at every turn,” Myrina grumbled, speeding up her pace.

Though we were going to take care of Stheno the Gorgon, we needed to mop up the arachnaswine lingering at the gate first. Absently, I ran a hand over the pistol grip of my M1911, which had five shots left. I was hoping my firearm might impress Myrina, but that seemed unlikely. She was determined to loathe me.

I glanced right at Asteria and couldn’t help but smile. 

She seemed like Myrina’s exact opposite. She smiled as we walked, eyes tracing over the clouds as she swung her arms without a care in the world. Looking at her, it seemed like she was going on a peaceful afternoon stroll instead of preparing to wipe out a lair of bloodthirsty, multi-legged monsters. And instead of heavy armor, she wore the ratty old cloak Phoebe had given her, leaving ample amounts of bare skin exposed. I looked away when she noticed my gaze. 

Her carefree smile turned into a concerned frown. “Do you not like me, Jacob Merely? It is my appearance, isn’t it? My blue skin. You do not consider me beautiful, do you?”

I choked. “What? No, no, it’s not that at all,” I replied. “I do, Asteria. I totally like you. It’s just that …” I reached up and rubbed the back of my neck. “Well, where I’m from, women don’t walk around naked. I’m just not used to it.” I fell silent and shifted my sword, managing to burn my arm on my bronze breastplate in the process. Dammit, even though Ares’ armor was sick-looking, it was still heavy, awkward, and uncomfortable. And dealing with both a spear and a shield wasn’t as easy as it appeared in the movies. 

I felt like I’d been lied to my whole life by every fantasy novel ever. Why didn’t anyone mention what a pain in the ass old-school armor and weapons were?

Ares’ sword was in the sheath at my belt. I was still too weak to unlock the weapon’s full potential, but the stat table teased me with how awesome I’d eventually become. On a whim, I pulled up the item in my inventory, if just to prevent myself from staring at Asteria’s swaying backside. The sword’s details popped up in front of me:
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 “So, women are never naked in modern times?” Asteria asked, pulling me away from my examination of the sword. 

“No, they are, but it’s complicated,” I replied, dismissing the item screen, then exiting the interface. “Bottom line, I think you’re gorgeous, Asteria.”

In response, she shrugged the cloak off, and it puddled around her feet. “Then I will let you gaze upon my beauty,” she said, cocking an eyebrow at me. “But only for a moment. Myrina is very impatient to get our quest underway since it is late afternoon, though it will always be midnight in Stheno’s lair beneath the mountain.” True to her word, Asteria only stood nude for a minute before she turned into a massive blue-furred she-wolf and went racing off toward Myrina, a dizzy smile in her eyes and her tongue lolling from her great mouth.

I grabbed the cast-off cloak, folded it, and shoved it into my rucksack for when she reverted to her human form. I needed to stay focused, and Asteria wasn’t helping with that. There was something about her that I found irresistible. Oh yeah, her boobs. Though in the end, I couldn’t help but remember I’d created her. Yep, we’d have a strictly platonic relationship and save the world as creator and created. Friends, pals, buds, but nothing more. At least, that what I kept telling myself, though deep down, I knew better. 

I mean, she was uber hot, and she was into me—a super rare combination. 

But for now, things needed to stay all business. 

I joined Myrina and Asteria at the gate, and we made our way up the steps toward the spider pig lair. 

We stopped at the top of the path, which snaked around the mountain, vanishing from view. From this vantage, I could see the thick gossamer webbing up ahead, though the sign of my passage from the day before was obvious: ripped strands hung down in sheets, swaying gently in a slight breeze. It was crazy to think that less than twenty-four hours ago, I’d been running for my life, pursued by harpies, spider pigs, and nagas, all intent on wiping me out. Just a day ago, I’d been First Lieutenant Jacob Merely, and now I was the fucking god of war. How badass was that? 

Bending down, I slung my rucksack around and placed it on the cracked stone path. From inside, I fished out a bottle of oil Phoebe had given me and an emergency flare I had left over from the crash. “Okay, so I’m thinking Asteria turns into an eagle and flies over to the other side of the nest or lair or whatever the heck you call a bunch of spider pigs. She splashes oil on the webs and lights the flare. Unless those things are dumber than a box of rocks, the blaze should drive them toward Myrina and me. Then?” I shrugged. “Then we take them out as they come. No muss, no fuss.”

Myrina nodded, hand tightening over the grip of her sword in excited anticipation. “Flush out our quarry and drive them to us. Yes, I agree with your plan, Jacob Merely.”

Asteria shifted back into a human, and I showed her how to light the flare. She took to it quickly, nodding her understanding as I talked. A minute later, with bottle and flare in her talons, she was once again an eagle. She launched herself skyward, great wings generating huge gusts of wind as she soared up and over the webs, eventually drifting down and out of sight.

Go time.

I dropped my shield and spear and drew my pistol. Since I only had five rounds to my name, I intended to use two hands and make sure my shots counted. In action movies, heroes routinely fired one-handed while running, diving, rolling, or Chuck Norris roundhouse kicking an enemy in the face. But I knew from experience that was a good way not to hit anything. Ever. So, instead of being fancy, I’d focus on the fundamental principles of Marine Corps marksmanship: stance, grip, sight alignment, sight picture, trigger control, breathing, and follow through. 

I’d use four bullets on the oinkers and save one for Stheno. The Gorgon might’ve been supernatural, but that didn’t mean she was bulletproof. Perhaps old-school weapons would fail against her, but a bullet to the brain would do the trick.

“What is that?” Myrina asked, nodding at my pistol.

“It’s a magic firestick I’m gonna use to kill our enemies from a distance.” I tried to sound ominous and a touch mysterious. “It’s a bit like a crossbow, only a thousand times better.”

Myrina just rolled her eyes, unimpressed. 

The rank stink of the pigs drifted down from the jungle followed by the sounds of whirring legs and a chorus of inhuman chittering.

Then the shrieking started. 

Black smoke boiled from the top of the hill as the webs ignited. More than a dozen of the enormous spider boars tore to the edge of their webs, rushing us like the incoming tide.

I adjusted my stance, breathed deeply—inhale, exhale, inhale—then squeezed the trigger of my M1911 on the second exhale. The gun kicked in my hand, the recoil traveling up my arm as the round erupted from the end of the barrel and hit a beefy female right between her clicking mandibles. Most of her head exploded as her body flipped over and she landed flat on her back, legs stiff, bulbous abdomen to the sky. More spiders screeched in rage and left the web, charging us en masse. 

At a glance, I counted twelve of the massive arachnaswine, their tusks dripping poison, their legs tipped with barbs of spiny bone.

I relaxed, let the pistol come to a natural rest, and fired off two more rounds. 

Two shots. Two kills. Two more corpses decorating the ground.

Meanwhile, Myrina flung a pair of javelins into an onrushing boar. It went down, pierced, gore oozing from the puncture wounds marring its body. 

My fourth shot found a home inside a bloated belly, blowing off a couple of legs on the way in and a couple more on the way out. Not as clean as I would’ve liked, but not awful either. Unfortunately, that left me with a single round, which meant it was time to try my hand at the spear. I slammed the pistol into the holster at my hip, then picked up my unwieldy weapon and shield as Myrina readied hers. 

Two monsters charged into us, only to meet their end on the tips of our spears. More of the creatures surged in behind them, though, batting our weapons aside. Myrina knew what was coming, so she was ready. Her sword flew free of its sheath in an eyeblink and she leapt onto a pig, cleaving the thing’s skull before springing into the air like an acrobat. Somehow, she landed gracefully on a swaying sow, driving her sword down. She left her blade quivering in the monster’s heart while she spun like a top, hurling a pair of javelins simultaneously. 

Two more spider pigs toppled. Dead.

All of that happened, and I still hadn’t even drawn my sword. I was great with a sidearm, but apparently not so hot with archaic weaponry. It was a little ironic, really. I’d logged endless hours in games like Diablo and Skyrim, yet I’d never picked up a real sword. A boar rushed forward, springing up like the world’s ugliest jack-in-the-box. I jerked my shield up, and the tusks scraped against the leather and wood. I saved myself from being impaled, but I hadn’t counted on the force of the creature’s body weight.

The blow slammed my shield into my chest like a wrecking ball, and before I knew it, I was sprawled out on my back while a giant arachnoid continued to gore the crap out of my shield. I struggled to inch my way back, pushing with my heels against the rough ground, but a spiny leg caught my shin. Chitinous armor opened a deep gash in my skin, sending hot pain flashing from my leg up into my brain, blinding me. Though I didn’t have the interface pulled up, a flashing red bar appeared in the corner of my vision, kindly alerting me that I was about to be killed by a spider pig during my first fight as a war god. 

As if I didn’t know that. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

THIRTEEN

Miracles

 

I gritted my teeth, pulled my legs in, then mule kicked out with all my strength. My feet connected with doughy spider flesh, and suddenly the arachnaswine was flying backward. Holy shit, had I done that? But no. The spider kept right on going, up, up, up—carried away by a set of oversized eagle claws. Asteria flung the creature away with contemptuous ease, then promptly morphed into a bear, bigger than a Kodiak on steroids. From my increase in intelligence, I knew she was a level-ten, maxed-out Beastiamancer who could change shape at will. 

Even in the heat of combat. 

She really was something special.

Asteria lashed out with a paw the size of a car tire, using her wicked claws to remove the head of another spider pig as it lunged at her. The creature’s corpse went spinning into the trees as Asteria roared and stood over me. Scary didn’t even begin to cover her. She fought with fierce, wild, reckless abandon, swiping her paws left and right, ripping off legs, shredding through flesh and chitin, knocking the arachnaswine away. 

I skittered backward through her legs and came up in a low crouch, finding my spear nearby. A moment later, though, one of the spider pigs got lucky. It feinted left, then bolted right, digging a huge tusk into Asteria’s side. The move cost the creature its life—the colossal bear decapitated the bug with one swipe of her claws—but the damage was already done. Asteria ripped the tusk from her gut, but then reeled drunkenly on unsteady feet before finally toppling onto her side. The whole ground rumbled as she landed, the nearby trees trembling in response. 

Another spider pig—sensing weakness and an easy kill—scuttled on top of her, tusks raised to stick her again and add to the poison paralyzing her.

A javelin appeared, as if by magic, piercing the spider’s skull. It came special delivery from Myrina’s hand. The Battle Warden fought like mad, standing atop a pile of the spider pigs. Her quiver of javelins was nearly empty, her sword and sword arm dripped black ichor, and her shield was smashed almost to pieces—shards of wood hanging by withered lengths of leather. We still had five more spider pigs to go, two of which were closing in on Asteria’s inert form.

I accessed my gaming display and realized it had a combat mode. 

Whoops. Probably should’ve been using that bad boy the whole time. First thing I saw, I had leveled up twice, which meant I’d earned myself twenty more Attribute Points, two more Ability Points, and five more Divine Essence Points—putting me at thirty-three total. Awesome news, but bad timing. Along the right-hand side of my vision, I saw the health and strength of my team, which was at this point only Myrina, Asteria, and Phoebe. Along the left-hand side was a list of combat abilities I could use—except they were all grayed out and locked. 

I glanced at Asteria’s HP. 

Shit, it was dropping by the second. The poison was killing her. And I had no idea how to help. I had my IFAK, sure, but QuikClot inside wasn’t going to work in this situation. No, no, no. This was a disaster. But then one of the combat options caught my eye: Healing Touch, in the Path of Miracles Tree. In a blind panic, I toggled over to the MANAGE ABILITIES screen and acted on instinct. I dropped one Ability Point into Lightning Lance out of sheer necessity, then added my second point to Healing Touch. 

Two pop-ups immediately appeared in a flash of golden light:
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I dismissed the interface with a blink. 

In my combat display, both abilities flashed, turning from stone-gray to brilliant gold. Ready to go. Without a second thought, I rushed over to Asteria, dropped to one knee, and pressed my hand against her furry shoulder as I triggered Healing Touch. A third of my thirty-three Essence Points disappeared in a blink, leaving me feeling nauseous and slightly drunk as divine power exploded from my body, rushing into Asteria’s. I clambered to my feet, holding my hands out for balance, trying to fight off the wave of dizziness in my head.   

Asteria, though, was suddenly up and on her claw-tipped ursine paws, her HP skyrocketing, her lips pulled back in a snarl. And good thing too, since Myrina was being overwhelmed: three of the spider pigs attacked her as one, bringing her down despite her combat prowess. Asteria wasn’t having it, though, not one little bit. She threw back her head, let out a thunderous roar, and rushed toward Myrina on all fours. She slammed into the spiders crawling over the Warden, shredding them like a bunch of wet newspaper. 

I didn’t have time to watch, though, because the last two arachnaswine were barreling toward me on a total of sixteen legs of spider fury. Time to pull my weight as war god. I planted my feet and drew the War Blade, clenching the handle tight in a white-knuckled grip. At ten feet out, I thrust my free hand forward, palm out, and triggered my other new combat ability: Lightning Lance. 

My Essence Points plunged by nine, bringing on a new wave of vertigo. 

	White-hot power burst from the godstone in my chest, surging down my outstretched arm, then exploding from my hand as an arc of brilliant blue-white lightning. The javelin of pure electricity connected with the leading spider-pig, blasting the creature back, smoke rising from its body as the scent of cooked pork invaded the air. In seconds the lightning faded, leaving a purple afterimage burned across my eyes, but its work was done, and the creature was dead. The other spider-pig had closed the distance, though. I backpedaled a step as the monster leapt, then lashed out with my sword. 

	The blade whistled through the air and connected with a meaty thunk. To my utter amazement, the weapon sliced through the boar like a hot knife through butter, cutting the creature’s head cleanly in half. The spider pig let out a wet gurgle as it flopped to the deck, black blood pooling in the dirt. I just stood there, glancing from the sword to the dead monster. No way I could be that strong … but then I remembered my extra height and bulging biceps. Maybe all those fancy new muscles weren’t just for show. 

Plus, I couldn’t forget just how much damage the War Blade was capable of dishing out.

I shook the thought free and twirled toward Myrina and Asteria, searching for more enemies to kill. But there were none. The three arachnaswine that had managed to sack the Warden were uber dead—like chucked into a meat grinder dead—bits and pieces scattered all over the path and forest floor like confetti. Super gross. Unfortunately, Myrina wasn’t looking so hot. The spider pigs had carved her up pretty good, opening a handful of deep gashes. Her skin was abnormally pale and slick with sweat, her eyes hazy and feverish.

“The poison,” Myrina growled, fixing me with a harsh glare. “It works fast. I am not long for this world, Jacob Merely.”

“Not if I have anything to say about it,” I replied, sheathing my sword and hustling over to her side. I still had thirteen Essence Points remaining, which meant I was good for one more Miracle. The act would drop me uncomfortably close to zero, but I wasn’t about to let my main Battle Warden die right out of the gate. I dropped down beside her, running a hand through her sweat-soaked hair, and triggered Healing Touch for a second time. As the energy left my body in a rush, I fell over onto my butt, stars dancing in my vision, head swimming. 

Apparently, miracles came with a steep price tag. According to my character sheet, I only regained eight Essence Points per hour at my current level, which meant I needed to ration my supply carefully.

Right now, however, none of that mattered. The only important thing was that my handiwork had done the trick. Myrina’s HP stabilized, then rose, a healthy flush returning to her cheeks as torn flesh knitted itself back together with unnatural speed. 

Super badass. I could definitely get used to that. 

She blinked. “By all the gods,” she whispered, propping herself up on her elbows, “you truly do have the power of Ares.”

“Kind of,” I offered with a tired grin. I pushed myself up onto shaky feet. “And I’m getting better every second of every minute of every day.” I turned to see the flames eating through the webbing, wiping out the young spider spawn.

I felt Asteria behind me, pulling the cloak out of the rucksack and slipping it on. She was back to being human. “This will give us a great deal of meat for our stores,” she said, perpetually bubbly. “We are victorious. Jacob healed us while we fought!”

Myrina stood inspecting her wounds—or rather, her lack of them. “Yes, I feel strong. Good. There is nothing like combat to clear the head. So, we will ride the wave of this victory and find Stheno in her lair. She will feel the bite of our strength.” She gave me a long unwavering look. “Your firestick was effective, but your skill with other weapons is lacking. If Asteria had not saved you, we would be mourning your death. And your death means the death of the world. For now, you will stay back while Asteria and I deal out the judgment Stheno deserves.”

“No,” I said. “I’ll do my part. Asteria might have saved me, but I saved you, Myrina. Did you see me take out that pig with my sword? Cut its head right in half. In half, dammit! And my lightning magic? That was pretty rad, am I right?”

Myrina rolled her eyes and frowned.

“It was courageous,” Asteria said, slipping an arm around my waist to steady me. “But perhaps Myrina is right. Look at you. A slight breeze might kill you.” She leaned over and brushed her lips against my cheek. “But still, very brave.”

As much as I hated to admit it, she did have a small point. I was feeling weak and nauseous, and I couldn’t pull another miracle out for another hour at least. “Fine,” I muttered under my breath.

Asteria insisted we take a small break to recuperate and down some water, while Myrina went about looting the corpses and gathering up her javelins. By the time we were done, the blazing fire had obliterated the webs entirely. The dense jungle vegetation was too wet for the flames to destroy much more than the webs, so we were able to move through the smoking remnants of the arachnaswine lair without much problem.

Some of the surviving spiderlings glared at us from pools of deep shadow, already building new webs, and getting bigger even as we watched. It was a reminder that the evil on the island wasn’t diminishing, but increasing in strength as the seal holding Hades back gradually weakened. 

“So, when I ran through here before,” I said, surveying the tree line, “the harpies chased me, but there were snake dudes as well—nagas, I think. They had bows. We should watch out for them.”

“Nagas, yes. The sons of Cecrops,” Myrina said offhandedly. “Now, they are servants of Stheno as well. We will tread carefully.”

We moved deeper into the jungle, making our way slowly and carefully as afternoon faded, giving way to twilight. After a steady hour of uneventful trekking, Myrina led us to a path I hadn’t seen during my initial trip to Lycastia City. No wonder—I’d been running for my life while fighting shit from Greek mythology.

We followed this new trail, the surly Battle Warden slashing her way through the undergrowth using her short sword as a machete. Vines, branches, and spreading palm fronds fell before her. Asteria kept sighing at how slow we were going. Finally, she pushed the cloak at me and turned into a massive anaconda, bigger than most small trees. The massive snake stole a last lingering look at me, then slithered through the ferns and underbrush unimpeded.

While my general worked on clearing the path enough for us to pass, I reviewed my character sheet as a level four god of war:
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I’d already burned through my Ability Points to save my generals, but I wasn’t ready to commit my Attribute Points just yet. Not until I had another opportunity to chat with Phoebe and discuss how best to divvy them up. Still, I was happy with the progress even though I knew gaining levels would be much harder the higher up I got.

I closed the interface as we finally arrived at the cracked stones and fallen columns of another ruin, this one partially consumed by encroaching foliage. 

It almost looked like some sort of strange temple, with statues of Amazons as well as snake men in various poses of combat scattered through a huge courtyard. But as the cogs in my head started spinning, I realized that the statues had once been living creatures, transformed by the Gorgon’s stony gaze. They were trapped forever in prisons of stone. Rock swords and rock shields, eaten away by time and the elements, lay in the fists of Amazons while the sons of Cecrops held rock arrows and rock bows.

We threaded our way through the eerie stone figures, the hairs on the back of my neck standing stiff. Damn, but this place gave me the heebie-jeebies.

There was a gaping black maw which led into the temple proper. Above the entrance was a single word in Greek: sθiːnoʊ. Unlike the rest of the dilapidated ruins, the sign seemed newly carved. The old placard lay cracked and in pieces on the ground nearby. 

I pointed at the new signage with my spear. “I’m assuming that means Stheno.”

“Can you not read?” Myrina asked.

Anger flashed through me, power thrumming from the godstone. Her whole I-hate-you-with-unholy-passion act was getting real old, real fast. “Yes, I can read, but not ancient Greek. And what’s your problem, anyway, Myrina? Five minutes after I create you, you have a knife to my throat. You’re not making this easy, and I’m not doing this for myself. I’m doing this for the world. So you need to back the hell off.”

Myrina lifted a finger to silence me. Her eyes darted about as she listened intently.

“What now—” I began.

“Quiet, now, Jacob Merely,” she cut me off, her voice an urgent whisper.

I fell silent as a deadly hush fell over the ruins.

Then I realized two things. One, Asteria was nowhere to be seen.

And two? A ghostly song drifted out from the temple ahead.

It seemed Stheno enjoyed singing.

 

 

 

 

 

 

FOURTEEN

Stheno’s Lair

 

The tune emanating from inside the main temple was mesmerizing. Not really toe-tapping and catchy—more eerie and haunting. Mesmerizing all the same, though I definitely wasn’t going to rush down there and get her autograph. No, it made me want to turn around, go back to Lycastia City, and forget that Stheno even existed. The lyrics of the song were in Greek, so I couldn’t understand it. My generals didn’t seem to have a problem understanding both Greek and English, so I wondered if they had a built-in universal translator. 

I wasn’t sure, but part of me was glad I didn’t have a translator. 

I had zero desire to understand what the Gorgon was singing about—the melody alone was bad enough.

The sun was almost completely down—only a vague purple light like a fresh bruise remained in the world. Shadows clutched at every corner of the ruined courtyard dedicated to Stheno.

“So, what do we do?” I asked Myrina in a muffled voice.

A bow creaked, and an arrow whistled past my face, an eighth of an inch from the tip of my nose.

Myrina put her finger to her lips and gave me an extra spicy I told you so stare to shut me up.

I wanted to shove her and scream my head off, but I didn’t. However much of a video game my life had become, I wasn’t going to respawn, and neither would Myrina. Although I hadn’t realized it at the time, the blueprints Ares had given me to create the generals were gone—wiped clean the moment each of them came into existence. There would be no redoes with those three.

The Warden gave me some hand signals, which I couldn’t understand at all. 

Myrina saw my confusion and frowned. I could see the judgment emanating from her gaze in waves. 

Bending, she picked up a jagged rock and tossed it against a statue nearby. A heartbeat later, an arrow streaked out from the entrance to Stheno’s lair and clattered off the stone figurine. I heard a click, click, click sound from the opening. Another arrow zipped through the air, the iron tip shattering against the statue.

Myrina nodded. Understand now? that nod asked.

It was clear that whoever or whatever was shooting arrows at us was drawn to sound, which meant no talking. This was ridiculous. How could we plan if we couldn’t talk?

Dammit, I was being stupid. 

Triggering my combat display, I saw Myrina’s and Asteria’s stats as well as Phoebe’s. A map of the island gave me their locations. Asteria was in the lair, down deep, though I didn’t have schematics for the tunnel. Actually, I only had details on the places I’d previously visited: The eastern beach where I’d washed up. The dense forests leading to the city. Lycastia City itself, and now the ruins of Stheno’s temple. Made sense. Idly, I wondered if I could somehow use Asteria for reconnaissance to fill in the map for me. Worth looking into for sure.

All that wasn’t helping me right then, though. I clicked on the Myrina icon and opened a communication link with her just like I’d done with Phoebe. I didn’t think our link would go as deep since Phoebe had the special Mind Delve ability, but as long as we could speak telepathically, I’d be happy.

“What is this?” Myrina asked in surprise. I pulled her down as three arrows buzzed over our heads, quickly swallowed by the night. More clicks trickled out from inside the lair, but this time, there was a hissing sound as well, like a nest of rattlesnakes.

Crouched underneath a statue of a snake man, I pulled Myrina to me. She had to accept my message, or we couldn’t talk. For a second, I thought of overriding that option and forcing my thoughts into her head, but that didn’t feel right. I waited and tried to contact her again.

Phoebe had picked it up quickly, but then she was a Rune-Caster and a complete genius.

Finally, Myrina figured out how to accept my message. 

I sent her my thoughts. We can talk like this without them hearing us. If one of us makes a bunch of noise, the other can sneak up, see what we’re up against, and report back to the other. 

More silence. Myrina’s eyes were wide, and she looked a little scared. I thought a few stray arrows wouldn’t freak her out, and I was right. Her immediate thoughts poured into my brain like a firehose. Don’t control me, Jacob. I hate it. Please, promise me you won’t take control of me. Please?

Like before with Phoebe, Myrina’s voice in my head was far more modern-day American than newly created Amazon.

I didn’t even know I could do that, I said to her. But I promise I won’t ever do that to you.

She nodded as sweat streamed down her face. Okay, I like your plan. I’m faster than you, but I’m also a better fighter. So it’s up to you on who should be the distraction and who should do the actual fighting.

Honestly, I didn’t like either option, but I knew if let Myrina do all the fighting, it wouldn’t make her respect me any. I had to trust my new strength and the armor of a war god. Okay. You distract, I’ll get close. Deal?

Yes, Jacob Merely. And don’t worry, I won’t call you Jake or Gamer-Two. You are Jacob Merely to me. Then she gave me a little smile. It was the first one of her life, at least as far as I was concerned.

Myrina collected rocks, popped up, and threw them at various statues. They ricocheted off the stone and bounced along the ground. The noise echoed through the air. A veritable barrage of arrows followed.

I took a deep breath, then sprinted toward the entrance, my legs churning as I moved, while my brain yammered incessantly that an arrow was going to take me out any moment. But my stupid brain was wrong, and impossibly, I made it into the ferns on the far side of the courtyard, undetected. Ten feet from me, three figures stood guard in the entryway to the temple proper. Nagas. All had bows in their hands and short curved scimitars tucked into long sashes wrapped around their waists. 

The stink of them, a murky rotted stench, curled my nose.

These were the sons of Cecrops all right, but these snake men didn’t have eyes. Even though it was hard to see in the fading light of the sun, I could tell that their faces had been horribly disfigured and burned. Thick layers of scar tissue had closed up not only their eyes but their noses as well. Only their mouths remained. Which sort of made sense, considering their mistress’s gaze could turn them to stone. Blinded, that wouldn’t be a problem.

I thought about using my pistol but decided against it. One bullet wasn’t going to do the trick against all three, and besides, I had something to prove here. I needed to impress Myrina. Needed to win her over. I had enough Essence Points to dish out a single Lightning Lance, but that wasn’t going to be enough either. 

Prepare to move, came Myrina’s voice inside my head. Another round of rocks flew out from behind me, clattering noisily off the statues. The snake men responded at once, unleashing a fresh volley of arrows at enemies that didn’t exist. 

This was it, my chance to prove that as a level-four war god I could hold my own in a fight. Hefting my spear, I lunged forward, hurling the weapon at the nearest naga. My aim was dead-on and my arm strong. The spear impaled the naga, passing through his leather armor, into his chest, and right out the other side. And the raw force of the attack lifted the creature from the ground and sent him flying backward.

The two remaining creatures started their clicking. 

From here, I could see it was their teeth, chattering, but more than that, it was echolocation. Both turned on me, dropping their bows and drawing swords. But I was ready, the War Blade in my hand, my shield up and ready. I charged forward, taking the first blow on my shield before lashing out with my blade. Iron on iron rang out as one of the snake men deflected my blow. I lunged, bashing the blind naga in the teeth with the front of my shield, then bolting right and swinging my sword around again.

Despite being blind, the naga slithered back a pace; the edge of my blade carved a shallow furrow across one arm instead of killing the monster outright. 

Before I could launch another attack, something wet and powerful encircled my arm. It took me second, but I realized the second naga had slithered into the action and had lashed out with a long sticky tongue. I certainly hadn’t been expecting that—who would’ve known they had steel frog tongues? While I was distracted, the first naga used his serpentine tail like a whip, slamming into my legs, jerking me off my feet, then coiling around my calves. Yeah, snake men, forgot about their tails. 

“Sssoo, the man hasss come to kill our missstresss,” a Cecrops son hissed, raising its curved sword. “No wonder Ssstheno isss happy tonight. She will be dining on man flesshhh.”

I raised my shield, but a brutal backhanded blow knocked it off my arm, sending it spinning off into the dark. Great. And my sword was as good as useless since my right arm was wrapped up by the naga tongue. Still, I bucked and fought, wriggling my arms and legs, steeling myself to use my Lightning Lance as a last resort—I had wanted to save that for the throw down with Stheno, but saving it wouldn’t do me any good if I was dead. 

But then, a heartbeat before I triggered the miracle, two javelins thudded into the naga snaring my legs. He shrieked, and his tail spun away, writhing in its death throes. Steele flashed as Myrina chopped the tongue off the remaining guard before whirling around, her blade carving through the naga’s neck in one clean blow. Damn, but she was good at killing things—better than any of those Force Recon guys by a mile. 

She helped me to my feet with a polite nod, then went about getting her weapons as I retrieved my spear and shield. 

We headed into the entry hall of the temple, which connected with a tunnel on the far side of the room. The way down was clear. And still, Stheno sang. 

Any idea where Asteria is? Myrina asked inside my head, her eyes narrowed to slits as she peered into the temple’s interior. 

She’s down in the lair below us, I replied. Her hit points are good, so she’s not hurt. I’m thinking she was scouting and kind of got distracted.

Myrina’s voice turned sarcastic. Everything is points with you. As to Asteria, she was born to be distracted. Still, I’m glad she’s okay. She paused, head swiveling left then right. It is darker than the heart of the ocean here, we’ll need a light. Do you have any more oil—we can fashion torches, and since the sons of Cecrops are blind, it will make no difference.

No oil, but I have something even better. I had an emergency headlamp in my rucksack as well as more flares and a flashlight. Working with practiced hands, I fixed the headlamp onto my helmet, then gave Myrina the flashlight. And not just any flashlight, a SureFire bright enough to light up a city block in Fallujah. She clicked the button at the end, and the white beam roared to life. Her eyebrows rose in shock, and she nodded in mute approval.

I collected a bow and arrows from the floor and added them to my rucksack. Since I was pretty terrible fighting up close, a ranged weapon seemed like it might be handy to have around.

We started down the steps, worn smooth with age and the countless passage of feet—well, snake tails, probably, but whatever. Moss hung from the ceilings and water dripped from cracks to form puddles on the stone stairs. A swampy smell hung in the air like bad BO. While it was hot outside, it was even hotter the farther down we went, which was odd since it should’ve been cooler below. And the whole while, Stheno’s song grew louder.

Myrina and I both moved slowly, trying to keep our footsteps quiet. The stairs ended in a stone-lined passageway that sloped steadily downward, toward a vast natural cavern, with massive stalactites hanging from the ceiling like dragon’s teeth. We pressed forward, creeping along until we came to the end of the passageway. Suddenly, I knew why it was getting so hot. A river of lava flowed through the chasm, sending red light and heat up toward us.

Now, I’m not a geologist, but something looked decidedly off about that magma flow. 

The molten rock had patches of darkness in it, and blue arcs of electricity buzzed unpredictably through the splotches of black. 

Holy crap. Was it possible I was seeing one of the rifts that Ares had failed to close? Was it possible that the onyx patches, crisscrossed with electric arcs, were an entrance to the underworld itself?

That’s part of the rift, isn’t it, Myrina? I asked, needing to confirm my hunch.

Yes, Jacob Merely, all over this island, deep down in the guts of this place, you’ll see such openings in our reality—offshoots of the main rift. This one belongs to Stheno, but there are countless others.

The ghostly singing in front of us grew louder, echoing off the walls.

We were getting close. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

FIFTEEN

Boss Battle

 

The passageway where we were standing connected to a stone bridge, fifty feet across, which arced gracefully over the deadly chasm, connecting to a grand archway, thirty feet tall, which led into an even grander hallway. It was clear that work was being done on the archway—just like at the entrance, the placard at the top had been redone. Stheno, it read. Unfortunately, getting across the bridge and into that hallway was going to be easier said than done. 

A dozen of the sons of Cecrops, all blinded with scar-tissue faces, stood guard on a wide ledge on the far side of the chasm. They had swords, bows, and enough arrows to put down a small army. On the bright side, Myrina and I had been walking so quietly the line of creatures hadn’t noticed our coming, so at the very least, we’d have the element of surprise. That had to count for something. Heck, if this really were a video game, we’d likely get a backstab multiplier—though I wasn’t going to bank on that.

We stopped and listened to their echolocation chatter and the steady burble of the magma drifting up from below. 

Myrina’s voice whispered through my thoughts. We need to find a way past them, quickly and quietly. Suggestions?

Wait a second, I replied, sticking up a finger. I checked my display and the maps, and I saw Asteria was in the cavern, near the arch. Looking up, I saw her, nearly invisible and tucked away in a tight crevice. She’d shifted into an enormous black widow spider, her many eyes gleaming red in the firelight. She must’ve sneaked by the three guards at the entrance, then stopped to wait for us. 

Clicking on her icon, I tried to message her, but it was unlikely she’d respond. If Myrina wasn’t so sharp when it came to technology, Asteria would be a complete disaster.

Asteria is a spider, I told Myrina, nodding toward the fissure in the rock face. I’m trying to message her, but she’s not responding. Dammit, I should’ve created the links before we found ourselves in combat. My bad.

It certainly isn’t your good, Myrina snipped. She started taking off her armor, first her breastplate, then the skirt, and then her sandals.

I turned to the side so I wouldn’t be tempted to gawk. Uh, what’re you doing?

Our foes are blind, not deaf. I must move in absolute silence if I am to sneak past them and kill them one by one. My gear will only hamper movement and make noise.

Maybe at a distance that will work, I shot back, but not when you get closer.

Do you think me incapable of moving silently? She glowered at me, one hand on a very bare hip.

No. Nope. Not what I’m saying. I looked away, totally frazzled. What I’m saying is once you get close enough, they’ll be able to detect you. Those noises they are making are echolocation, like bats. You might be silent, but when the sound waves hit you, they’ll know you are there.

Myrina slung her quiver of javelins over her shoulder. Again, your words are foolish babbling. If they can see me when I get close, which I doubt, I will then fight them. Should it come to that, you can stay back and use your bow. Once we engage, I have no doubt Asteria will join the fight.

Yep, that was a stupid plan, but before I could stop her, she crept silently across the floor on the pads of her feet, completely naked, with only her sword in her left hand and a javelin in her right.

Quietly, I put my shield and sword on the floor and got the bow and arrows ready. This was going to be interesting. I hadn’t fired a bow since PE class in the eighth grade. I had been a pretty good shot, but dude, that was a long time ago. I slipped an arrow into place with hesitant fingers, then pulled the string taut as Myrina drew close to the blind nagas. Thankfully, I was far enough away that they didn’t hear the creak of the wood.

Myrina was ten feet out when a wrist-thick strand of gossamer silk dropped down, courtesy of Asteria, snagging one of the nagas in the sticky webbing. It started to chatter in panic, and most of the other sons of Cecrops slithered around to help him, though a few simply lingered. Waiting. And that’s when Myrina acted. She bounded forward on silent feet, hurling a javelin with enough force to penetrate a brick wall. She was a deadly shot, and the weapon slammed into a guardsman, piercing him through the throat. I fired my arrow and struck another one in the chest.

I blinked. I hadn’t missed. Right on.

A second of the snake men got snared in the webs, then a third. As they fought to free themselves—lashing out with swords and tongues and tails—Asteria dropped down, a black widow the size of a Clydesdale. Her fangs sank into first one snake man then another. Their hisses and chattering grew more frenetic. But the other guards were too busy dealing with Myrina and me to pay them any attention.

The Warden hurled two more javelins at range, then danced forward, engaging them with her sword. I moved steadily forward, nocking another arrow and picking my targets carefully. The last thing I needed was to try a risky shot and accidentally hit Myrina—I’d never live that down. Asteria lost a leg to a sword, and another of the Cecrops sons stabbed her through the abdomen. She was going to need to be healed eventually. In my combat display, I glanced at my Essence Points. Back up to twenty-one—one Healing and one Lightning Lance.

I fired another arrow, sinking a shaft into a scarred-over eye socket, and the naga dropped, dead before it hit the floor. That was my best shot of the fight but was probably due more to luck than skill. We continued to fight on for a handful of minutes, but at this point, we were just mopping up the leftovers. Our sneak attack had been surprisingly efficient. As Myrina hacked off the head of the final guard, I made my way over to Asteria.

The poor shape-shifter lay curled up around her wounds, making strange mewling spider noises. Me? I wasn’t a big fan of spiders, not a bit, but knowing the horse-sized black widow was a friend helped a little. 

I used eleven Essence Points to heal Asteria, and in seconds, she was up on her human feet, smiling. “Thank you, Jacob Merely. I do apologize for rushing ahead, but I certainly was curious about this lair. Did you notice the rift below? Did you know I was here? Ares always knew where his Amazons were and what they were doing.” She paused, running a hand through her pixie-cut hair. “Did you try and speak to my mind?”

I nodded. “Yeah, that was me. Saw the rift. Don’t have all of Ares’ power yet, but I could find you.” I chuckled and let her hug me, however naked. Myrina had gone back to dress and get her stuff. 

I stepped away from Asteria and looked her in the eye, keeping my gaze from drifting down by sheer force of will. “Let’s try it again so we can talk while we fight.”

I sent her a message, and she looked at me in wonder. “That is you in my mind? Yes, I remember. Ares would take control of us. Yes, I am ready for you to move me.”

“Uh, not sure that’s ever going to happen,” I replied. “I don’t have the power, and Myrina didn’t like the idea of me taking over your bodies. So, for now, let’s just chat. Accept my message.”

Asteria blinked, then grinned, and her voice suddenly sprang into my consciousness going a mile a minute. Oh, Jacob, yes, I am kind of hungry, and I liked being a spider, but I was really thirsty, you don’t mind if I get a little drink, do you? The blood of the nagas smells so delicious. Just a little. One moment.

Before I could even think to stop her, she was a spider again, wrapping up a dead snake man in webbing, then sinking her gnarly fangs into the coiled snake tail. Her eight legs held the creature while she drained the blood from his body—and maybe not just his blood. The naga seemed to deflate as she drank, withering away before me until it was little more than a desiccated husk. 

The sight of that made me queasy, especially since she moved on to drink up another of the snake men. 

Her voice came through as she ate, just a clipped series of words bouncing around in my head. So good. The blood still warm. So good, the blood of these things, in my belly, nourishing my belly, so good, the blood, so good, the blood.

Now I knew what a spider sounded like. Yay. Lucky me. While Asteria got all black widowy and Myrina dressed, I stepped through the threshold of the archway. A wide antechamber lay on the other side, which led to a set of stairs, leading down, deeper into the earth. We followed those stairs, which, in turn, connected to a central chamber where lava pooled and burbled, giving the place a hellishly red light. Ornately carved bridges danced over the lava, and there were dozens of nooks, gazebos, and terraces all about the room. 

It was like a maze.

And statues littered the place: snake men, harpies, Amazon warriors, even a huge cyclops standing on two bridges. Fifty feet tall, the cyclops dominated the room and nearly touched the ceiling. I couldn’t imagine fighting something so strong and so enormous. I could only hope all of the cyclopes would be as asleep as Hades. Seeing those freaks just confirmed how badly I needed to close these rifts. Creatures like those needed to remain in mythology and not become a world-destroying reality. 

Asteria, Myrina, and I were silent for a time, simply surveying the terrible lair. Although it was impossible to say for certain, it seemed like we had killed most, if not all, of Stheno’s guards and sycophants. All that was left now was the Boss Gorgon herself.

Before moving on, I handed Myrina my shield since she’d busted hers to hell during our fight with the nagas topside. She stared at me, uncertainty in her face. “If any one of us has a chance of getting to her, it’s you,” I said, answering her unspoken question. “I’ll back you up. But remember, we can’t look at her.”

“And if she cannot be killed by such ordinary means?” Myrina asked, taking the shield.

“I’m hoping she’s not bulletproof,” I said. Then I remembered how the harpies had shaken off my bullets. It didn’t help my confidence.

“You are correct, Jacob Merely,” Asteria said. “We cannot look upon her, but we must find her. I believe I can aid us, but not in my present form.”

Asteria took a step and jumped into the air. Her body froze for a second, liquified, and swirled into the shape of a vampire bat the size of an English mastiff. She spun away from us, dodging columns, swooping near bridges, and then landing on top of the cyclops statue. 

She is in the pavilion, Asteria told us. We were in full combat mode, so we could all hear what each other was thinking. 

She sings about our doom, Myrina informed me absently. We killed her guards, but not all of them, and they are waiting in the shadows of this hall to strike. Her song is one of sadness—she also tells the tale of how she was cruelly turned into a monster, but now she says that her heart is rotted and evil from centuries of sorrow. It is time we put this poor creature out of her misery. I will go to the right. You go to the left. 

There were two central walkways over the rivers of molten rock, and as Myrina suggested, she took the right while I took the left.

Slowly, we stalked down the marble floor toward the pavilion.

Asteria took to the air again, running recon as she glided along on silent wings. Stheno has more warriors, she sent. They wait in the shadows with bows and arrows. They are unmoving. I don’t think we should tarry, for we are outnumbered.

Myrina chimed in. We are always outnumbered. Which makes our victories all the sweeter. 

How should we take out the nagas? I asked.

A second later, Asteria gave me the answer. Using the five-fingered claws on her feet, she tore a snake man from an alcove and smashed him against a column. She then went back to do the same to the next snake man she found.

Immediately, the singing ended.

A hideous voice rang out in its place. And in seconds, a barrage of arrows filled the air like mosquitoes on a hot summer night. One struck my arm, drawing blood, as another skittered off my armor. 

With no time to waste, Myrina and I dashed toward the pavilion, weapons drawn and ready. We got to the statue of the cyclops, then we faltered, as blind nagas slithered toward us on fat serpentine tails.

Myrina spun and used her javelins to take down the first few, slashing necks and lopping off limbs with ease. Using my bow, I emptied my quiver, firing into the fray, before likewise switching over to my sword. And all the while, Asteria was death from above. She dropped down out of nowhere, rent flesh with her talons, then disappeared as quickly as she’d come. 

While Myrina and Asteria engaged the guards, I circled around the cyclops to peer into the pavilion. It was a plush place with red-cushioned divans, candles, and incense burning. But all around were the torn bodies of half-eaten snake men. It seemed Stheno enjoyed their flesh as much as Asteria had enjoyed their blood.

A flash of movement caught my eye. A woman, twelve feet tall. The lady was pure nightmare fuel. Her head was topped with an ocean of swaying snakes—cobras, rattlers, black mambas—her flesh was scaly copper-colored snakeskin, and instead of hands, she had a pair of giant bronze meat hooks at the end of each wrist. What. The. Fuck. Then, before I was tempted to look more, I pressed my eyes shut, pulled out my M1911, and fired into her chest. I held my breath, then sighed in defeat as I heard the bullet ricochet harmlessly away. 

Shit. That was awfully disappointing. So much for modern weaponry being my ace in the hole. And if her skin could stop a bullet, what chance did our iron weapons have?

I cracked my eyes, then froze in terror—

I was staring her right in the face.

Her eyes were like two black holes sunk deep into the creases of her face: those eyes utterly devoid of life or light, looking only to destroy. She grinned at me, her maw opening wide, and twelve forked tongues fell free, lazily tasting the air. In a flash she shot those tongues across the room, enveloping me, drawing me toward her—ready to eviscerate me with her meat-hook hands.

But how come I wasn’t stone already?

I’d met her gaze—hell, I was still meeting her gaze—but no statue for me. Something was happening though … the remainder of my Essence Points were slowly dropping, being eaten away. I pressed my eyes shut as realization dawned on me. I wasn’t an Amazon or a naga, I was a fucking god, and apparently being immortal provided me with a bit of protection. But what happened when my Essence Points hit zero? 

I had a pretty good idea: I’d be completely screwed.  

Worse, I might not even have that long since she was dragging me closer and closer. In minutes, her viper hair would bite the shit out of me even while those hooks disemboweled me, spilling my guts across the floor. Still, being able to look at her was a small advantage, if I could just figure out how to exploit it. I wrestled frantically against the tongues, trying to free myself, but it was no use. She jerked me hard left, and the War Blade slipped free from my hand, clattering on the stone.

Need a little help here, ladies, I called to Asteria and Myrina. She has me—things aren’t looking so hot. 

Myrina’s voice appeared in my head. Glad to serve, War God, but how do we fight a creature who can turn us to stone with but a look?

Don’t look! I shouted back. Listen, my bullet didn’t work, but if you can get to the War Blade, that might do the trick. As for how you can see, I have a wild plan. It might kill us all, but I don’t know what other choice we have. It seems like my Divine Essence Points act as a buffer against her magic. I can look at her, but only for a little while. So here’s what we’re gonna do—I’m gonna slip a little deeper into your heads and let you see through my eyes. But hurry, or I’m dead. 

Concentrating, I pushed my mind deeper into both Asteria and Myrina—if I pushed any harder, I would usurp control of their bodies. That I didn’t want. But right on the edge, the link seemed to allow them to experience my senses instead. Get ready to move, I sent, forming the deeper bond as my eyes cracked open.

By all the gods above and below, it’s working, Myrina replied, awe in her voice.  

Asteria—able to see for the moment—swept around, shape-shifting from bat to eagle in a flash. She dropped down and tried to rip the tongues off me with her raptor talons, but Stheno’s flesh held.

Myrina threw her last javelin at the Gorgon, but it bounced harmlessly off her belly, just as I’d suspected. But the Battle Warden was already on the move, darting forward with graceful skill, then sweeping the War Blade from the floor. The sword flared brightly in her grip, burning like a miniature star, the steel crackling with blue electricity. That’s right, the sword had an ability called Lightning Blade, but that ability was locked until level six. Except Myrina was a level-ten Battle Warden.

Stheno hissed at the radiance as Myrina drew closer.

Unfortunately, my Essence Points were down to six, which meant I had minutes at most before Stheno’s stony gaze broke through my magical resistance. And even minutes was pretty optimistic, since those bronze hooks were damn close to my skin, and I still couldn’t move a muscle. And then, Myrina was there, slashing through the tongues like she had done earlier with the guards at the entrance of the Gorgon’s lair—the amped-up War Blade, it seemed, had no problem carving the Gorgon up.

I fell to the ground with a thump and scrambled backward on my hands and feet, keeping my eyes fixed on the monster while my Essence dropped lower.

Stheno’s voice rang out in Greek.

Myrina responded, also in Greek, before throwing herself into a lightning-fast roll, narrowly avoiding a swipe from the bronze meat hooks. The agile maneuver brought her back to her feet in a blink, and before Stheno could launch a fresh assault, the Warden bolted inside her guard, cutting off the creature’s left arm at the elbow. Blood gushed to the floor, followed by the clang of metal on stone. Myrina’s speed was incredible, her muscles taut as she blocked the remaining bronze hook, then sunk the War Blade deep into the Gorgon’s thigh. 

But we were running out of time. I was down to a scant three Essence Points, and even though Myrina was dishing out a world-class ass-whooping, Stheno was recovering. A tangle of spitting snakes emerged from the severed arm, staunching the blood loss. And from the wound on her thigh, more little snakes dribbled out until the wound was sealed.

We need to either behead her or stab her in the heart! I called to my generals. Asteria, can you knock her flat?

The fight had pulled the Gorgon out of her pavilion and onto the bridge where the cyclops stood. There Myrina fought Stheno in a dizzying display of speed and agility.

Asteria did another turn as an eagle, then came screaming down toward the fighting pair. At the last second, she morphed into her bear form, blue feathers retreating as coarse fur sprouted. Suddenly, a couple of tons of blue Kodiak was cannonballing toward the Gorgon, her eyes pressed tightly shut. The eagle-turned-bear collided with the monster like a freight train, laying her low. 

And Myrina didn’t waste the opening.

The Warden darted in, then leapt high, plunging the War Blade directly into the Gorgon’s heart. She wasn’t done, though. She ripped the sword free, and for good measure, swept Stheno’s hideous head from her shoulders with a lightning-fast flick of her wrist. Even then, new snakes emerged from the bleeding neck-hole—but not for long. Using her incredible Amazonian strength, Myrina lifted the Gorgon’s body up in powerful arms, then hurled the corpse into the lava below. The flailing body landed with a wet thud, a plume of cloying smoke drifting upward. Frenzied howls of pain and rage filled the air, courtesy of the decapitated head, which was lying facedown on the floor.

 But as the body vanished below the bubbling orange-red magma, the head fell silent. Stheno was dead at last. 

Myrina came forward and offered me a hand. I figured she’d lay into me about one more time being the damsel in distress. But instead, she lifted the War Blade, flipped it around, and offered me the grip with a slight bow. “You honored me deeply—Ares never would’ve allowed me to wield the War Blade. His pride would never have permitted such a thing. Yet, you allowed me to do so for the good of the mission.” She paused, giving me a long, hard, measuring look. “Thank you, Jacob.”

Even as she spoke, my experience points dinged in my ears as I not only leveled once, but twice. I suppose killing the most bloodthirsty of Medusa’s sisters can do that for a guy.

Asteria landed, became a woman, and fell into my arms. She was wounded from taking so many arrows. She touched my face. “You are a very clever man, Jacob Merely.”

Then she closed her eyes and fell unconscious. I wanted to heal her, but with my Essence Points so low, there’s wasn’t a thing I could do. When I pulled up her stats on the battle display, though, I saw immediately that her HP was steady. Low, true, but not falling. In an hour, I could fix her up, but for now, she’d just need to rest. Carefully, I wrapped her up in her dingy cloak, lifted her into my arms, and headed back into Stheno’s sanctuary. 

Yep, in an hour, I’d patch her up right as rain, but we had work to do between now and then. I grinned. Time to gather up the Thymos Crystals, loot the bodies, and look for magic items! Do you want to know the five best words in the English language?

The following items are magical …

 

 

 

 

 

 

SIXTEEN

Victory Spoils

 

It took us about an hour to loot the bodies and round up all the supplies secreted throughout Stheno’s lair. And holy crap was there a lot of it: piles of raw iron ore, leather armor, and crude weapons, plus tons of glowing azure Thymos Crystals. The other stuff was great, but the Thymos Crystals were the real prize. According to Myrina, the crystals were actually petrified bone shards of the long-dead god Uranus, father of Titans and grandfather of the young gods like Ares and Hades. Using my Divine Essence Points, I could unlock the primal force locked away in the shards and use it to perform incredible miracles.

With them, I could rebuild the city, craft powerful weapons, and even upgrade my Amazons. 

By the time we were done scavenging, I had enough Essence Points to patch Asteria up and get her back on her feet—ready and able to help us cart off the small mountain of resources we’d discovered. The blue-skinned Amazon transformed herself into a huge ox, which we outfitted with crude saddlebags, fashioned from the various satchels and leather straps we’d found throughout the dungeon. Myrina loaded Asteria with Thymos Crystals and the rest of the gear, while I poked around a little more—searching for hidden compartments or chests, which might contain something truly powerful. 

In a pile of old rags, stiff with dust and age, I discovered a scroll that gave me a few hints as to what had happened in the temple and why there were statues all over the place. Drawings showed me Medusa, the Gorgon of legend so well-known even in the Western world. According to the scroll, she had been driven from the world of men by the ancient hero Perseus, only to be later killed by Ares when he landed on Lycastia to seal the rift. And yes, just as I’d suspected, I saw pictures of the sons of Cecrops being blinded so Medusa’s power wouldn’t work on them. 

It seemed Stheno had recently taken over the abandoned dungeon and that’s why she had changed the signage at the front of her lair and above the grand archway. In the last picture on the scroll, I saw another snake woman darting away down a secret passageway. Most likely, that was the third sister, Euryale. 

Interesting stuff, but not exactly valuable. I did, however, find an odd stone, carved with some sort of ancient rune, set into the floor beneath the rags. Curious, I traced one finger along the surface of the rock, feeling a faint thrum of magical energy radiating through the symbol and into my finger. When I finished tracing the sigil, it began to bleed an odd green light, followed by the sound of grinding stone as a secret door slid open in the far wall. 

The false wall concealed a small alcove with a hulking wooden chest, bound with worn leather and brass rivets. Next to it was a metal weapons rack, loaded down with goodies. Bingo. I stood and rubbed my chin as I eyed the chest. I made my way over to the alcove, but paused two feet from the stout box—I wasn’t about to open it with my fingers. For all I knew, the damn thing could be a trap. Or worse, it could be some kind of bloodthirsty Mimic. I unsheathed the War Blade and used the tip to carefully lift the cover from a safer distance. 

A needle covered in black goo shot out near the handle. Trapped, just like I’d thought. I’d lost a D&D character by a trapped treasure chest when I was thirteen. I’d never made the same mistake again.

A small mountain of silver, gold, and platinum coins greeted my eyes. I leaned over and picked one up—on one side was the face of a man in profile wearing a crested helm. The image was worn, but I recognized Ares. The reverse side had a raised image of a rampaging bull. I didn’t need money, but surely the metal itself would be valuable to our crafting endeavors. I also spotted an amethyst necklace and a matching amethyst ring atop the pile. No doubt they were magical. And Stheno couldn’t have worn either since her neck was too big, and oh yeah, she had fucking hooks for hands, so rings were a big no-go.

I picked both items up and examined them in careful detail. The amulet, called the Mind of Odysseus, gave me a +4 to Intelligence—raising my Total Divine Essence to 44—and boosted my Regen Rate by nine percent, which wasn’t too shabby at all. The ring, labeled as the Might of Hercules, offered me a +5 to Strength. The second I slipped it on, my muscles swelled again, and I swear I added almost another foot in height, putting me at close to seven feet tall. I grinned, flexing my new muscles. Suddenly, NBA superstar wasn’t out of the question anymore. 

I curled a fist. If I ever got off this rock alive, Echo Earl Echo was going to have a very nasty surprise waiting for him—a great big ol’ lightning bolt to the ass, followed by a haymaker to the teeth.  

I dismissed my revenge fantasy, turning back to the chest. In a rough-spun bag, I saw the edges of a shield. I was about to pull it out when Myrina walked up. “Why do you think the shield is in the bag, Jacob?”

“Uh, not sure?” I said, glancing at her over one shoulder.

Myrina shook her head at me. “Just when I think you have value, you nearly destroy yourself.” I wanted to protest that I’d triggered the chest without getting stuck by a poisonous needle but knew Myrina wasn’t going to be impressed by that. So instead, I kept my yap shut. “If I am not mistaken,” she continued, “that is the Shield of Perseus. There is a likeness of Medusa on the front. Once per day, you can use it to turn your enemies to stone. And in my hands, it will be harmless.” She paused, lips pursed, and canted her head to one side. “So, might I have it, Jacob Merely?”

“It’s all yours,” I replied, figuring she’d use it more effectively than I ever could. I tossed her the bag. Carefully, she pulled the shield free, discarding the bag on the floor. I put her and the shield from my mind and turned my gaze on the weapons rack. I found some swords—nothing extraordinary, but all well-made. The spears, on the other hand, were either cracked or as dusty as the ones we had back in the city. The javelins were equally worthless except for one: a length of oiled ash topped by a gleaming silver tip. It was beautiful.

I picked it up and was surprised it weighed almost nothing. “Why don’t you take this, too,” I said to the Warden. “I bet dollars to donuts you could totally take the gold in the Olympics with this bad boy.”

“Thank you for the weapon,” Myrina replied before shooting me a puzzled look. “I will use it wisely, though I have no taste for the games. I was crafted for war, not for medal winning.”

I rolled my eyes and sighed. “Clearly,” I muttered. 

I took one more look around the room, pausing when I saw the Gorgon’s head lying facedown on the ground. Suddenly, I had a morbid idea. Could be I was wrong, but I vaguely recalled that the potent power of a Gorgon’s stone gaze never faded, not even after death. I wasn’t sure if that was true, but I wasn’t about to pass up a potential weapon, no matter how gross. I went over and carefully scooped the head into the burlap bag the shield had been in. 

Never look a gift horse in the mouth, or in this case, a Gorgon in the eyes. 

With Asteria loaded up, we left the grand ballroom, walked the arching bridge, and made our way up the stairs.

Outside, it was far cooler, with a gentle breeze blowing through. A three-quarter moon shined down from a sky milky with stars. The jungle rustled from the wind, but all else was quiet.

Asteria’s voice broke into my mind. Heavy burden, my master. Let us rest. Hay at the city. Me like hay. Hay, hay, hay, and cool water. Burden heavy, so heavy.

Huh, neat. Now I knew what an ox sounded like. My time in Lycastia sure was proving to be educational, though I didn’t like Asteria calling me master.

We took some of the bags from our Beastiamancer and put them on our shoulders while we let Asteria rest. The ruins around us were hushed.

 “I kinda miss Stheno’s singing,” I said, kidding, but only a little.

“She will sing no more. But doubtless we shall meet her sister Euryale, who will want revenge for Stheno’s death. Perhaps her song will be as pleasing to you.” Myrina frowned at me, her brows furrowed.

“I found a scroll with pictographs,” I said casually. “It seems Ares killed Medusa. Do you remember that?”

Myrina shook her head. “I recall little except for a few things that I do not want to discuss. I desire only to get back to the temple, check on Phoebe, and start on our plans to fortify the city and revive my sisters. If the rift below could spawn something as powerful as Stheno, we truly do not have much time. If the sigil in the Temple of Ares is destroyed, then Hades himself will be able to walk—”

A screech cut her off. 

The bat-winged creature I’d seen before came fluttering out of the night sky, touching down on a column about twenty feet from us. Praxidike. She stood confidently atop the column, one hand resting on her shapely hip, the other clutching her whip, which dangled down. “So, Stheno fell before your might. It is a pity, though her appetites had grown insatiable, and her jealousy was irksome. Always so left behind, little Stheno—the songstress, forgotten in the shadows thrown by Medusa’s serpentine notoriety. Perhaps it is better she is gone.”

Myrina snarled and hurled her spear at the creature instead of going the ol’ chitchat route. Blunt and to the point—I could respect that. Unfortunately, Praxidike whipped the missile out of the air with contemptuous ease and then laid the lash across Myrina’s face, drawing a sharp line of blood on the Amazon’s cheek. Holy crap! What was the range on that whip? It seemed like it could hit us from anywhere.

Praxidike laughed. “So, the puppets are awake and longing for battle. You shall have it soon enough, puppets.”

With a growl, my Battle Warden sprinted across the ground, plucked her new silver-tipped javelin from her quiver, and threw it at the bat-winged woman. In an explosion of thunder, the javelin turned into a lightning bolt and blasted into Praxidike, knocking her off the column. The whip-wielding demoness spread her wings, catching a gust of wind before she fell all the way to the ground. The skin on her chest was blackened with char, and tendrils of smoke curled up.

“Enjoy this little victory, pathetic puppet,” Praxidike sneered, wings beating furiously at the air. “I will keep you alive … you, the beast woman, and your insipid craftswoman back at the temple. All of you will be alive when I feed your laughable war god to you, one piece at a time.” Praxidike offered us one more look of pure, unadulterated hate before streaking up through the jungle canopy and into the night sky.

I watched, slack-jawed, as a hundred harpies rose and followed her toward the looming southern mountain, visible even in the dark. 

 “Damn, but she has her air force ready,” I whispered. 

Seeing all those harpies unnerved me.

Myrina walked back to me, rubbing her bleeding cheek. I noticed the lightning javelin was back in her quiver. Now that was one helluva find!

“Ares said three weeks.” I watched the cloud of harpies retreat. “But we don’t have that much time, do we?”

“No,” Myrina replied flatly.

I absently raised a hand to heal her, but Myrina caught it. “No, I want to see it when I look in the mirror. I want to remember this insult, how she called me a …” She trailed off, lips quivering. “A puppet,” she finally finished in a harsh whisper. 

I was surprised to see tears fill Myrina’s eyes.

She continued. “I want to use it to fuel my anger. When I tire, it will give me strength, for I swear on the thunderbolts of Zeus, I will slay that wretched demon myself.”

“Amen,” I said. “Let’s get on back to the temple.”

Asteria muttered into our minds, That bat girl is no good. No milk for her. No grass for her. She will please the butcher’s blade.

I cocked an eye at the blue-haired ox. “Hardcore.” 

We left the ruins and trekked back through the jungle, past the fire-blackened webs at the cliffs, and down the staircase that led to Lycastia City.

Phoebe met us at the gates, sensing our arrival through the mind link she and I shared. She looked over the haul loaded down on Asteria’s back and grinned like a loon as she rubbed her hands together in greedy anticipation. “Oh yes, this will do nicely. The things we can make with this ...” She paused, a glimmer of mischief burning in her eyes. “Needless to say, our enemies will pay a heavy, heavy price. Come, let us get to work. I have prepared the fires and gathered what little resources were left in this place.”

We plodded through the ruined gates and over to the forge, where we offloaded the loot. 

Once we lifted the bags off Asteria, she flowed into her human shape but staggered against Myrina. “Oh, I am weary. All of the fighting and shifting and then the long trek to the city so burdened ... I desire hay and sweet water.” She giggled despite her exhaustion. “No, not hay. But maybe some of the bacon?” She seesawed her head, arms waving at her sides. “Or maybe hay. As an ox, I can truly appreciate the crunch, crunch, crunch, and then the cud, cud, cud. Hay is a meal I can enjoy multiple times!”

Before I could reply, Asteria turned back into an ox, plodded off to the barn next to the forge, and attacked a stack of golden hay lying within.

I was surprised to hear Myrina laugh—the way she looked at Asteria reminded me of an older sibling watching over a younger one. “I will find sustenance of my own and then plan on how best to protect the sigil. Sister,” she said to Phoebe, “the godling is in your care for now. Guard him well, he is still as vulnerable as a suckling pig.” The Warden paused, giving me a small professional smile. “But he is learning.” Then, without saying more, she turned on her heel and took off toward the banquet hall, her steps ringing out on the cobblestones.

Phoebe slipped her arm through mine and gave me a little tug, guiding me into the forge. It is nice to have you back, she sent through the mind link as we walked. Without my sisters around, this is a lonely place. Now, let’s have a look at you after a full day out in the world. She paused. Oh, level six! Impressive. I see you spent a few of your Ability Points, but there’s still plenty to work with—plus you have forty Attribute Points to invest. Forty! And you’re dripping with Divine Essence. Hells yeah. With that and the Thymos Crystals, we can really do some kick-ass shit.

I chuckled at her slang. “Yeah, and that’s not all we got either,” I offered. “I snagged a ring and an amulet which boosted some of my stats. Plus, we managed to get ahold of this crazy-awesome lightning bolt javelin thing and a magical shield. I guess it can turn people into stone.”

Yes. Myrina told me about her shield, Phoebe sent, clearly preferring to use the messaging system. She grinned slyly at me. She also mentioned that you nearly managed to turn yourself into stone.

I rolled my eyes. “Yeah, yeah, yeah, Myrina has it in for me. Why does she hate me so much anyway?”

Phoebe thought for a moment, her brilliant green eyes staring off into space. Maybe it’s not so much about you, but about Ares. Myrina and Ares had a complicated relationship, but it’s not my place to say much. She’ll tell you about it when she’s ready, but for now, just understand the chick’s got some serious baggage. With that said, though, she’s the best warrior and fighter we have, plus she’s wicked smart and absolutely loyal—once you earn her trust.

Everything she said made sense. “Yeah, okay. I guess I’ll worry about relationship drama later. For now, I’m worried about not dying. So, let’s get to work. I have quite a bit of Essence now, plus Attribute Points to unload and Thymos Crystals to use. So where should we start, huh?”

Your control limit has jumped, so we’ll need to get cracking on Amazons and weapons to arm them with. Right now, I have enough clay and essential resources to fashion seventeen new warriors—and with the stuff you guys brought back, I can get working on weapons and armor. But first, we need to invest all your new Attribute Points because the creation process is gonna be a serious drain on you. I’d suggest you put some points into Intelligence and Willpower, but at the end of the day, it’s up to you. You’re the god of war.  

I thought about her words as I pulled up my character screen. Secretly, I wanted to pour my points into Strength—I could envision exactly how awesome it would be to stand twenty feet tall and be an invulnerable badass. Then, I remembered how badly I’d bungled several of the battles. Both Myrina and Asteria were way better in combat, and so far, I’d been more useful casting miracles and issuing orders than actually going toe-to-toe with enemies. 

“Well, Phoebe, it seems I’m less of a warrior than I thought,” I said, shooting her a wink and a lopsided grin. “The Marine Corps will be so disappointed in me. But, in the end, I’m thinking you’re probably right. I should increase my Willpower and my Intelligence. If I can create Amazons that fight half as well as Myrina, we’ll be fine. Besides, the Path of Miracles seems to fit me better than a close-quarters brawler, so Intelligence is good, too. Once I top out my god levels, I can go back and focus on my Strength and battle skills.”

Phoebe gave me the oddest look imaginable. 

It surprised me so much, I took a step backward. “What? Am I wrong? Dude, you are freaking me out.”

The Rune-Caster shook her head at me. Not wrong. Just so different from Ares. Ha, I bet giving you all of his power really chapped his ass.

“Yeah, it didn’t go well,” I mumbled, looking away, remembering the dying war god. “I finally had to yell at him … I’m a good guy, but I do have my limits.”

Phoebe took my hand. It’s more than that. I remember more of what happened before we all died. Do you know why the sigil on Lycastia didn’t seal the rift? 

“I don’t,” I said. “I’ve been wondering about how it all works and how we can seal the underworld permanently. We saw the rift where Stheno slithered out of it. It’s bad down there.”

Ares messed up. Phoebe took in a deep breath. He was working on the spells to seal the rift, creating the sigil on his statue in the temple, when we were attacked by Hades and his armies. We begged for Ares to stay in the temple and finish the ritual, but he insisted on leading the Amazons himself. Ares was born a god, so he never had to level up. If he were going through what you are going through, however, he would pour his stat points into his personal abilities. All forty points into Strength so he could be a kick-ass warrior.

Phoebe’s eyes turned sad. If you had been there, you would’ve trusted Myrina, Asteria, and me to hold the city while you finished sealing off the underworld. Hades would be there now, and Earth would be safe. She shrugged and spread her hands. But you weren’t there, so here we are. Still, I believe in you, Jacob Merely. I think you will win this game. I know how much of your life you’ve spent playing video games—if anyone can master this system, it’s you. She laughed sharply and tapped her temple. I also see how much of your life you spent watching porn. If you could get experience points for porn, we’d have tens of thousands of warriors right this second.

I blushed. “Easy, Phoebe, back on up out of my head. Some things are private, okay? But thanks for the vote of confidence.”

With Phoebe’s blessing, I dropped fourteen points into Willpower—upping my control limit to thirty Amazons total—and twenty-six points into Intelligence, shooting my available Essence Points up to one hundred sixteen and my hourly Essence Regeneration rate to forty-two. A surge of new life flooded through me, and the godstone in my chest flared bright, glowing through my armor until it was like noonday in the forge. Hell yeah, now we were cooking. I surveyed my character sheet, stoked about the changes:
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Awesome. But there was still the matter of the two outstanding Ability Points. Instantly, I considered dropping them into the Path of Miracles, but then faltered and pulled up the Path of the Builder instead. Yes, the Path of Miracles had proven to be impressive so far, but right now we were in building mode. 
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After looking over the various options available to me, I decided the Path of the Builder was the right choice at the moment. First, I dropped a single point into the Battle Forged option, allowing me—or my Rune-Master, Phoebe—to build superior quality weapons and armor. From here on out, our gear would be supernaturally sharp, nearly impervious to the effects of time, and impossibly durable. This gear wouldn’t be magical, for that I would need Elemental Smithing, but it would be leaps and bounds better than the stuff we had now. 
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The next point was much harder to decide on—I really wanted both the Artemis’ Blood ability and the Innovate ability. Though my generals were already at level ten, the basic Amazons we would be building had a level cap of five. But, the level cap would increase by five for every point invested into Artemis’ Blood, which would put the max level-cap at 20 for my regular Amazons and level 25 for my generals. I didn’t just need warriors, I needed the best possible warriors so that Skill would be essential—eventually. For now, however, I picked the Innovate ability, which allowed Phoebe to scour my mind and fashion “blueprints” for new types of weapons and armor.
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The second I dropped the point into Innovate, new options exploded in my crafting menu. Suddenly, we weren’t restricted to Grecian gear—now it appeared we could make just about anything up through the Middle Ages. Including a variety of deadly siege weapons. Phoebe and I were going to have a long night, creating troops, weapons, and armor, but first I had one more question for the Rune-Crafter. Something that was nagging at me. “So, the rift was only ever partially sealed. How do we seal it permanently?”

Phoebe stared into my eyes. That’s all on you, my dude. You have to level up and become the true god of war. Then, I imagine you’ll get a menu option to complete the ritual and seal the deal. Boom. Done.

I was stunned. “So, no pressure, right?”

Phoebe laughed lightly, then pushed me softly on the shoulder. No pressure.

Well, at least we had our endgame. But could we hold the city and protect the sigil until I had the power to close the rift forever?

Praxidike was coming, and she wouldn’t be coming alone.

 

 

 

 

 

 

SEVENTEEN

Recruits

 

I’d upgraded my stats and dished out my Ability Points, so now it was time to put the pedal to the metal and churn out some impressive shit—both in terms of weapons and Amazons. I told Phoebe about Myrina’s new lightning javelin and how it returned to the quiver after she used it to blast Praxidike.

“That’s what I really want. What do we need to make more of those?” I asked.

That’s out of our range for now, she replied. You’ll need at least Battle Forge Level 2, plus Elemental Smithing Level 1 before we can whip up a specialty item like that. But doing something with javelins is a good idea. I’m accessing your memories and this Google thing. Freaking Google. She shook her head, eyes wide. It’s incredible, my dude. There is a massive amount of information on the internet. So much. 

She paused and tapped her bottom lip. Though I am surprised to see how much time you mortals spend on watching this YouTube and looking at cat memes. Very odd. Sadly, though, we can’t connect. I would like to better understand these memes lingering in your brain, Jacob. Maybe if we get your intelligence up high enough, you’ll be able to set up a Wi-Fi network and get us connected. YouTube aside, if I had access to the knowledge on Google? Whoooo doggy, I could create some terrible things. She gave me a feral, evil smile.  

“What about guns?” I asked, feeling slightly uncomfortable as I imagined Phoebe gaining access to nuclear weapons. “I’d love more bullets for my pistol.”

Yeah, sorry, that’s outside of my skill set for now, too. Will be until Innovate Level 2 or 3, I’m guessing. For the time being, I’m limited to old-school weapons like swords, spears, bows, crossbows. And yes, the Greeks had crossbows, known as the γαστραφέτης or belly-releaser. 

The Greek word translated in my head before she clarified. I was getting smarter. I didn’t know much, but at least when Myrina teased me about not knowing any Greek, I’d have a response. 

But since you unlocked Innovate Level 1, she sent, I can do some other interesting things, like katanas and English longbows.

Wow, that was a big deal. “Amazons with katanas,” I said immediately. “Yep. We should totally switch from Greek iron swords to Japanese steel katanas and English longbows. Both of those technologies changed the face of warfare, well, until the machine gun in World War II. But I guess we have to crawl before we run.”

Can do, Boss-man. I can make the steel for the katanas with elements you gathered from Stheno’s lair. And the folding is amazing—I can work that into my process. That is going to really improve our armaments. And the longbow was such a fantastic leap forward. Plus, I can alter the javelins so they’re breakable, like what the Romans came up with. That way, thrown javelins can’t be used against us.

“How about we make them like grenades?” I grinned at my brilliance. “Yeah, that is all kinds of awesome. The javelins hit you and then explode, so not only can our enemies not use them, they take additional damage.”

I like where your mind is at, Phoebe said, but you’re still getting ahead of yourself. Right now, we need to Keep It Simple, Stupid. That’s what you Marines say, right? KISS? Keep It Simple, Stupid. Anyway, we’ll get there. Eventually, you’ll be able to bless the items I make with Elemental Smithing. But that’s on you. I just make the weapons—you have to provide the mojo and have the right skills.  

Accessing the craft weapons menu, I waved a hand over dozens of javelins bound together in leather ties. Sure enough, I saw that I had several different options—frag tips, lightning spears, flame lances—but they were all grayed out. Inaccessible for the time being. I grunted in frustration. So many cool things, but I couldn’t do any of them until I got my levels up higher. That blew big time.

“Okay,” I said, turning back to Phoebe. “So, no cool exploding javelins—yet. Is there anything else I can do? When we were leaving Stheno’s lair, we had a brief run-in with Praxidike. Her and about one hundred harpies. Those things are crazy-hard to kill. There has to be something I can do to level the playing field.”

I know it’s frustrating, she said, laying a calloused hand on my forearm. But for now, we’re doing what we can. With that said, you can work on the city defenses, and the new gear we’re going to turn out will probably be sharp enough to pierce harpy flesh. Not easily, but with skilled Amazons, it might be possible.

“Fine,” I grumbled, crossing my arms. “I guess that’s just added incentive to grind out more experience points.”

That’s the spirit, she said, shooting me a wink and a finger gun. We’ll get to the weapons and armor in a bit, but first, I think we should get busy on our reinforcements. Your control limit is up to thirty, but for now, I only have enough sacred clay to add seventeen warriors to our ranks—and to complicate matters, the clay pit in the city is empty now. We’ll have to venture out onto the island to find more come morning. But I think creating seventeen Amazons will be quite the accomplishment for tonight. You ready to do this thing?

“Semper ready,” I said, clapping my hands together. “Let’s build us some Amazons.” I sounded confident in my own ears, but inside my guts roiled in nervousness. What if I messed up on this batch of warriors like how I’d biffed it with Phoebe?

No, I couldn’t afford to second-guess myself, there was too much on the line. It’d be fine—I could do this, so long as I had total and complete focus. No distractions.

Which is precisely when Asteria wandered in, back in human form. She wore a tunic that was still awfully revealing. She grinned at me, then burped, covering her mouth with one fist. “Oops. Hay and human physiology are an uncertain combination. But I have retained two extra stomachs to help with the process. Delicious,” she said with a wide grin.

“Uh, I’ll take your word for it, Asteria. Phoebe and I were about to build us some Amazons.” I couldn’t help but chuckle nervously and shift on uncertain feet. It was like I was going to throw some Lego bricks together. Except we were going to be building real live people.

“I am very glad I am here then,” Asteria said, nearly bouncing in ecstatic excitement. “I can be of service to you and my sisters.”

Not sure what that meant, but I had to get to work. Time was ticking, and though I was beyond exhausted, I couldn’t sleep until I had used my Essence Points to begin building my army for real. Just like before, we needed precious metals for the hearts as well as a variety of objects. I reviewed the different classes of Amazons I could create and their skill sets.

My ground troops were the Battle Wardens—the same class Myrina belonged to. With their enhanced speed, strength, and durability, they were basically hell in sandals with swords, spears, and javelins. They were also the cheapest to create. But it seemed that level-one Wardens were little better than humans. Once they were built, though, they could earn levels and unlock abilities by accruing experience points just like me.

Or, I could use a combination of Essence Points and Thymos Crystals to power level them or upgrade their abilities directly. With a little extra juice, I could enhance their durability, increase their movement or health regeneration rate, or boost their Dynami limit—the force Battle Wardens drew on to perform specialized attacks or heroic feats of strength. With the limited number of Amazons I could create and control, every single one would be vital to the cause. I fully intended to upgrade them as much as possible.

Next, I examined the Beastiamancers, who would be my heavy cavalry. 

First-level Beastiamancers couldn’t shape-shift like Asteria. That ability didn’t become available until level five—which was locked until I invested a point in the Artemis’ Blood ability—but each did come with a bonded mount: rams, bears, boars, flying horses, and the like. After seeing Asteria in action, I wanted a whole army of fighters like her, but that wasn’t going to happen anytime soon. Still, having a battalion of Amazons with bows on flying horses would be pretty rad. I could move my troops around easily and effectively, and it would give me an air force to rival Praxidike’s harpies.

Huntresses were the last of the nonmagical forces. At a glance, they seemed like a cross between rangers and thieves; they were nimble spies who could strike from the shadows with deadly ease. I definitely needed spies, and the huntresses could also double as my ranged archery unit. And even better, at higher levels, they had basic invisibility—even in combat. The damage they could do wasn’t as great as the Wardens, but holy shit, how much chaos and destruction could an invisible archer cause? 

I moved on to the three magic classes: Rune-Caster, Elementalist, and Teleporter.

Elementalists could harness the power of nature, which was badass to the max, though I had to choose a specialty at the time of creation. There were five types: Fire, Earth, Water, Air, and Forest. Each had definite benefits, but again, I was worried about the harpy army I’d seen. If I could have a sorceress who summoned hurricane winds, I might just be able to keep those harpies grounded. Though the Water Elementalists had the added bonus of being able to cast minor Healing Miracles at higher levels.

Lastly, Teleporters. They were crazy-expensive to create, but once in existence, they had instant line-of-sight teleportation. Fighting something like that could be maddening, and I thought of the various enemies I’d battled in first-person shooters who could teleport. They could pop in and out of existence in a blink, being everywhere at once, sowing chaos in the enemy ranks. And at higher levels, the Teleporters could even heal damage every time they shifted, which made them nearly unstoppable.

I frowned, tapping my fingers restlessly against the hilt of my sword. Damn, so many cool options, so few resources. 

Unlike the generals, these new Amazons came with a much steeper price tag, which seemed strange since my generals were the absolute best. Maybe it had something to do with some inherent magic in the blueprints Ares had passed along? I wasn’t sure—I’d probably never be sure—but it was what it was. The Battle Wardens and Huntresses required five Essence Points, the Beastiamancers and Rune-Crafters cost ten each, the Elementalists ran fifteen points apiece, and Teleporters were a whopping twenty. I paused, the wheels spinning away in my head as I tried to think of what essential personnel we’d need at this stage in the game.

Well, Phoebe would need at least two assistant Rune-Casters to help her with all the work and repairs that had to be done around the city. I also needed at least one Huntress to run recon for me and find more supplies. That left me fourteen more Amazons to work with. I’d build nine Wardens since they were cheap, and then I’d do two Elementalists—one Air-Witch, one Water-Witch. I’d use my last three slots to build Beastiamancers with battle mounts, one with a winged horse and two with huge bears. 

After watching Asteria in action, I’d seen the slaughter an angry bear could inflict, and we needed that kind of muscle on our crew.

I checked my watch, and it was after 3 a.m. I was tired, sure, but I had to laugh at myself. How many times had I found myself gaming at three in the morning? Too many to count. This was nothing.

When I picked up the Hammer of Hephaestus, Phoebe nodded. You just need to do the initial strike to start the process, then I can take over and we can build the Amazons together. That’s how Ares and I did it before.

She must’ve seen the regret in my eyes.

Don’t worry, Jacob. I don’t blame you for your mistake. She waved at her injured leg. I live to serve, and this is but a little thing. Besides, Boss-man, this will take a lot out of both of us, and in this way, we can share the work. Get it?

“Yeah, I understand,” I said.

Asteria’s voice broke through our connection. Wow, you guys are amazing. This is so much fun! And we’re making so many different kinds of sisters!

“Are we making too many?” I asked Phoebe.

No. It’s a lot, and you’ll be exhausted, but at this point, I think we need as many soldiers as we can get ahold of, Phoebe sent. Ares said three weeks. I don’t believe it, not for a second. The sooner we can get troops in place, the better. And tomorrow, you can work on fortifying the city’s defenses while I forge weapons and our troops find more resources. But enough chitchat. Let’s haul ass, build some Amazons, and get them trained up right. She offered me a wide, reassuring grin, her cheeks dimpling. 

I let out a sigh then nodded. “Yeah, let’s get ’er done—but at some point, I’m gonna need a gallon of Mountain Dew and a large pizza. It’s going to be a long night, er, morning, um, day, week, month, year.”

We don’t have a year, Phoebe said. And times a burnin’.  

Phoebe fashioned the figurines while I worked the bellows, getting our forge red-hot. Asteria gathered wood and coal to keep the fires going.

Then we were ready for the Huntress. She needed a name, but I couldn’t think of one.

Phoebe had an answer. For your Huntresses, we could name them after the handmaidens of Artemis, goddess of the hunt and the night. She had three main servants: Hecaerge, Loxo, and Upis.

“Let’s go with Loxo,” I said. 

I used the peel to place the figurine in the forge, and again, I went through the blueprints on how to create her and the options I had. 

The character came with a preset appearance—dark hair and dark eyes, almost black—but I took a few minutes to tweak her features just a bit, giving her long limbs, a thin waist, and a wicked smile filled with brilliant white teeth. She was a knockout. With that done, I pulled up her character sheet and surveyed my choices. Unlike with the generals, Loxo was at level one and came with twenty base Attribute Points, which I got to divvy up at will, plus a single Ability Point I could invest into either a Combat or Class Ability.
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After scrutinizing her sheet, I realized her build was most similar to Asteria’s, so I used my Beastiamancer general as the template. I dropped one point into Fortune, two points into Intelligence, ten points into Strength, and seven points into Willpower. Then, I picked the Cartography skill as her specialty, since it allowed her to unveil my map for me as she explored. With that all done, I accepted the build and toggled from the character screen over to the Hammer’s creation menu. 

I watched the temperature rise like before, and when everything was ready, I took out the statuette and laid it on the anvil.

Using all of my concentration, I raised the hammer high and struck with deadly precision. The blunt face landed true, and I felt a rush of Essence Points flow out from the godstone, racing along my arm, through the hammer, and into the figurine on the anvil. Phoebe was immediately by my side, taking the hammer from me, then laying into our newest creation. Her aim was flawless—watching her work, it was obvious she’d done this countless times before. 

On the third strike, Loxo was born, and since Phoebe had the hammer, I was right there to catch the fully grown woman as she toppled. And this time, I’d thankfully remembered to make her fully clothed. The woman blinked sporadically, then looked up at me with her preternaturally dark eyes, before offering me a dazzling, full-lipped smile. “Hail, God of War, I am at your service, body, mind, and spirit. I will serve you always.”

I wasn’t sure how to answer. So I muttered, “Thanks.” Then, using my newfangled god muscles, I easily carted her off to the far side of the room and gently propped her up against the wall. 

“Is this life now?” she asked, confused. “Am I truly alive now?”

“You are,” I said gently. “And I’m your boss, but I’m kinda new to the job, so please be patient with me.”

“Anything for you, my war god. So very handsome,” Loxo murmured, reaching out toward me with one hand, before promptly falling unconscious.

Phoebe answered my question before I could even ask it. Yes, all the Amazons you create are going to be crushing on you. Hard. It’s what Ares wanted, and Ares was a total horn-dog. 

I couldn’t get over how weird that was. I was flattered, and more than a little intrigued, but at the same time, I needed to keep my eye on the prize. Yes, being surrounded by a legion of beautiful women who adored me did have a certain appeal, but I couldn’t forget that this wasn’t all fun and games—I needed to save the fucking world. Oh well. We were all going to have to figure things out as we went. 

Before moving on to the next Amazon in line, I decided to upgrade Loxo. 

As my only Huntress and my primary recon scout, I needed her to be at the top of her game. I pulled up her character screen again and realized that I could use Essence Points and Thymos Crystals to power her right up to level five. I did so, draining myself of a whopping fifty Essence Points and burning through several pounds of the rare Crystal. But sure enough, she jumped to level five, giving me another thirty Attribute Points to distribute, plus three more Ability Points.   

I dealt out the points—twenty to Strength, thirteen to Willpower, seven to Intelligence—then dropped one Ability point into Whisper Step and the other three into Shadow Cloak. Not only would she be able to move as quietly as a house cat, but Shadow Cloak rendered her partially invisible at all times. Hell, in pockets of deep shade, she could vanish entirely. I felt good about my newest recruit, though I’d have to go easy with the rest of them.  

Asteria slipped over beside me, then shifted into a hefty Clydesdale; I gently picked Loxo up from the dusty floor and laid her across Asteria’s back. No worry, Jacob Merely. I will take her to the barracks and get her comfortable. You build. I will come back for the next woman. So many sisters. So much fun. We will make merry and run through the vast plains, free as the wind blows!

I grinned at Asteria’s excitement. Though she could fight like a devil, she had such an innocent charm to her. 

Next, Phoebe and I started on the Elementalists, since they were going to be resource intensive. We decided on the name Otrere for the Water-Witch and Aella for the Air-Witch. I remembered Aella was one of the harpies that Hercules fought, and her name meant whirlwind. As with Loxo, I went through and tweaked their appearance and character sheets, then initiated the creation process. And as with Loxo, both of the Amazons woke pledging their love and undying devotion to me. 

Yep, I was sure that was going to turn out fine—absolutely no unforeseen complications lingering on the horizon.

Asteria led them off to put them to bed in the barracks on the other side of the temple, while we continued with the grueling work. I created the three Beastiamancers next; Toxaris would be my archer on a winged horse, Alkaia was one of my bear riders, and Euryleia was the other. 

Interestingly, when Phoebe and I fashioned the Beastiamancers, pieces of their figurines broke off, forming their mounts—two ridiculously cute baby bear cubs and a shaky-legged colt with wings covered in downy feathers. 

We worked that way for the next several hours, creating, tweaking, naming, then passing off the new recruits to Asteria, who patiently saw them to the barracks. In that way, we created nine Battle Wardens and two more Rune-Casters—whom Phoebe insisted on naming Brontes and Steropes, after the cyclopean helpers of Hephaestus, god of smiths. By the time the work was done, it was the next day, the sun peeking up over the horizon. I’d been drinking gallons of water, but I was half-starving and completely exhausted. 

On the plus side, all the work I’d done had paid off in experience points, bringing me two-thirds of the way to my next level.

As I wiped a shaky hand across my dirt-stained forehead, Myrina messaged me. Have you completed your work or are you napping? We don’t have time for you to fritter away, Jacob Merely. Our walls are in ruins, and our gates are laughable. Or don’t you want to protect the sigil?

I sighed. I was going to have to confront Myrina, and I wasn’t looking forward to it.

Maybe if I was extra nice to her, she would come around?

Yeah, I didn’t think that was going to happen.

 

 

 

 

 

 

EIGHTEEN

Repairs

 

I strode into the master suite and gazed longingly at my bed. Oh, those feathers and the soft blankets, they called to me. Sweet, sweet sleep. The irony wasn’t lost on me. I’d gamed for days on end before, but for most of that time, I had been hopped up on Mountain Dew, fueled by processed food, and comfortable in a cushy chair while my butt got bigger. On Lycastia, playing the Ares game, I was walking long miles, fighting for my life, and getting more exercise than I had in boot camp. 

Physically, it was taking a toll on me even if I had the blood of a god flowing through my veins.

Myrina didn’t care. The whip mark on her face had scabbed over, and she gave me a nice long glare. She stood at the command table, which was a miniature model of Lycastia—topographically accurate and made with excruciating detail. The plate of yesterday’s spider bacon sat cold and congealing on a platter near a ruined temple at the south end of the island. I didn’t care a bit that the meat was cold or that it had that arachnid tang to it. I got busy chewing and then gulping down water.

I took a moment to tell Myrina my deepest desire. “I am definitely going to use my newfound powers to create a Mountain Dew fountain or at least some coffee bushes. Dammit, we need a Starbucks on this island.”

“We do not have time for your nonsense and complaining,” she shot back, arms folded across her chest as she surveyed the map. “Now, from what I understand, you can use the Thymos Crystals we gathered fighting the arachnaswine and from Stheno’s lair to add fortifications to our walls. I think we should reinforce the gates first and then repair and augment the walls.”

“Myrina,” I said. “Before we get to all that, you and I have to talk. I know I’m not the war god you wanted, but I’m all we have. I just got done creating seventeen Amazons of various abilities. I have a level-five Huntress scoping out the island. Her name is Loxo. You’ll like her. All of that is to say, I’m doing my level best. If you have a problem with me or the way I’m running this show, then we need to have it out. Now. I like you. You’re tough, hardworking, and good at your job, but I’m not putting up with any more bullshit from you. So, what’s your deal with me?”

Myrina searched my face. Her hard blue eyes turned soft, even vulnerable. But that all disappeared in a flash. “We do not have time to talk about my feelings. I understand that I come across as brusque, and, to be honest, I find your prattle and this video game you are playing insufferable. Yet I will suffer it because that is what I was created to do. It is as Praxidike said—I am but a puppet in your service.” She closed her eyes, took in a deep breath, and let it out. “I ask that you and I work through the morning, and I promise I will be gentler with you.”

She made it sound like I was made out of glass. Like I was a new puppy that hadn’t even grown out of my milk teeth. 

I should’ve pushed, but she had promised to be less difficult to work with. And really, I just wanted to get done and get some shut-eye. I was knackered. The bacon was helping me, though. I wanted bread to go with it. I felt like I was going carb-free, and if there was one time in my life I needed a good loaf of dark rye, it was then. Even a week-old English muffin would’ve been nice.

“Okay, Myrina. Fine. We’re not done, but I’m too tired to get you to talk with me this morning. Just know, I’m not Ares. I heard about how he abandoned the sigil half-created so that he could go and fight. I wouldn’t have done that. You need to know that. I’m not in this for personal glory.”

Myrina raised her chin, but that hurt look was back in her eyes. Right then, I knew that whatever issues she had with me, it was more about her previous life with Ares and what had happened the day of the massacre. “I understand, Jacob Merely.” She cleared her throat and tucked a golden flyaway behind her ear. “Let us speak of the fortifications.”

I nodded, and we got to work. Over the next few minutes she walked me through the map, pointing at the Temple of Hades to the south and several of the more dangerous dungeons scattered throughout the island before moving on to Lycastia City. She was right, we needed to get the gates fixed, and the walls had been breached in several locations. The defenses on the ocean side of the island were intact, so we were lucky there. There were two entrances on the east side, the spider gate and then a gate that led to the trail that wound around the north mountain. 

Both would have to be repaired.

I saw a small series of structures northeast of the city. “What are those?” I asked with a wave of my hand.

“That is a small temple praising the god Phoebus Apollo,” Myrina replied. “There are hot springs there, and it is a sacred place. Before … with Ares … it was …” She stopped speaking, her face a grimace of old pain. “It doesn’t matter. The important thing to know is that it will be in ruins like everything else, and it has no great strategic significance.”

I noticed that the path to the hot springs rose up on steps to a hillock before dropping down and around the mountain. “What about expanding our defenses? I think we should create two towers at the top of the hills, where the spider pigs are as well as on the north side. We could wall off the whole area, from the cliffs to the mountain.” I jabbed at the map with my finger. “We add a portcullis, murder holes, arrow slits, and that’s where we put our troops. Then, if we need to, we can fall back to the main city.”

“What is a murder hole?” Myrina asked, eyes squinted in suspicion. “And I am only slightly familiar with arrow slits. Ares didn’t appreciate projectile weapons, and he thought we should defeat our enemies on the field of battle in close combat rather than skulk behind walls.”

“Figures,” I said with an eyeroll. More and more, I saw why Ares had lost the fight. It was like an NFL team who had one superstar quarterback but didn’t have a real close-knit group. Or in gamer terms, Ares had been a giant, douchey Leeroy Jenkins. 

Patiently, I explained the basics of medieval siege warfare to Myrina. “We create a passageway in the tower that limits the number of people who can pass. Above them, we have a hole where we can dump boiling oil on them. Or rocks. Or fire. Napalm even. I have some napalm on my Harrier if we can get to it.”

“Such a devious contraption is not honorable,” Myrina mused, but the gleam in her eye told me she liked the idea. “Ares would not approve,” she finished, the ghost of a smile on her lovely face.

“Well, good thing he found a war god who is going to win this fight no matter what.” I had to smile at the wonder in Myrina’s eyes while we strategized. She was seeing me in a new light.

“So, you satisfied with our plan?” I asked as we finished discussing the finer points of ballistae. 

She nodded her reply.

“Awesome,” I said. “Then let’s go and see how my ability to build is. After standing around eating bacon, I’m feeling pretty good, and I have some Divine Essence Points burning a hole in my pocket. What do you say, Myrina?”

“I understood about a quarter of what you said, but I can guess the meaning. So, we repair the walls first?”

“Yes. At least then, though our gates are fucked, we can stop their ground forces from storming through our defenses.” 

Outside, the sun was a ball of hot hurt in the sky, glaring down at me. The brightness made my exhaustion feel like actual iron chains hanging off my eyelids, and my brain felt greasy. I had to sleep. Sleep, must sleep. 

Yes, once I built a wall. Ha.

The south wall near the now empty clay pits had been the most damaged, which made sense since Hades had marched his troops up from his temple. I’d already sent Loxo down through the jungle to see what was going on there. Checking her HP in my display, I saw my new Huntress was at full, so that was good. Either she had avoided combat, which was the point of a Rogue class, or she had put the beatdown on any monsters she encountered. She had taken a stout recurve bow, plus a Battle-Forged short sword and a blackened dagger.

Myrina carried her new shield, and as long as she kept it in check, I could look at it without being turned to stone. On the bright metal surface of the magical shield, an image of the familiar fanged Medusa peered out. The Battle Warden also carried one of the new short swords as well as a normal everyday spear.

At the wall, I took a Thymos Crystal out of my rucksack, and held the chunk of azure crystal in my outstretched hand. “Here goes nothing.”

“A poor choice of words,” Myrina muttered. Then she corrected herself. “I apologize. It must be another idiom of your time.”

“And a great quote from Lando Calrissian.” I grinned, knowing she couldn’t get the reference. Then I checked the MANAGE ISLAND option and found I could build walls and towers, and of course, I had the OTHER option, which meant I could fabricate things Ares hadn’t known about, like murder holes and arrow slits—though that also seemed to be tied to the Innovate Skill I’d unlocked earlier.

I quickly found a repair option, which I clicked without a second thought. Instantly, the godstone in my chest burned like a bonfire as Divine Essence flowed up my arms and into my hands. The Thymos Crystal in my hand began to glow with unnatural blue light, disintegrating before my eyes as the stones and rubble around the massive wall rose into the air. 

The stony debris hung there for a moment, suspended by some unseen force before it began to spin and swirl in the air like a twister. Divine Essence continued to run out of me like a leaky faucet as the twirling rubble sealed up the gaping hole where the armies of Hades had broken through thousands of years earlier. Here I was, an average guy, and I was sending tons of rock and stone flying through the air, miraculously fixing the ruined wall until it was once again smooth, flawless stone.

I had to blink at my own power. Holy crap, I really was becoming a god. I turned on Myrina. “Did you see that?” I asked with a manic grin. “That was fucking awesome!”

“I saw it,” Myrina said, begrudgingly admiring my handiwork. “I would not say I am in awe, though I suppose I do feel some awe. So yes, awe-some.”

I laughed. It was good enough, though that little stunt had cost around half of my Essence, and I was feeling it all the way to my bones. Despite feeling pumped about my display of power, I felt like a wrung-out dish towel. Slowly, we walked the perimeter, and I fixed the major breaks as we went. The process was even more grueling than building Amazons and just as time-consuming, but after a solid six hours, we managed to fix up just about everything—though the gates were still only petrifying wood in the dirt. 

There was only one tiny section of wall to go, but unfortunately, I was down to my last Thymos Crystal and my Essence was in single digits. At this point, it felt like a platoon of MPs had used me for target practice. Everything hurt, my limbs each seemed to weigh a thousand pounds, and I only kept my eyes open through sheer force of will. I needed to quit, but we were so damn close—and things had been going surprisingly well with Myrina. Just a bit more, I decided. Finish the mission, fix the walls, then hit the hay.

I cleared my throat, shook my head to clear my thoughts, then focused on the rubble scattered along the base of the wall. Once again, the stone responded to my will, rising into the air and sealing the breach while I stood there. And then I felt my power leaving me. 

Oh shit. Completely dizzy, I knew I was blacking out. Too much. I’d pushed myself too far. 

Myrina saw it, too. “Jacob Merely, stop. Hold.”

“Got any Dr. Pepper on you?” I mumbled incoherently as I spun and fell into her arms.

The last thing I heard Myrina say was, “I am not a doctor.”

Then I was out.

Sometime later, well after the sun had set to the world, I woke in my bed.

And I wasn’t alone.

 

 

 

 

 

 

NINETEEN

It’s Complicated …

 

I edged myself up onto my elbows, glancing around. No light filtered through the curtains, but I could smell the ocean and hear the waves crashing against the cliffs and rolling up onto the beach. I wondered if I’d ever get to go swimming. Probably not for a long time.

A single candle flickered on a low table, giving me a little light.

Comfortable in my bed, I wondered what time it was. Then I realized an arm was draped across my chest and a slim leg rested on me.

I was clothed, at least, but a quick move of my hand, and it was clear that the woman sleeping on me wasn’t. She let out a contented sigh and snuggled in deeper, pressing her warm body more firmly against mine.

“What the … oh my God!” I yelped, freaking out more than I cared to admit. I mean waking up with a strange, naked girl in my bed was undoubtedly in my top ten fantasy list, but the reality was way creepier than I ever could’ve imagined. 

Asteria lifted a sleepy head—mussed hair in her face—and squinted at me. Black hair, blue skin, she was so gorgeous. “Good morning, Jacob Merely. I hope you slept well.”

It took all my willpower to keep my eyes on her face and not … lower. “Slept great,” I said, trying not to panic as I carefully lifted her arms and scooted over a few feet. “But, um, what are you doing?”

“I volunteered to be your guard,” she said, flipping onto her belly then propping up on her forearms, blue back exposed to the open air. “After all, if anything happens to you in your present weakened state, we will not be able to craft our armies to keep the sigil safe.” She grinned and tapped my nose playfully. “Besides, you are so snuggly! Do you wish to make love before you continue your work?”

I blinked several times, mouth gaping, my instincts telling me that the only correct answer to that question was, oh fuck yes. But then the logical part of me took hold. “Asteria, no, I don’t think that would be a good idea.”

“Why not?” she asked. Naked. She was naked, asking why I didn’t want to have sex with her. Was this really my life?

“Because… uh …” My logical mind was failing me. “Well, I mean we just met like yesterday. Plus, you’re like a shape-shifting Amazon, and I just became a mythical deity—it’s a lot to process, I guess.”

“But you do like sex, do you not?” Asteria asked, quirking an eyebrow at me.

“Yep. Yes”—I cleared my throat—“definitely. I love sex.” 

“Oh, so you do not think I am attractive?” she asked, a sly little smile on her face. She knew the answer to that question. Because. Reasons.

“You are one of the most beautiful women I’ve ever seen,” I replied, reaching up and running a hand through my short-cropped hair. “I think Ares did that on purpose. He told me something about his army being powerful as well as pretty.”

In the soft light of the candle, Asteria knit her brows, mind working to put it all together. “So, you do find me attractive. You said yourself you love sex. Yes, I am an Amazon, and yes you are the war god, but I do not see why that is an issue. Unless you are afraid Myrina will yell at you for wasting time with lovemaking.” She tapped the side of her nose and nodded. “Yes, that I could see. Myrina can be a demanding taskmaster.”

“Uh, nope. Not afraid of Myrina,” I replied. “And with how long it’s been, and with how you look, and the level of stress I’m under, it wouldn’t take very long.”

Her smile widened, and her eyes brightened in mischief. “Then let us commence with the lovemaking!” She straddled me in an instant, moving with a predator’s grace, and before I could do a damned thing, she was kissing me. 

A storm of emotions broke through me, and my logical mind was packing its bag for a quick flight to Bonerville, population yowza—at least until I managed to take hold of my senses. Gently, I pulled her from my lips. She tasted sweet, her smells were musky but with a subtle perfume like wildflowers, and her skin felt so good where it touched me. Silky, smooth, firm, warm. She was a dream come true. But like a dream, she seemed too good to be true. 

I liked her and wanted her more than just about anything, but our relationship was complicated by the fact that she was compelled to love me. Until I could get my mind around that, I didn’t want anything to happen because it could ruin things going forward.

“Asteria,” I said, trying to get my heart under control and my breathing back to normal. “I dig you like crazy, but we can’t do this—not yet anyway. I’m not sure you like me for me or if Ares just programmed all of his Amazons to adore the current god of war, whoever that may be.”

“Oh yes, he did,” Asteria replied quickly. “But we do not give that much thought to such things. We enjoy life, battle, and lovemaking, Jacob Merely. It is who we are. What we are. I do not see why you tarry. I am more than willing, you want me, and we have a moment.”

She was a freaking genius. What was my problem? The whole scene was so romantic, the bed as soft as the candlelight, the scent of the ocean blowing in through the window. But no. Aside from my own personal uncertainty, there were other factors to consider. Namely, I needed to save the world, and I had no idea if this would cause trouble with Myrina, Phoebe, and the rest of the Amazons. There was a reason why fraternization was prohibited in the Corps—especially while on deployment, and that’s what this was. A wartime deployment.

She searched my face, and I knew she saw the conflict in my eyes as well as the determination to be a good guy. I’d met my fair share of horny dirtbags in the military, guys who didn’t give two shits about the women they slept with, from prostitutes to the girl next door. I wasn’t going to be that kind of man.

“You are not ready.” Disappointment darkened her voice. “I will not pressure you, Jacob Merely.” She eased away from me but ran gentle fingers over my chest. “When you are ready, find me, and we will love each other. Until then, I can wait.”

“Thanks for understanding.” I felt like a girl on her prom night. At least the “boyfriend” was taking it well.

In an instant, she bounced up and off the bed. For a second, her naked body made me regret every decision I’d ever made in my entire life. What the hell was I thinking? But no, I was going to stay strong. I found my watch on the table and slipped it on. It was nearly dawn. I’d been asleep for hours and hours. Myrina would be pissed, no doubt.

Asteria threw on a tunic. “Myrina has been very busy!” she said excitedly, her disappointment already forgotten. “Just wait until you have seen everything she has been doing! You will be impressed, Jacob Merely. I am certain of it.”

I slung my legs over the side of the bed, ready to get up, but felt a new wave of exhaustion smash into me like a baseball bat to the face. Crap, I was still so tired. “Caffeine,” I mumbled, rubbing my eyes. “That’s what I need. It’s been like three days since caffeine—I think I’m going through withdrawals.” I held out a hand and noticed it trembled just a tad. “Did you Greeks have like coffee or tea or Coca-Cola?”

Asteria just laughed at me, the sound bubbly, infectious, and oddly perfect. Then, without answering, she took off her tunic, transformed into a dark blue panther, and dashed out of the room on silent paws. No wonder that girl never wore clothes. Changing shape, she was constantly naked anyway. I was just going to have to get used to it. Yeah, like that was ever going to happen.

Instead of following her, I padded through the gauzy curtains and out onto the terrace, cool stone greeting my bare feet. The sky was dark over the water, but the stars shined down, lighting the white waves rolling in. It wouldn’t be long until sunrise, though. The clouds were already starting to turn a faint pink as the sun eased up on the horizon.

I wanted to check my stats—after doing all those repairs I was sure I’d leveled up—but I wasn’t wearing my helmet. I concentrated on the gem in my chest, and for a long beat, I felt like I could almost get my gaming display going. But after a few minutes of trying, all I managed to do was briefly conjure a hazy, semitransparent screen, which quickly blinked out of existence. Finally, I gave up and went back inside to retrieve the helm, currently perched on a wooden nightstand near the bed. 

Once it was on my head, I pulled up my interface and toggled over to my character screen. I grinned at my status as a seventh-level war god. Hells yeah—level up. 

I quickly dropped three points into Wisdom, bringing me up to thirty, and the other seven into Intelligence, pushing me up to fifty—further increasing my Divine Essence to 135. And speaking of Essence, the long hours of sleep had also fully restored mine, which left me feeling like a million bucks, despite being tired. My stomach grumbled loudly in protest. Fine, half a million bucks, on account of how famished I was.

I swore I was going to use my points to create food and some kind of caffeinated drink. I was dying to run a Google search on ancient Greece and caffeine, but no internet connection. Phoebe was right; I needed to get online. Though assuming I could get a Wi-Fi network set up, would I want to return to the information age? I’d have to deal with email, Facebook, and all of that other bullshit. I did, however, chuckle at the idea of the posts I could write: Hey everyone, I’m the god of war, and I have Amazons lusting after me. Life is good!

Another, more concerning, thought reared its ugly head. Would the Marine Corps come and collect me? That could turn ugly, assuming they managed to find me. Something told me that even if the world knew where I was, no one would be able to find me. Not sure if I was in a pocket universe, but deep down, I knew that the war in front of me was mine and mine alone. Still, I did need to find a way to contact my family and friends and tell them I was okay. 

But first food—that was definitely at the top of my hierarchy of needs.

Breaking out of my reverie, I grabbed the candle and charged down the side staircase and into the kitchen, which amounted to an old fire pit and some dusty wooden shelves. Once we got the defenses wrapped up, I’d need to upgrade some of these buildings, too. If I was going to be stuck here on this island, a caveman firepit wasn’t going to cut it. I needed a woodfire stove for pizza, dammit. 

Instead of delicious pizza, however, the only food to be seen was the tray of the pork Myrina had cooked up the day before, which was starting to draw flies. Pretty gross, but it still looked edible and I was starving. 

Reluctantly, I snagged a piece.

While I chewed stiff, cold spider bacon, I messaged Phoebe. She responded in an instant.

Good morning, sleepyhead. Kinda pathetic you need so much sleep.

What? Wait. Don’t Amazons need to sleep? I asked.

Obviously, but not very much. And we have too much work to do for sleep. As Ares used to say, you can sleep when you’re dead. But hey, you do you—you’re the war god, after all, so you’re not really accountable to us. Anyway, now that you are finally up, what are your plans for the day?

I wanna get some defensive towers built, but we need food. This old bacon ain’t gonna cut it forever. Can I plant fields or maybe just miracle crops into existence like I did with the walls?

Totally. Checking your stats, I see you leveled up—if you want food, I’d suggest dropping another Ability Point into the Innovate skill. That’ll help us with the defenses, but it will also give you access to a greater number of crops to work with. After that, you can use Essence Points and Thymos Crystals to ‘miracle’ crops into existence. We’ll need wheat for sure. And while you’re at it, Myrina wants grapes for wine.

Hmm, I could get behind grapes, and wheat was the first step toward pizza—so that was a big yes—but, god or not, I needed caffeine. What about Mountain Dew bushes? I asked. I mean I have miracle god powers, surely a Mountain Dew bush shouldn’t be out of the question. 

I have never seen such a thing, my dude, she sent. I could practically see her eyeroll inside my head. But what do I know? Yesterday I’d never seen a katana either, so anything is possible. 

That made me chuckle. Well, I’m gonna try. If the war god is happy, everyone is happy. And for me to be happy, I need caffeine. So yeah, I’ll get started on planting crops. South side?

And the north side, she replied. You’ll see the dirt from where Ares planted before. The nice thing is, we don’t need much land for food. It’s like that story from the Judeo-Christian scripture, the loaves and fishes. Once you get things planted, I’ll get my assistants, Brontia and Steropia, working on food. 

Weapons and food, Phoebe? You guys are awesome.

A Rune-Caster’s work is never done—though at some point we need a Dasikí Mágissa. A Forest-Witch. They can do wonders with plants. But, speaking of weapons, swing by the forge once you check in with Myrina. I’ve been crafting some dope shit. Gonna knock your socks off, Boss-man. 

On my way, Phoebe. Thanks.

I cut the connection and paused, chewing day-old spider pig. Phoebe and I had such an easy rapport. Would that change if I slept with Asteria? Would Phoebe get jealous? Did she love me too? I didn’t know, and if I kept myself in check, I wouldn’t have to find out. I thought of Myrina. She and I already had a rocky relationship, and I didn’t want to add any unnecessary drama to that situation. 

I finished another slice of cold bacon as I pulled up my Path of the Builder Skill Tree and invested my new Ability Point into Innovate, just as Phoebe had suggested. Then, I wiped my hands free of grease, left the candle in the kitchen, and headed toward the barracks and training facilities. Even from a distance, I heard the clang of swords and the thump of spears against shields.

In the early morning light, Myrina was training my Amazons, and I knew she was going to want me to join them. I’d spent a good portion of my life in combat training, but the USMC had neglected my sword, spear, and shield training.

Suddenly, I found myself a little nervous. 

I knew if I faced Myrina, she wasn’t going to pull any punches. 

Not sure I wanted to spend my third full day as the god of war being stabbed by my Amazon general who didn’t much care for me.

 

 

 

 

 

 

TWENTY

Training Day

 

I walked up to the Battle Wardens training on the ground beside the barracks. The air was warm and smelled like a mixture of sea salt and the dusty earth churned up by the shuffling feet of the Wardens. I paused at the edge of the training ground, folding my arms across my chest. In front of me were nine fierce women, clad in gleaming armor and leather battle skirts, known as fustanella. They were all a little different. Unique. Some had light hair, others dark. A few were tall and willowy, some were short and stocky. 

Despite those differences, though, all were beautiful, and all were sweating from their obviously strenuous workout. They continued sparring for another few moments until Myrina caught sight of me.

“Stand at attention!” Myrina barked out to the troops. In an instant, the mock combat ceased, and every face turned to me. I couldn’t help but notice the little glow of admiration as their eyes twinkled. “God of War,” Myrina said, “do you want to inspect your Amazons?”

I shifted uncomfortably, feeling more like some random dude rather than a war god. But this was my role, and though I didn’t feel qualified for the job, these women needed to believe in me. To them, I was a symbol of hope and power. Finally, I nodded and walked forward, pausing before each of the women to access their stats from my helmet. Slowly, I reviewed each in turn: Antiope, Camilla, Lampedo, Polemusa, Derinoe, Evandre, Madae, and Antandre.

I lingered in front of Hippolyta—the last Amazon in line—who blushed fiercely under my gaze. She was a tall, athletic woman with dusky skin and flashing green eyes. Her long dark hair fell down her back in waves. “Greetings, Jacob Merely,” she said, averting her face. “I thank you for my life, and I long to please you.”

Suddenly I was the one blushing. “Just, uh, please me in battle then,” I stuttered, reaching out one hand and awkwardly patting her on the shoulder. God, but I felt like an idiot. “Seriously, just do the best you can, and I’ll be totally happy.” Several of the Wardens tittered, and Myrina silenced them with a glare. “And to help you,” I said, trying desperately to seem like I had my shit together, “I’m going to bestow my favor on you.” Her eyes flared as I pulled up her character sheet:

 

[image:  ]

 

I had a few Essence Points to burn, and earning a little goodwill with the troops was probably a good idea, so I decided to give Hippolyta an upgrade. 

First, I power-leveled her to level three, earning an Ability Point and ten more Attribute Points—which I immediately dropped into Strength. The godstone burned in my chest as a trickle of Essence flowed out of me; I watched as her muscles thickened, and she grew an inch. Awesome. Giving a character powers in a video game didn’t hold a candle to watching it happen in real time. With that done, I added the Ability Point to Rapid-Regen, instantly increasing her Health Regeneration Rate.

Hippolyta smiled and flexed an arm. “Thank you, War God. You have made me mighty, and I won’t disappoint.”

“You’re welcome, but I’m not done yet.” I focused on her stats again. This time, instead of leveling her up, I used a small amount of Essence and a sliver of Thymos Crystal to directly give her an extra Ability Point. “Now,” I said, “I’m going to increase your Durability.” I added the newly minted point, bringing her Durability up to two so she could take a licking and keep on ticking. Then—because I was on top of the world at the moment—I gave the other eight Wardens an increase in Durability as well. We needed them strong, after all.

Myrina was already at her current MAX level, but not all of her abilities were topped off, including Durability. But when I pulled up her screen, I nearly choked when I saw how much Essence it would cost to raise her Durability from level five to level six. Two hundred and fifty Essence Points, plus a solid pound of Thymos Crystals. That was enough to construct a siege tower! Hell, with my current abilities and restrictions, I literally couldn’t improve her if I wanted to. My general would just have to remain the way she was for the time being.

By the time I was done with my work, I’d burned through about half my Essence Points and was feeling it deep down. Weariness followed me like a hungry bear.

“Now, Jacob, I wish to train with you,” Myrina said as she watched me sway slightly on my feet. “Would you like to use sword or spear?” she asked.

“Let’s do sword,” I said as the wave of dizziness finally passed. 

Myrina motioned, and several of the Wardens scurried to bring us wooden swords and wicker shields. 

I took mine and wrapped my hand tight around the soft leather grip on the training weapon. The shield I strapped on my opposite arm. 

“Are you ready, Jacob Merely?” Myrina asked.

I had a feeling this was going to suck some major ass, but I was as ready as I was ever going to be, so I nodded. 

She was on me in a flash, bashing my shield with her sword, the blow lightning fast and brutally strong. And she didn’t stop with just a single swing. Nope, she pushed me back, raining down a flurry of attacks, the crack of wood on wood carrying in the air. Somehow, I managed to catch each blow on my shield, but she was pressing so ferociously that I couldn’t even think of launching a counter of my own.

After a few seconds, though, the barrage ceased as she feinted left, then shot right, sword sweeping low. I slid back and lashed out with my practice weapon for the first time. In a blink, she shifted position, and my sword smacked harmlessly into her buckler. Still, even though the blow hadn’t hurt her in the least, it had surprised her. I could see it painted across her face and etched into the lines of her body. With my upgraded Strength and the Might of Hercules ring on my finger, I was a helluva lot stronger than I’d been just a day before.

I used that surprise—that moment of hesitation—to press forward, using one beefy shoulder to shove her backward. She retreated a step then two, but quickly regained her battlefield composure. I lunged forward, sword outthrust, but she sidestepped with ease before shooting inside my guard, her sword swiping low again, this time aimed for my knee. I shuffled back, narrowly catching the strike with my wooden blade. Then I saw an opening. I could’ve bashed her in the face with my shield, but I didn’t want to hurt her.

That little moment of indecision was enough. She launched herself forward like a jaguar, jabbing the blunt point of her sword into my chin. 

In a real fight, she would’ve skewered my skull. “Do not hesitate, Jacob Merely. Always, if you see an opening, attack.”

“I didn’t want to hurt you,” I replied. 

Myrina turned away, offering me her back.

“What is it?” I asked.

She whirled with a yell, unshed tears loitering in her eyes. She slashed, hacked, and stabbed until I lost track of all of her movements. This was a whole new level of fierce, and I quickly realized that she’d been seriously holding back before. I danced and weaved, my sword flicking out, diverting her strikes, but only just. Clearly, she was the better fighter by a mile. With a final howl, she knocked my shield from my arm and then darted in, dropping to a knee as she took my legs out from under me with a vicious swipe of her blade.

Before I even had time to think, I was on my back staring up at the blue sky, trying to figure out what in the hell had just happened. Somehow, I’d even dropped my sword in the tumble. Her face popped into view, looming over me.

“You cannot hurt me, War God,” Myrina said, a hint of disgust in the words. “These are wooden swords and shields made of woven grasses.”

I chuckled a little. “Then how come my legs are killing me where you hit them?”

A ghost of a smile appeared on her face. That was surprising. Then she sighed. “You did well, Jacob Merely. Your balance is passable, and you anticipated some of my strategies. We will continue to spar, and I believe you will get better.” The smile broadened a fraction of an inch as she extended a hand and helped me to my feet. 

Several of the Wardens looked in wonder at my defeat. A few murmured to each other, and I didn’t think it sounded too positive.

Myrina wheeled on them. “The war god has generously demonstrated what not to do today, and he did so for your benefit, Amazons. Jacob Merely is as wise as he is kind. He could’ve used his shield to strike me when I let my guard down, but he showed me mercy instead.”

The doubters among them nodded at her cover story.

“Now back to work. The battle is coming, and we must be ready.” She shot me a respectful nod. “War God,” she said, before turning away to march along the field, offering sharp pointers as the women drilled. Curious, I checked my interface and noticed that my little sparring match with Myrina had given me some experience points—not boatloads, but the needle had definitely moved. Seemed like this was going to have to be a regular thing.

I closed the menu and glanced up as two winged horses flew through the morning sky above the walls. One was white, and one was a dark blue. On the pale horse sat a rider with a golden recurve bow and a quiver sticking up over one shoulder. The rider unleashed three arrows into the bull’s-eye of a nearby target and then zoomed away. That was Toxaris—my archer Beastiamancer on her mount. The other horse, of course, was Asteria. The shifter landed on the field, her blue feathery wings closing around her flanks. 

In a heartbeat she shifted, taking on the form of a monstrous prehistoric bear.

Two more lumbering bears ran up with riders sitting astride their furry backs. These Amazons, Alkaia and Euryleia, likewise shot arrows into a circular target. Then, in a single fluid motion, they drew spears, which they launched into nearby wicker practice dummies. Asteria let out a bellowing roar that shook the ground as she traipsed up to me and changed back into her human form. Before she had even completed the change, one of Myrina’s Wardens was by my side, offering the shifter a cloak, which she absently accepted.

“We are training well, do you not think so, Jacob Merely?” Asteria asked, fastening the garment in place.

I nodded. “Looks good. But you all are going to need to eat, and we’re running low on spider pork.”

Two women wearing goggles and dressed in tunics and leather aprons approached. I checked their names in my helmet, Brontia and Steropia, Phoebe’s assistants. Both had olive-colored Mediterranean skin and glossy dark hair, falling in ringlets down to slender throats. 

Both women hooked their arms in mine. 

“We have come to help you plant,” Brontia said. 

From Steropia, “And we have questions about Mountain Dew. Phoebe tried to tell us that it is a sweetened drink like what is found on Mount Olympus called ambrosia. It seems our gods favor ambrosia, while the American gods love Mountain Dew. We do not understand how to replicate the formula, but we are here to assist as we can, War God.”

Asteria walked ahead of us. “Come, Jacob, you are right. We are famished.”

The three Amazons led me to a loamy patch of land near the north wall. I pulled up my interface as we walked, this time accessing my MANAGE ISLAND menu. Options flashed before me. As with the walls from the night before, I could use a combination of Essence Points and Thymos Crystals to create classic Greek crops, including grapes, olives, wheat, eggplants, squash, tomatoes, and green beans. I could also make cows and chickens—no pork, but then I guess the arachnaswine covered that. 

There was also the OTHER menu, now available since I’d upgraded my Innovate Skill to level two. 

That one, I had special plans for.

First, though, the essentials. I tapped into my Essence Points and used a beefy Thymos Crystal the size of my fist to create a vineyard. Life and power drained out of me as the Crystal in my palm burned bright and dissolved, the dust picked up by a sudden gust of wind, then scattered across the dirt. In no time, seeds in the soil sprouted, and vibrant green vines emerged, growing up, up, up, while lush purple grapes burst forth and ripened in quadruple speed. 

That made me smile. Myrina might’ve kicked my butt during our bout, but I bet she couldn’t manage to grow a fruitful vineyard in less than five minutes. Smug and satisfied with myself, I moved to olives. Five minutes, some Divine Essence, and a splash of Thymos Crystals later, I had a handful of full-on olive trees heavy laden with a variety of olives. Right on. Wheat fields came next, and around them I planted neat gardens full of ripened vegetables. In a small green pasture nearby, I conjured a double fistful of cows and chickens, fully grown and ready to be slaughtered.

Behind me, Brontia and Steropia followed, checking my work. Both were pleased. “You have a great ability in this area,” Brontia said, nodding enthusiastically as she surveyed the fields now overrun with crops. “Ares cared nothing for agriculture, so our rations were lean. But you, you are so different.”

“He is, is he not?” Asteria said with some excitement, trailing her fingers along a vine then plucking out a ripe grape, which she popped into her mouth.

Steropia frowned. “I am still curious about this Mountain Dew elixir.”

Brontia tisked at her. “Patience, sister. First, we need harvesting implements.”

I looked and saw I could craft a harvester. 

And thanks once again to my added points to Innovate, these weren’t the ol’ timey run-of-the-mill harvesters either. Nope. These bad boys were powered by a combination of clockwork and steam. So not only was I a god with RPG powers, surrounded by beautiful Amazons, now I was also living in a steampunk novel. End of the world aside, my life was so fucking awesome. 

Tapping into the scant Essence remaining, I created three harvesters that the Rune-Casters could use to process the food. The wagons had a lever on the side that they wound up, tightening a spring inside a contraption that had long arms, fashioned out of wood and brass. When they triggered the mechanism, the harvesters swept through the wheat fields, cutting the crop down and stuffing it into a grinder that made instant flour. And then? Then the flour was fed into a metal box covered with cogs and gears. I had no idea what happened inside that box, but flour went in, and somehow fresh baked bread came out.

Wicked-cool. 

The third harvester plowed through the olives and grapes, using the same mystifying process to instantly convert raw ingredients to wooden buckets full of wine and fresh olive oil.  

My mouth watered. This was going to be awesome.

Transformed into a lumbering ox, Asteria chewed on some nearby sweetgrass while Brontia and Steropia continued to work the harvesters. I was drained to the bone, so I headed over to a grassy spot near the outer wall and dropped onto my ass, pressing my back against the stone. There were still so many things to do, but after burning through my Essence Points, I needed a break. I closed my eyes for a minute, the warm sun pleasant against my skin, as my mind returned to Mountain Dew … Sweet, sweet, highly caffeinated Mountain Dew.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

TWENTY-ONE

Dew Fountain

 

I must have drifted off from exhaustion, because when I cracked my eyes the sun had lurched dramatically above—we were heading into the early afternoon. 

I groaned. Crap, I’d just wasted so much time. On the plus side, my Essence was back to three-quarters of the way full, and I’d had a stroke of absolute brilliance while dozing. Mountain Dew was basically corn syrup, a little orange juice, and a buttload of caffeine. There was no way I could make all the separate ingredients and crops, but maybe there was another way around the problem. I just needed to Keep It Simple, Stupid. 

I gained my feet and stretched out sore muscles before turning to face the outer wall. Concentrating, I used Essence and some of the remaining Crystals in my pack to create a water fountain, similar to the one that was in the city near the temple. But instead of sculpting a Greek figure at the top, I crafted a giant marble soda can with a pull tab, where the Dew would splash down. Below me—deep in the earth—there was the aquifer that supplied water to the central fountain. With a little tweaking and some Divine Essence, I managed to divert some of the water to my new Dew fountain.

Suddenly, crystal clear water bubbled out of the can and tumbled down, splashing into the base of the bowl. I pulled up my OTHER tab and noticed I could create and modify various types of items. Just as Phoebe had combined Japanese metallurgy into her sword making process, I fiddled with the fountain, adding custom attribute tags to the marble soda can at the top. Essentially, I was building a modified version of the food harvesters. But this time, instead of wheat going in and bread coming out, crystalline water went in and neon yellow Mountain Dew would bubble down. 

At least in theory.

I pressed my eyes shut tight and focused on what needed to happen, tapping the primal power of the Crystal in my hand as Divine Essence flowed from the godstone. My points dropped sharply, and a wave of dizziness washed over me, but I pressed on. Finally, I opened my eyes, and a wide grin stretched from ear to ear. Sweet yellow Dew now flowed from the marble can. I cackled madly at my sheer genius. Using my godlike powers, I had created a soft drink fountain. 

Steropia stopped her harvester and rushed over, watching with great interest as the basin filled. Asteria, seeing the sudden commotion, shifted back into her human form and joined us, glancing at the strange new fountain with a combination of interest and uncertainty. Tentatively, the Rune-Caster inched forward, dipped a hand into the carbonated waters, and took a sip. She grimaced immediately, lips pulling back in disgust. “Yuck. How can you stomach this awful sweetness?”

I shrugged, not letting her complaint diminish my victory. “Yeah, not everyone is gonna like it. But me?” I hooked a thumb at my chest. “I love it. And if there is anything that can help me fight evil, it’s Mountain Dew. Thank you, PepsiCo!”

“Is PepsiCo an American god?” Asteria asked, sniffing at the air.

“You bet your sweet ass it is,” I said with a smile. 

Asteria giggled. “You think my ass is sweet.” She bent forward, showcasing her ... um, let’s go with assets, and pushed her face into the frothing Mountain Dew. She drank deeply and then pulled away. She gave me an odd look. “You are truly an odd god of war, Jacob Merely.”

“That I am.”

My canteen was in my bag, so I immediately unscrewed the cap, drained the remaining water in a few long gulps, then dipped the container into the basin. Once the canteen was topped off, I slurped down the nectar of the American gods. Yes, Mountain Dew. I finally felt like nothing could stop me.

I stopped by a harvester and plucked a loaf of bread out of the basket near the oven door. Carbs never tasted so good. Freshly baked bread, soft and hot, went down so well.

Phoebe’s voice hit my skull. Jacob, dude, you just used a crazy amount of Essence to create a Mountain Dew fountain. Really? I thought we had a chance with you, but this is totally extravagant and kinda silly. 

Phoebe, I countered, this is part of my process. In gaming, you always follow the process.

I’ll take your word for it—but no more screwing around, Boss-man. We’ve got serious stuff to deal with. Have Asteria fly you over my way. I wanna show you some of the new equipment I’ve made. You’re gonna be impressed!

Asteria had been a part of our messaging. She turned back into the azure Pegasus and danced on impatient hooves—ready to whisk me into the air. I climbed onto her back, feeling a little uncertain since there was no saddle or reins, but I trusted the Beastiamancer with my life. Unlike a regular horse, I was pleasantly surprised to find the Pegasus had bony ridges above her wings where I could tuck my legs, which was better than nothing. Asteria nickered softly then snorted as she broke into a steady gallop and launched herself into the air, her magnificent wings pumping.

We rose quickly, the warm breeze caressing my skin as we flew. The potent smell of a working horse filled my nose, not unpleasant necessarily, but strong. The sun was dropping lower, moving closer and closer toward evening, so long shadows filled Lycastia City. We banked north, and I saw Brontia and Steropia using the harvesting machines to get our food ready, and then we soared over the barracks, where Myrina continued to train the Wardens. 

Asteria swept me around the top of the temple and past the statue of Ares presiding over the fountain like a vengeful judge ready to pass sentence. The walls of the city were strong and tall, thanks to the repair work I did, but the gates still needed work. I glanced at my combat display and noticed I had less than forty Essence points left. I was glad I’d made the Dew fountain, but I’d used up over seventy points to do so—maybe Phoebe had been right. But what was done was done, and I probably had enough Essence to fix at least one of the two main gates. 

Probably the southern gate, which led to the spider pigs. 

Asteria wheeled left, wings outthrust, and headed toward the forge and barns, but I wasn’t quite ready to be done yet. I’d spent a ton of hours of my life flying, but never out in the open like this—never with such a feeling of freedom. I messaged Asteria, Let’s take another spin around the city, over the ocean, check out the beach, the western wall, and the palace. For like recon purposes. 

Asteria responded in her horse mind. Yes, War God. Wings feel good in the air. Sweet grass to eat soon. And much water. Yum.

We soared over the empty clay pits, and I saw ground where I could grow more crops or even add an additional barracks once I got enough Amazons. Then we were over the western wall and floating down to the ocean. We descended until we were only a handful of feet above the salty spray; Asteria let a hoof drag for a minute, kicking up a fine mist. The water was warm, and the salty air felt like medicine in my lungs. Schools of fish raced us just a few feet beneath the surface of the water. Rolling breakers washed up on a white sand beach. 

The beach ended in a wall and a gate, fully closed and locked. Asteria banked hard to the right, and I clung to her neck as we hurtled toward the shore. We cruised over the beach wall, which connected to a treacherous set of narrow stairs that zigzagged their way up the cliff face, connecting with the palace terrace above. Higher and higher we climbed until the city was far below us.

A second later, my stomach shot up into my throat as Asteria dove, wings tucked in tight against her sides. We zoomed over the temple, wind slapping against me, before lightly touching down at a gallop on the cobblestones in front of the forge. My heart thudded like mad, and my mouth felt as dry as Texas hardpan. Now that had been a helluva ride. She shape-shifted with me on her, but that woman was so skilled and powerful, she didn’t let me fall. I quickly found myself on my feet, one arm around her shoulder, her naked body pressed into mine.

Dizzy from the wild ride, I couldn’t help but laugh. “Damn, but that was fun!” 

Asteria giggled and guided me into the forge. She stole a playful sidelong look at me, then left me to toss on a cloak.

Phoebe limped around several large pieces of war equipment near the big side doors. When she saw me, the Rune-Caster instantly brightened. Instead of speaking, she used the gaming message system. Jacob! You’re looking well. The Mountain Dew must agree with you.

It does. You have no idea. But enough of that. I’m stoked to see what you’ve been working on.

Asteria’s voice broke in. Uh, this sounds like all kinds of boring. I’m going to go back to that sweetgrass by the barn and then I’m gonna drink a ton of water. I’m so hungry, I could eat like a horse.

Phoebe and I shared a look and a knowing grin as Asteria left, her hips swaying as she moved. I had to admit, the more time I spent around the shifter, the more I found myself drawn to her. She was simple in some ways but sweet, and fun, and gorgeous to boot. I tore my gaze away from Asteria’s retreating back as Phoebe hooked her arm through mine and guided me over to an enormous ballista, which was like a giant crossbow on wheels. 

Nice work, Phoebe, I sent. I circled the piece of equipment, then pulled up an item description through my helmet interface: 

 

[image:  ]

 

	Hmm, the weapon looked incredibly powerful, but all of the added secondary effects were locked until I invested an Ability Point into the Elemental Smithing skill. That was unfortunate—especially since I needed in invest a point into Aceso’s Blessing first—but it was cool to know what kind of options would be available later on. I closed out of my interface and moved on down the line, surveying each piece of siege equipment in turn. Phoebe had been busy as hell. There were four more ballistae, all lined up and ready to go. After that were a pair of hulking catapults, each with a long wooden arm and a rounded metal bowl for lobbing rocks or burning oil. 

	A quick glance at those revealed the same thing—they could be drastically upgraded and improved with elemental effects once I beefed up my Path of the Builder Skill Tree. 

	“Wow,” I said, rubbing my chin. “This is some wickedly cool shit, dudette. I’m seriously impressed that you could build so much in such a short amount of time.”

And this is just the beginning, she replied mentally, offering me a mischievous grin. I’m cooking up plans for some new steam-powered weapons that will really lay the hurtin’ on Hades and his crew. She reached into her bag and pulled out a miniature model of another wheeled war machine. This one looked a little like a Revolutionary-era field cannon, but covered with gears, cogs, and metal tubing. At the heart of the device was some sort of converter box, with a chip of Thymos Crystal at its center. I call it a War Hog. This bad boy draws on primal Thymos energy and transforms it into a powerful blast of pure arcane energy. It’ll be a destructive masterpiece once I figure out how to make it work. 

I whistled softly. “I can’t wait to see what you’ll be able to do once we unlock modern weaponry,” I replied, envisioning a legion of Amazons carrying around machine guns, or launching TOW missiles at incoming harpies. “Just wait until you get your hands on some napalm.” 

Hold on. Let me see what napalm is. I felt her rifling through my head. Wow. You Americans are crazy and twisted. She paused, giving me a measuring look. I like you guys. It’s going to be a while before we get there, though. Not sure if you checked or not, but to unlock Innovate Level 3, you need to be at level forty, my man. It’s gonna take us a long time to get there, but I understand it. Making those kinda weapons is gonna require some crazy power. 

She paused, seesawing her head, lips pressed into a tight line. Still, just because we can’t build those weapons yet doesn’t mean we can’t use the ones that are already here. You know, my dude, I think we need to get to your Harrier. If we could get access to the machine guns, missiles, and napalm on board, we could create some chaos for Hades. I’m thinking a .50 caliber machine gun would give Praxidike such a headache!

“Hell yeah, it would,” I agreed, though I wasn’t sure how any of us could dive down into the ocean to get it. Then I realized we had a shape-shifter on staff. Asteria, as a high-level Beastiamancer, could become an orca or maybe a blue whale. And if Phoebe could jury-rig a tow-harness, we could totally get to my Harrier. Praxidike was tough, no doubt, but not even she could hang against a Sidewinder missile to the face. That could be a real game changer.

“Anything else?” I asked, taking a quick look at the room.

Just one more thing, she sent, hobbling over to a large wooden table with something bulky on top—carefully concealed by a canvas sheet. This is my real work of art. She pulled back the tarp with a flourish, revealing a glassy onyx stone, roughly the size of a basketball. The thing looked heavy as hell. With this bad boy I’ll be able to access the game displays all on my own—

Before she could say more, Loxo sprinted into the forge, dirty, sweaty, and bleeding from a small army of lacerations. Whip marks covered her arms and legs, and a large gash decorated her forehead. Speaking of Praxidike, I could tell her handiwork without much effort.  

“Jacob Merely,” Loxo gasped, breathing deeply as she planted hands on hips. “I have urgent news. While scouting the island, I found a large store of Thymos Crystals plus a clay pit with enough clay to build a hundred Amazons, easy. It is near a waterfall on the southern mountain, but the location is heavily guarded.” My new Huntress wobbled on unsteady legs, her eyes rolled up in the back of her head, and she toppled. I moved in a flash, putting my fancy new strength to use as I sprinted forward, catching Loxo before she could face plant on the floor. 

Gently, I laid her down, checking her stats to make sure she was okay. Her Health was hovering at just under half, but despite her wounds, she appeared to be stable for the time being. I dismissed the interface and looked up just as Myrina strode through the entryway, her jaw clenched tight. “Jacob Merely, I take it you have heard the news? I hope you have no more plans to nap this day because we have work to do.”

 

 

 

 

 

 

TWENTY-TWO

Recon Report 

 

“Yeah, I’ll get right on it,” I mumbled while bending down to heal Loxo. My Essence wasn’t topped off after my escapade with the Mountain Dew fountain, but I had plenty enough to do this. I pulled up my combat display, laid a palm against Loxo’s clammy shoulder, and triggered Healing Touch. The godstone flared and Essence rushed out of me in a wave and into the unconscious Huntress. I watched as the lacerations disappeared and the cut on her forehead knit itself back together in real time—a reminder that this wasn’t just a video game, no matter what it seemed.

Loxo blinked her eyes in confusion and took a deep breath as she pushed herself up into a sitting position. An uneasy glance seemed to pass between the assembled Amazons, but I ignored it, focusing on Loxo. The Huntress smiled warmly up at me, gently tracing her fingers along her forehead, where the gash had been only moments before. “I thank you, Jacob Merely, for the gift of healing you have given me,” she whispered in a combination of reverence and awe.

I wasn’t a hundred percent sure what was going on here—some kind of cultural misunderstanding, maybe—but I rolled with it.  

“Yeah, sure, no problem,” I replied with a noncommittal shrug. “Just doing my job as war god.” Again, another round of uneasy glances between my Amazons. “Anyway, now that you’re back in tip-top shape, why don’t you fill us in on what happened?”

She nodded and stood, adjusting her leather armor as she gave us all a rundown. Basically, she’d seen the harpy air force flying around, and she’d tracked them to a series of waterfalls gushing down the south mountain. That’s where she saw the huge deposit of naturally occurring Thymos Crystals plus several clay pits. She’d noted the location on my map using her Cartography skill, then moved on, carefully working her way down to the southern tip of the island, where Hades’ temple lay. From what she’d been able to see, the temple still appeared to be in ruins, and she hadn’t spotted any sign of amassing troops. 

That was a stroke of good luck for us, though it didn’t mean Praxidike wasn’t a threat, which was illustrated by the rest of Loxo’s story. Apparently, on Loxo’s way back, Praxidike managed to find her—despite her stealth abilities—and launched a ferocious attack in concert with several of the tough-skinned harpies. My Huntress had gotten away, but only by the skin of her teeth. Suddenly, I felt damned glad I’d leveled her up; otherwise, we’d be down one Amazon—and our only Huntress to boot. 

I sighed. “Well, we’d better get moving. Maybe Praxidike doesn’t have an army yet, but it won’t be long, and clearly, she’s still a danger. We need more resources—we’re almost out of Thymos Crystals, and we can’t make more troops until we get more clay—so I say we launch a raid. And just to be on the safe side, I’ll fix the southern gate on our way out. Then hopefully, we’ll meet more monsters, so I can level up.”

“It is a fair plan,” Myrina said, “bold and decisive.” 

“Glad you approve,” I replied, taking a sip from my canteen. Man, Mountain Dew was awesome. 

Myrina paused, sniffing at the air, eyes narrowing in on my canteen. In a blink, she moved, plucking it from my hands using her super speed. I didn’t even try to fight her. She lifted the bottle to her nose, took another long whiff, then took a long slug, swishing the liquid around in her mouth. She nodded in approval. “So this is your magic elixir. I enjoy the sweet taste, and word among the Amazons is that it gives you additional drive and strength.”

That surprised me. “Dude, you like it? Really?”

Myrina frowned at me. “Yes, I like it. I plan to indulge in your drink for the magical caffeine you keep speaking of.” She took another drink. “Though, admittedly, I enjoy wine more, and am glad to hear you created a vineyard—Brontia and Steropia are filling casks in the cellars of the palace. This is good news for me. Very good news.”

“I can’t picture you drunk,” I said.

Phoebe let out a sharp laugh, but didn’t say anything out loud. In my head, though, she came out loud and clear. Myrina is a weepy, lovey-dovey kind of drunk. By her eighth glass, she’ll be saying how much she loves us all and how great we all are. It’s kind of embarrassing. 

I had to chuckle at that. I put it on the list of things I definitely wanted to see.

Myrina noticed my dizzy smile. “What is so humorous?”

I played innocent. “Nothing. Let’s go.”

We left Phoebe to continue her work, but I had a gut suspicion that she was going to go grab some Mountain Dew from the north fountain first. I could just imagine Phoebe all hopped up on the Dew … No way could Hades defeat us with a highly caffeinated Phoebe on our team. She would be a damn near unstoppable force of nature.

“Alright, Myrina”—I turned toward the Battle Warden—“why don’t you go grab Asteria, Antiope, and Euryleia. We’ll take them with us as backup. Leave everyone else here to train and stand watch, just in case Praxidike gets a wild hair up her ass to take a poke at the city while we’re away.” Overall, that seemed unlikely since Loxo hadn’t seen any sign of an attack force, but I wouldn’t put anything past Praxidike—she seemed like a schemer. 

The Warden gave me a respectful tightlipped smile, then turned and headed from the forge and into the city. Loxo and I followed, though moving at a much more leisurely pace. We walked down the cobblestone boulevard, the clicking of our feet complemented by the distant crash of ocean waves. Loxo kept stealing sidelong glances at me, but said nothing as we headed toward the dilapidated southern gate. A moment later, a huge blue-furred panther ghosted past us—Asteria.

The shifter paused a few paces ahead of us and shot a playful glance at Loxo with her great golden eyes before swishing her tail. Catch me if you can, she seemed to say to the Huntress, and then she was gone. A flash of fur and muscled limbs. 

“With your leave, War God,” Loxo said, eyes tracking the panther. 

“Hey, go have fun,” I said, waving a hand through the air.

The Huntress gave me a brilliant smile—my heart raced a little—then nodded and took off at a sprint toward the panther. Asteria was ridiculously fast, but Loxo was gaining on her. And, curiously, as the Huntress ran, she seemed to find every bit of shade, which made her body fade in and out of sight, like a shimmering mirage on the horizon. 

By the time I made it to the southern gate—home to the terrible but tasty arachnaswine—I found the whole crew assembled and waiting for me. Asteria and Loxo frolicked just beyond the busted gates, sparring with one another in an amazing display of speed and grace and skill. Meanwhile, Myrina waited by the inner wall, the lightning javelin stuck in her quiver along with several of the upgraded ones. Her gleaming short sword was at her side, and she had her shield—though not the Medusa shield from Stheno’s cave. 

Absently, I wondered why she hadn’t brought it, but didn’t care enough to ask. Anything could set the lady off, so it was best just to let it go.

Milling not far off was Antiope—one of the new Battle Wardens—and Euryleia, a Beastiamancer sitting on top of an oversized grizzly with golden fur. The Warden was a short, thick warrior with a spear, a shield, and a katana in a scabbard on her back. So, Phoebe had started making katanas! Cool. Seeing the Greek warrior with a Japanese sword was a little surreal, but I knew she would be deadly with such a sharp weapon. Antiope had a faux-hawk with a ponytail tied behind her head. 

The Beastiamancer, Euryleia, looked like Antiope’s polar opposite. 

She was tall and willowy with long dark hair, worked into a meticulous braid, and dark skin that wouldn’t have been out of place in New Delhi. And instead of wearing thick armor like Antiope, she wore supple leathers, better for speed and agility. She wielded a long spear with a short sword as a backup, but in her hands was an English longbow. Leave it to Phoebe to jump on new tech. My head Rune-Caster also had created a saddle that fit well on the huge bear. 

Tearing my eyes away from my raiding crew, I focused on the derelict gate lying broken on the ground. I removed the last of our Thymos Crystals—a jagged stone the size of my skull—from my bag and held it up, letting the afternoon light bounce off the beautiful blue rock. I pulled up my interface, accessing my MANAGE ISLAND tab, then scrolled down until I found an option called Defensive Structures. Here too, there were a bunch of different choices—some classic Greek, others more in line with medieval siege warfare—plus an OTHER tab, though all the options were grayed out and unavailable.

For now, at least.

I selected “Fortified Gate” in the Defensive Structures menu and noted the price. Two pounds of Thymos Crystals and sixty-five Divine Essence Points. I had just enough. I raised my hand higher, focusing the raw energy flowing through me into the stone. Power surged from the godstone and up into the crystal, which flashed brilliantly. The huge wooden gate, shattered millennia ago, lifted into the air, lazily twirling like a slow-moving twister. Shards of wood smashed into each other, sealing huge gaps in the grain. 

In a minute, the twenty-foot-tall doors were whole. With another effort of will, the doors shifted and slid into place. Giant iron fittings sprouted from the walls like vines, anchoring the massive gate in place. I sagged, my face covered in sweat, as the miracle finished. Voila, we had our southeast gate repaired. Our northeast gate was still in tatters, but hey, if an army attacked while we were gone, they would have to go through the one entrance into the city. But how likely was an attack while we were gone?

“Most impressive, War God,” Euryleia said in approval as she guided her death-bear through the opening. 

“Thanks,” I wheezed, giving her a sidelong glance as I edged away from her massive mount. I was sure the animal was trustworthy, but it was also a supernaturally enormous bear. A guy could never be too careful. 

Euryleia, however, seemed to pick up on my hesitation right away. “Jacob Merely, after such a marvel of strength, I do not know why you gaze upon me so. Do I not please you?”

There was that phrase again. I couldn’t help but take it in a sexual way, though I would never tell my Amazons that. It was just an old-school term, and I needed to change my thinking about it.

“No, yeah. Everything’s fine, Euryleia. And yes, you do please me. I was just thinking how utterly terrifying that bear of yours is. He’s like really big. His paw is bigger than a sewer lid.”

Euryleia grinned and traced her fingers through the bear’s thick fur. The creature looked at me with deep brown eyes, then raised one of those massive paws, all tipped with hooked claws. Then the bear opened its jaws, revealing a mouth stuffed full of razor-sharp teeth. Yep, terrifying—which was actually a good thing. My Beastiamancers were going to be deadly in combat, no doubt. “Never fear, War God. Buttercup would never seek your harm.” Euryleia paused and ruffled the bear’s huge noggin. “She is a sweet girl, though she will also eviscerate your foes.” 

Yeah, that actually wasn’t as reassuring as she probably assumed.

But before I could reply, the Beastiamancer smiled and urged her mount on. 

The rest of the crew—Myrina, Asteria, Loxo, and Antiope—waited patiently on the other side. Myrina caught my eye, then gave me a curt nod of approval as she glanced at the gate. I’d win her over yet. 

Hippolyta and some other Wardens came to close the gates behind us. I turned. “Keep the city safe, Hippolyta,” I said, singling out the woman I’d spent extra points upgrading.

“I shall,” she replied, deadly serious. “Go forth, Jacob Merely, you are magnificent in your battle gear. I feel honored to serve you and love you, God of War.” That last bit was delivered with a straight face too. 

I didn’t know how to respond, so instead I made the heavy metal sign and said, “Righteous!”

 

 

 

 

 

 

TWENTY-THREE

Grind Session

 

The squeal of full-grown spider pigs cut through the air as we made our way up the worn stone steps and into the dense jungle beyond.

When I rounded the corner, I found a full-scale skirmish already unfolding. 

It appeared the baby spiderlings had grown into full-size monsters in the span of a few days. Already, they’d started spinning their webs, cluttering the path and nearby jungle with silver gossamer strands. Loxo danced among the creatures, moving as gracefully as oil over water, a short sword in one hand and a wicked hooked dagger in the other. She deflected a set of incoming fangs with her sword, before leaping into the air like an acrobat, hurling her dagger with the flick of a wrist—ending the attacker in an instant.

Super badass.

Meanwhile, Antiope and Myrina engaged several of the spider pigs in combat at once. The pair of Battle Wardens fought back-to-back, weapons constantly flashing out, preventing the spiders from flanking them. Antiope used the razor-sharp katana with both hands, chopping down through a head, then skewering a spider pig that lunged forward, fangs outthrust. Myrina kept her shield up and ready, using her xiphos to lop off a tusk and split a skull in a single blow.

Asteria swooped down from above, transforming from eagle form, talons tearing, to bear form. She hit the ground like an asteroid and broke into a lumbering run to help Euryleia and her mount wreak havoc on the monsters. Buttercup the bear—never was there a more inappropriately named creature—lashed out with snapping teeth and flesh-rending claws. And Euryleia was just as effective, impaling encroaching monsters with a wicked spear.  

Watching these women work was like watching a well-oiled factory machine in action. Each instinctively knew their role—where they fit—and they fought with flawless, brutal efficiency. In moments, the skirmish was over and the arachnaswine were dead.

And me? I hadn’t lifted a finger. 

Using the gaming messaging system, I let Phoebe know we had fresh meat near the gate, which we could salt and keep in storage. I’d eaten a lot of spider pork lately, but as our army grew I knew we would need all the rations we could get our hands on. 

On it, Boss-man, the Rune-Caster sent in reply. We’re pretty swamped, my dude, but I’ll dispatch Brontia and Steropia over to collect and process it as soon as I can. Those Rune-Casters were a godsend, but I was already running the trio ragged, and truthfully, I really needed them crafting weapons, armor, and siege equipment—not running kitchen errands. Although I was part of the Marine Corps Air Wing, I’d done my time at OCS like everyone else, and I knew the key to good leadership was delegating work appropriately and not overtaxing the troops.

Once we got more clay, I would create a couple Amazons dedicated to managing the supplies and fields. Maybe some of those Forest-Witches, the Dasikí Mágissa. They’d probably be a perfect fit.

Myrina wheeled on me while I was still deep in thought. “Jacob Merely, you cannot skulk in the background while we do all of the fighting. Did you get any experience points from this battle?”

I gulped and shifted uncomfortably. Uh oh, I was in trouble. “Nope,” I replied with a shake of my head. “Sorry, Myrina.”

“There is no sorry. Only survival. And we will not survive if you do not …” She paused, searching for the right phrase. “Level Up,” she finally finished. “So, for now, you will go first, War God.” The words were sharp, leaving no room for discussion. “If you have trouble, then we can aid you.”

Antiope raised an eyebrow at me. “You are the god of war, and yet you did not rush into combat. Why is this?”

“Well,” I said quickly, “I didn’t want to hog all of the glory. Get it? Hog? I didn’t want to hog anything because you were fighting hogs.”

Myrina sighed, folded her arms, and frowned at me. I was getting used to her.

Antiope’s lips fell into a crooked smile. “I see. Word play. Clever.”

Asteria turned human long enough to giggle, and then she was an azure-coated lioness rushing forward only to leap into the air; huge wings erupted from her sides and suddenly she was soaring through the air on outstretched eagle’s wings.

“Seriously,” I said to Antiope, “I’m still learning how to be a god. And you guys are tough. You didn’t need me. In the end, I think I’ll be a better tactical coordinator than a hands-on warrior.”

Antiope frowned and raised her hands. No offense intended, the gesture said. “I do not mean to disagree, War God, but in the last battle, I think we will win the day with your sword, and your sword alone.”

I shrugged, one hand running over the pommel of the War Blade. “I think Ares thought the same thing. And look what happened? I’m going to play this differently. My way of doing things might seem a little counterintuitive, but it’ll work in the long run. For now, we’re going to do some major damage and keep the sigil safe until I level up enough to close the rift permanently.”

Myrina had been listening, and she gave me an odd look. Then she pointed her bloody sword to the trail ahead. “Regardless, today you fight.”

“Yeah, yeah, you got it,” I said, raising my hands in defeat. Some battles were worth fighting—this wasn’t one of them.

We soldiered on, following the familiar cobblestone trail until Loxo darted around a squat boulder covered in green moss and into the underbrush. Just off the trail was a rough dirt pathway I never would’ve noticed in the tangle. It hugged the cliff edges, working its way south. Keeping my sword at my side, I let my shield dangle from a strap and took hold of my spear with both hands. Tall palm trees swayed above me.

Asteria’s voice appeared in my mind, the words clear and bold. The winds and the sun, sea and green. I see naga in front of you. Two of them approach. 

Myrina was included in the chat. Forward, Jacob Merely. Cast your spear and then engage them with your sword—use miracles only as a last resort. 

Sweat gushed down my face, and my heart pounded. This was it. Real-life combat against not one but two snake men. I knew my Amazons had my back, but a well-timed sword thrust could end me forever—and damn the world in the process. The dirt trail jogged down and to the right, eventually connecting to a few rough-hewn stairs etched into the sloping hill. Twenty feet below, the stairs reconnected with a worn stone trail, which continued to follow the coastline. The cliffs plunged precipitously to my right, while a sharp incline, dotted with swaying palm trees, was to my left.

If I met the snake men at the stairs, I’d have the higher ground. Just ask Anakin Skywalker how important that was.

Hurrying forward, I got to the top of the steps just as the nagas slithered around a sharp bend and into view. They faltered, serpent eyes fixating on me as they hissed. One had a bow, and the other was armed with a curved, jaggedly bladed sword and spiked buckler. I acted on instinct before fear could get ahold of me, and hurled my spear into the chest of the archer. The creature hissed as the weapon pierced his heart. For a moment, it swayed stupidly on its tail, dark eyes going glassy as sludgy blood drooled from its lips. Then, the naga dropped to the dusty stones.

Dead.

The other snake man didn’t miss a beat. 

It charged up the crude stairs, tail pumping, cruel sword raised and ready for battle. I had a moment where I could’ve just blasted the creature with a Lightning Lance, but Myrina was right—best to save my Essence Points for when I really needed them. Instead, I drew the War Blade from its sheath; the breath caught in my throat as the weapon came free. A surge of power radiated up from the sword, and the blade burned with a blue glow. The faint scent of ozone emanated from the blade.

Holy crap, that was right. I was level seven now, which meant the War Blade’s first ability was now available to me. Lightning Edge. 

I felt like cackling at how cool this was. But I didn’t because I still had a scaly freak to deal with.

The naga shot in low, chopping at my legs. I bashed his curved sharktoothed blade aside with my shield, then thrust my glowing blade toward his serpentine face. Sadly, the snake was quicker than he looked, and somehow managed to catch my attack on his buckler, turning it aside. He dipped and swiped again, this time going for my ankles. With a little fancy footwork and preternatural speed, I avoided the strike, though only just.

By this time, Myrina and the rest of our raiding party had come down to watch. Asteria circled us high above, observing. You can do this, wingless one, she sent, fierce pride burning behind the words. I grinned in spite of the awful situation. 

The naga couldn’t turn away, and I couldn’t lose my focus despite the audience. It was time to prove myself. Dude, I was the god of war, I should be able to kill a low-level henchman one-on-one.

My resolve hardened like steel. I retreated a few steps, letting him slide forward, and then launched a fresh assault. This time, I darted in, feinting right like I was going for his head. He raised his buckler to protect his skull, which is when I juked left and attacked, shearing his shield arm clean off at the bicep. A hot spray of fetid blood splashed onto my thigh. Instead of retreating, however, the naga’s sword licked up and jabbed me. Thankfully, the linen armor of my skirt turned the blade.

And even better? The desperate move left the naga wide open. 

Backhanded, I lashed out with my blade, desperately hoping to sever his head. Instead, the creature shifted and ducked, and the blade lodged in his shoulder.

Still, the blow was enough to knock him off balance. 

Already bleeding out, the snake man teetered on the edge of the cliff, his tail frantically writhing to keep him from tumbling down to the ocean-swept rocks below. Time to put an end to that. I yanked the sword free with a roar, then lunged forward with a scowl on my face. Instead of jabbing him with the blade, I planted a foot hard into his chest. Part of me wanted to shout, “This is Sparta!” as the naga’s remaining arm pinwheeled. 

I resisted, though, because I totally knew Myrina would judge the hell out of me. 

I grinned as the naga finally lost its balance and toppled back. Trying to act cool, I inched up to the edge, compelled by a morbid fascination to see the snake man go splat on the rocks below.

That didn’t happen.

Asteria caught the creature in her talons, ripped him apart like a sack of flour, then cruised over the ocean, depositing both halves into the drink. But not before tearing her beak through the naga’s belly and gulping down a few strands of entrails. It was a testament to Asteria’s gorgeousness that even after watching her eat snake entrails as an eagle, I still kind of wanted to make out with her.

Myrina stepped to the top of the stairs. She nodded at me. “You have defeated your opponents, Jacob Merely. I am assuming you have gotten more of your gaming credits to use for the benefit of your warriors.”

I nodded in reply, still breathing hard and sweating in the noonday sun. I pulled up my interface and found that I scored EXP, not only for defeating the two sons of Cecrops, but also for repairing the gate and for healing Loxo back in the forge.

Hot damn, I was within spitting distance of being an eighth-level god of war.

Asteria swooped around and cannonballed from the sky as she shifted midair into her panther form and landed on soft pads. Immediately, she raced up to me and nuzzled my face with her soft fur. So proud. Man fight well. Mark you as good. You good. Mark you as mine. Mine.

I grinned but pushed her huge feline head away. She was awesome, but such a giant weirdo.

Asteria didn’t seem to care in the least, though. She simply nuzzled me once more, planting a wet lick across my cheek, then bolted away, loping along the trail, a dark blue cat against the pale rocks of the stone path. Below, the surf continued to pound the rocks in a never-ending rhythm. 

“That is enough standing around,” Myrina barked, eyeballing the Amazons loitering at the top of the stairs. “Let us move while the sun is still with us.”

 

 

 

 

 

 

TWENTY-FOUR

Rumble in the Jungle

 

It was twilight by the time we arrived at the base of the southern mountain, which reared up like a hitchhiker’s thumb, surrounded by a sea of verdant green foliage and domineering trees. The trek had been long, miserable, and exhausting. 

The terrain had been rugged and grueling, and we constantly encountered new pockets of hellish resistance. Three times we were forced to scuffle with small groups of nagas. If I didn’t know any better, I’d say the snake men had been purposely sent up on the trail to ambush us—there was no other way to explain the regularity of their appearance. We tried to take one alive, but not even Myrina could subdue the hissing, spitting, tongue-lashing creatures of the underworld. Not a fun time, but I did manage to grind out some serious EXP, bumping me up to level eight, which granted me ten Attribute Points and one Ability Point. 

The new level was also something of a milestone, since it unlocked the first active ability my War Blade had to offer: Shockwave.
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I was super stoked to try the new attack, but since I could only use the ability once per day, I wanted to save it until we really needed it. Always good to have an ace in the hole. I did, however, decide to pick up a new Miracle ability, Burning Aura, which seemed like it would give some added power to the team. 
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After that, I divvied up my Attribute Points, dropping five into Intelligence and the other five into Willpower:
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Using my new boost in Essence, I also decided to upgrade Euryleia and her mount, Buttercup. I bumped the Beastiamancer up to level three, beefing up her Strength by twelve points, her Willpower by eight, and her Intelligence by two, then dumped one Ability Point into Durability and another into Animal Summoning. Now, she and her mount could take one helluva beating while Loxo, Myrina, and Asteria ran circles around our enemies. Thinking speed would be our saving attribute on this seek and destroy mission, I also leveled up Antiope’s Burst Speed skill to level two, substantially increasing her movement rate.

The Battle Warden thanked me by giving me a fierce hug, which started out okay, but went on so long it became totally cringey. I had to kind of peel her off me in the end.

I was lost in thought—my brain dull and fuzzy with fatigue from the long trip—and didn’t notice the party had stopped until I bumped into Myrina. She whirled, glaring. She didn’t talk, but messaged me. Careful, Jacob, there are dozens of harpies, plus a Grand Crone, bathing at the pool ahead. We do not wish for them to see us. Not until we are ready to attack. Quiet now. Phoebe and Asteria used contractions and more modern language when utilizing the messaging system, but Myrina was all Ancient Greek and all business.

Following the Warden’s lead, I padded forward, right up to the edge of the tree line. Beyond was a clearing, occupied by yet another ruin—yeah, big surprise there—this one with fallen columns and lichen-covered walkways. Cracked marble steps led down to a trio of beautiful waterfalls. The falls sent spinning and spiraling water through the air as it gushed down into a large pond at the southern edge of the ruins. The pond, in turn, flowed into a burbling creek, which zigzagged down, most likely, into an underground river. Hell, it might be the same water source that fed the fountains of Lycastia City miles to the north.

Even from our less than ideal vantage point, the Thymos Crystals in the pool were visible, sparkling like jewels. Around the edges of the pond lay the soft clay we needed to fashion more Amazons. We’d just hit the fucking jackpot, though there was a minor complication: Thirteen harpies squawked and strutted around the pond. Insect-covered corpses also lay here and there. Every so often, one of the harpies would send the flies buzzing away as it scraped away rotting flesh with hooked talons or buried a human-looking face into the putrid meat.

Most of the creatures had youthful, vibrant faces, but one had a badly crooked nose, stringy gray hair, and skin like old boot leather. A Grand Crone. After watching her for a few minutes, it was abundantly clear that she called the shots in this group. She wandered around aimlessly, muttering, “Flesh is mine! Flesh is mine!” and the rest of the disgusting harpies seemed to take her words to heart. They gave her a wide berth, and whenever she stopped at a corpse to eat, every other harpy was quick to make way.  

That meant the old hag was probably powerful and dangerous—she needed to be the first to go. Instead of talking, I linked the raiding party into the messaging system. Surprisingly, Loxo, Antiope, and Euryleia all answered my request in short order and without much fuss.

Okay, I sent, so I think we need to send in Euryleia and Buttercup. You two will draw enemy fire while the rest of us launch an ambush. I shot a look at the Beastiamancer and offered her a silent, apologetic smile. Sorry, Euryleia, you’re going to take a few hits—but I’ll patch you up good as new once the fight is over and done with. As for everyone else, once Euryleia distracts the harpies, we move like greased lightning. 

Loxo, you stick to the tree line and lay down suppressive arrow fire. Not sure if our enhanced arrows will pierce their flesh, but give it everything you have, and try to take out the crone. Asteria, I want you in eagle form—take them out from the sky, but most importantly, keep them from taking to the air. The last thing we need is for one of those things to get loose and come back with an assload of reinforcements. Antiope, you’re on roundup duty, too—just on the ground. Hem these suckers in. Myrina, you and I are gonna be the heavy hitters here, along with Buttercup and Euryleia. Can you guys dig it?

Loxo was the first to respond, tentatively. I do not know what we are digging. However, I understand the plan, I think. But Jacob Merely, this is a dangerous fight. Not to second-guess your battle prowess, but … She paused, and I knew in my gut she was trying to find a polite way to say I sucked in a fight. But you are too valuable to go into the heat of this fight, and you are not yet the best warrior—though you are improving?

I frowned, not totally thrilled that her last statement came out as a question. Maybe I wasn’t quite as savvy as Myrina yet, but I was definitely getting better.

Perhaps you should allow me or Antiope to go in with Myrina and Euryleia in your place, Loxo sent after a moment of hesitation. 

Myrina nodded. Loxo is correct—you are improving at a surprisingly quick pace, but we cannot afford to risk you. The stakes for failure are far too grave.

I grunted and rolled my eyes. No, I replied flatly. I’m the god of war, not you and not Loxo. I can do this. I need to do this. Maybe I’m not the best in a fight—yet—but the only way I get better is through practice. So, I’m going in, but I’ll meet you halfway and let Antiope tag along as my shadow.

Myrina was silent for a time, eyes hazy, lost in thought. Very well, Jacob Merely. I will respect your decision as god of war. 

Good, I said, folding my arms smugly, glad that I’d finally won a victory, even if it was a small one. Now give me a second to cast this new aura, then we can go kick some ass and take some names.

Where will we be taking these names? Loxo murmured quietly, more for herself than for me. I ignored her question as I accessed combat mode and triggered my new Burning Aura ability. The godstone burned beneath my skin as my Essence dipped by fifteen points, and comforting warmth rolled through my body, enveloping my limbs. I glanced at my arms and noticed a translucent golden sheen covering my skin. This new aura felt as light as air and didn’t seem to restrict my movement in the least, though the gentle comforting heat remained. 

When I glanced at my warriors, I noticed the same golden sheen covered them as well. Even more interesting, though? That soft light coated their weapons. It would be interesting to see how much the added fire damage helped. Good to go. Let’s do this thing. 

Very well. Myrina drew her lightning javelin. Amazons, to arms! Time to battle! Euryleia, forward. 

The Beastiamancer didn’t hesitate, not for a second. Buttercup surged forward, smashing through the trees with a ground shaking roar as the creature’s immense claws tore up the earth in passing. 

“Attacked are we!” came the shrill screech of the Grand Crone. “Attacked are we! Kill them, sisters, kill them dead!” The harpies took to the wing like a murder of crows, flapping and squawking. “Flesh to eat, and eat their flesh we will!” A swarm of harpies swooped down, gleaming talons ready to rend skin and muscle, but Buttercup didn’t seem impressed in the least. The colossal grizzly rose up on hind legs, front paws lashing out with the force of a rocket launcher.

Her claws carved through flesh with deadly ease, ripping through black-feathered wings and leaving charred flesh behind. It seemed Burning Aura applied to her as well.

Impossibly, Euryleia managed to stay in the saddle, gripping her mount with powerful thighs as she fired a trio of arrows from her longbow. One shot went wide, but the other two found their mark, taking one harpy out of the fight for good. Silently I cheered—not only had the upgraded arrows done the trick, but I could see black smoke rising from the arrow wound. Euryleia nocked three more arrows at once as Buttercup dropped back down onto all fours and lumbered forward like a furry battering ram of meat and teeth. Those two were doing a damn fine job, but more harpies joined by the second. 

Soon, the Beastiamancer and her mount would be overwhelmed no matter how deadly they were.

Time for us to move, I sent, drawing my sword with a spark of Divine power, then charging into the fray, praying the other Amazons followed my lead. Despite being an officer, I’d never really led people before—and I sure as hell hadn’t led a battle charge. 

But follow me, they did. 

Myrina flung her magical javelin. Thunder rolled across the clearing, and lightning flashed, bringing down a harpy swooping overhead. 

Antiope flung her spear with a roar; the weapon punched into the feather-covered thigh of the Grand Crone. A clean shot, but nonlethal. The Crone shrieked in fury and pain, then hurled herself at the Amazon, claws first. Both went down in a sprawl of limbs, Amazonian blood spraying into the air as steel flashed furiously in reply.

Loxo bolted from the tree line, taking cover by a marble column. The Huntress lurked in thick shadow, her form obscured as she fired an arrow into the harpy mauling the crap out of poor Antiope. The arrow lodged itself deep in the harpy’s neck, and the Crone fell away, blood leaking from her gaping mouth.  

Another harpy, lurking near the ruins, let out a shriek of warning. “Among the columns. Among the columns. More of our foes. More of the flesh we will shove in our maws!”

Four of the harpies broke away from harassing the bear and fluttered up into the air, circling back toward the temple where Loxo hid. But Asteria was on them in a heartbeat. She dove down in the form of a giant blue eagle, her razor-sharp talons ripping into one of the harpies as her beak gouged out chunks of rancid meat. As with Buttercup, Asteria’s claws and beak left black scorch marks on her victims—a sure sign of fire damage. Black and blue feathers rained from the sky as the shifter tangled with all four harpies at once. 

I raised a hand, ready to unleash a Lightning Lance, when Loxo rushed in front of me, firing a pair of arrows. 

Her shots were precise, methodical, and absolutely perfect—each one found a home. 

One harpy fell, then another. 

One of the two remaining harpies broke away from Asteria and streaked toward us, her face screwed up in a grimace of utter loathing. Dammit, I needed to get in front of my huntress. I was so close to leveling up, but I had to take out one of the monsters! But before I could launch my attack, the Huntress sent another arrow through the belly of the charging monster—fetid blood exploded from the wound. At the same moment, Asteria drove her beak into the neck of the last harpy, snapping her head clean off. 

The sack of lifeless feathers plummeted to the ground with a wet slapping sound.

Asteria drifted to the ground, landed beside the fresh corpse, then shredded the body with her beak, slurping down blood and gore and guts. Then, it struck me. Asteria was hungry all the time because shape-shifting probably required a buttload of calories. She needed to eat to feed her metabolism. I did wonder why she was pausing to eat during the middle of our battle, but then I saw the reason: The battle was over. All thirteen harpies had been killed, including the Grand Crone.

Thirteen powerful enemies dead, and I hadn’t done a damned thing.

Loxo gave me a side glance. “I do apologize, War God, for intervening. I lost my senses, fearing you might be killed.” She paused, genuine concern flashing across her face. “We cannot afford to lose you.”

I shrugged, playing it off like it was all okay. “Don’t worry, Loxo,” I said, “we killed the bad guys, right? I’m sure there will be other battles.” Deep down, though, I was peeved. Borderline furious. Sure, I wasn’t like the god of war they used to know, but I didn’t need to be coddled. I knew they had good intentions, but I was getting sick of being treated like a fragile vase that might shatter if dropped. I took a deep breath. It would be fine. I just needed to give it more time—at some point, I’d convince these women I wasn’t some weak ass punk pretending to be Ares.

I let out a deep sigh of frustration as we walked down to the pools. 

Myrina and Antiope were already loading up Buttercup with Thymos Crystals. Both women were soaked from splashing into the pools to retrieve the invaluable gems from the clear water. Needless to say, either could’ve taken home first prize in any wet T-shirt contest on the planet.

Wandering over to a corpse, I sent a cloud of flies buzzing away. I wanted to see what the harpies had been eating. Turns out, the meat of choice was naga. I checked the wounds and saw javelin puncture wounds, and I realized that these were likely the sons of Cecrops we’d killed in Stheno’s lair. Gross. These things were supposed to be on the same side, but here the harpies were, chowing down on their teammates. Worse, deep down I knew harpies would’ve been just as happy to eat other dead harpies as well. These things were just fucking monsters. They needed to be wiped out. Obliterated.

I turned away from the disgusting naga corpse just as Asteria transformed back into her human form. Her face was smeared with harpy blood, and she didn’t seem to care a lick. Here I was bashing on the harpies for eating nagas, but was my own Beastiamancer any better? As I watched her retrieve a cloak from Antiope and slip it over her shoulders, I decided she was definitely better. She wasn’t eating dead Amazons, she was eating our enemies—monsters that would murder all of humanity given half a chance.

Besides, though Asteria looked human now, it was important to remind myself she wasn’t human. She was an animal, a predator, and for a creature like her, protein was protein. She was also sexy as hell and into me, so that might’ve weighed into the decision, too. 

Loxo ran up to the shifter. “Asteria, you poached my kill. I had another arrow knocked to bring that last harpy down.”

Asteria shrugged, grinning. “Sister, if you were quicker, you would have feathered the beast with your deadly shafts. If your aim was better, you might have pierced the monster’s eye. You must learn to be faster. Stronger. Then the kill will be yours.” 

Both women smiled, so I knew the conflict wasn’t real. But Asteria’s words hit me hard, like a hammer blow to the gut. Here I was, mad at Loxo for taking my kill, but she’d been faster than me. Better than me. They were coddling me, but only because I allowed them to. If I wanted to earn their respect, I couldn’t expect them to hand it to me. I needed to take it. Mythical monsters or not, this was a fucking war zone and being a nice guy wasn’t going to get me far. It was time to man up and handle business.

“I am very quick, sister,” Loxo countered as I thought. “And as for aim, I am the master of accuracy.” Quick as a flash, Loxo snatched an arrow from her quiver, nocked it, and fired at the Beastiamancer.

Asteria’s eyes widened in shock, but the arrow never came close to hitting her. The shifter sidestepped faster than my eye could follow, one hand darting out, grabbing the arrow by the shaft. “I cannot believe you would be so rash, Loxo,” Asteria scolded, cocking a playful eyebrow, a small smile lingering on her lips. “I will admit, your aim is very good, but as for your speed? I am faster.”

“A fluke,” Loxo replied, though the words were light and teasing.

“Fire another arrow then, sister,” Asteria replied, shedding the cloak she’d put on just moments before. “In my other shapes, I am even faster.” The Beastiamancer turned into a panther as Loxo fired three arrows. In rapid succession. Asteria caught the first in her teeth, transformed into an eagle and caught the second in her talons, then swooped down like a bolt of lightning, snagging the third from the air with her beak. Gracefully, she wheeled about, dropping the arrows on Loxo, who laughed, a goofy grin spreading across her face.

Loxo’s laughter died a moment later, as the crack of a whip resonated in the idyllic glade and blue feathers drifted down as Asteria plummeted from the air, smashing hard into the ground with a thud. 

Oh shit, Praxidike had come to play …

 

 

 

 

 

 

TWENTY-FIVE

Sneak Attack

 

Praxidike—bat wings extended—floated down over the pond, whip unfurled. The snake around her waist hissed and spat at us, fangs gleaming with venom. Aside from the whip, the Fury also had a new weapon. An atlatl, otherwise known as a javelin thrower. The atlatl was a short club with a notch in back where you put a slender javelin. Her atlatl, however, was also studded with jagged shark teeth, so she could also use it as a mace. On her back was a quiver full of jet-black javelins, ready to be hurled. 

I rushed over to Asteria’s side, dropping down on a knee as I pulled up my combat display. Her Health was plunging fast and there was blood everywhere. It looked like Praxidike had gotten a lucky shot and hit something vital. I placed my hand on Asteria’s feathery wing and unleashed Healing Touch. My Essence—currently at 143—dropped by eleven points, but it was worth it. Asteria shifted back into human form, and I helped her to her feet as I turned my angry glare on Praxidike. 

All of my rage and frustration reared up inside my chest, and suddenly I was glad the bat-winged she-devil had come to pay us a visit. Now, I had a punching bag to work my issues out on. “What the hell do you want?” I snapped, drawing my sword, the rasp of steel on leather carrying through the clearing. 

“I have come to admire your stunning victory,” she replied with a condescending sneer. “Though I must admit that while I am no god of war, it seems foolish to leave your city weak and undefended. In the warfighting business, I do believe that is known as a tactical error.” 

A worm of fear wriggled in my gut. We hadn’t left the city completely undefended, but I had split the party—a cardinal sin in any D and D campaign—though it was out of sheer necessity. Still, I pushed the fear and doubt away, drawing instead on the fiery rage emanating from the godstone in my chest. I was mad as hell, and surprisingly it felt good. Time to earn my keep as war god. “No, a tactical error was coming here,” I said, my voice confident and hard as steel. “And now you’re going to pay for fucking around with me and mine. I’m done with your shit. Attack,” I barked, my voice a whip crack of command as I thrust my sword forward. 

Loxo and Euryleia responded at once, firing at the demoness. The arrows, glowing with golden light, sliced through the air. But in a blink, Praxidike whipped the arrows out of the air, her smug smile growing. After seeing Asteria’s stunning display of speed moments before, I shouldn’t have been surprised. But I was. I was also annoyed. 

“While I have no doubts that I could easily destroy you on my own,” she crowed, oozing condescending confidence, “I did bring additional help. Unlike you, I try to be prepared. Stymphalian! Sea centaurs! Attack!”

A dozen centaurs exploded out from the dense foliage near the pool, galloping toward us.

Though they were centaurs—horse body, human torso—they were also like nothing I ever could’ve imagined. These monstrous creatures had been spliced with a variety of marine animals. One of the centaurs had the belly of a man, but all human aspects ended at the octopus face complete with eight long tentacles. The freak was a dead ringer for Davy Jones from those Pirates of the Caribbean movies—well, except for the horse legs. 

Another of the centaurs held a curved scimitar in one human hand, and his other hand was actually a giant crab claw, which could easily snap me in half. A third had the head of a lobster, as did another, whose arms ended in sharp points like a lobster’s long legs. A shark-headed centaur wielding a longbow leered at us with rows upon rows of jagged teeth.

Sea centaurs. What the hell?

And the horse creatures were only the beginning of Praxidike’s forces. 

Huge birds, each the size of a puma, erupted from the trees, massive wings beating at the air as shrill cries filled the clearing. There were thirty of them, at least, and these weren’t run-of-the-mill jungle birds. Ah, nope. Their eyes were cherry-red like hot coals, and their beaks were fashioned from razor-sharp bronze—as were their feathers. Honestly, at a glance, it seemed impossible that those things could fly—what with all that damned metal—but they were surprisingly agile and graceful in the air.

Stymphalian, Praxidike had called them. The name tickled at the back of my mind, and then it hit me like a bag full of bricks. I’d read about them once, back in high school. Slaying the Stymphalian was one of the labors of Hercules. Though if I remembered correctly, they were supposed to be able to launch their feathers like awesome ninja stars—

“Incoming,” Myrina hollered as the birds circled around overhead, then whipped their wings forward. Oh shit. Sure enough, a hail of whirling, razor-sharp feathers rained down on us. Vaguely, I was reminded of Archangel from the X-Men/X-Factor comic books.

“Evasive maneuvers,” I shouted, dropping down to one knee. I dragged Asteria with me, pushing her behind me as I lifted my shield, offering us both protection. The bronze feathers thudded into the wood, nearly puncturing the shield completely. A white smear of bird shit crusted the feathers. Yep, that’s right, not only could they hurl their feathers, but according to legend, the Stymphalian also had crazy-poisonous dung.

Super gross. 

We’d been caught flatfooted. I could only imagine that this had been Praxidike’s plan all along. Give us a few harpies, which we could take out easily enough, and then, when we were celebrating, bring in her main force to wipe us out.

Praxidike cackled. “You will all die while my armies break through the walls of your city and destroy the sigil. Soon, Hades will walk across the stones of this world once more, and all will worship him and die!”

It wasn’t a matter of worship him OR die. Nope. Worship him and die. 

Well, that was just great.

“Not on my watch,” I shouted, the godstone in my chest growing hotter and hotter as my rage built like an inferno flame. 

On instinct, I sent orders through the mental link with my party. Euryleia, take Buttercup and get in front of those centaurs. Slow them down, no matter what it takes. Antiope and Loxo, form a line—I don’t want those fucking centaurs flanking us. Keep them contained. Myrina, you’re on Stymphalian duty. I doubt any of our regular weapons will penetrate their bronze feathers, but bronze is conductive, so I bet they’re super susceptible to lightning-based attacks. So, hit them with your lightning javelin. And Asteria, engage Praxidike. But don’t die! That’s an order. 

The command in my voice was evident since the Amazons leapt into action, following my orders to the letter without so much as an ounce of sass.

Buttercup barreled forward like a cannonball, smashing into the centaurs, breaking their charge like a cheap toothpick as the bear sheared through tentacles and exposed limbs with razor-sharp claws. Enemy swords and spears lashed out, slicing fur and drawing blood, but the she-bear didn’t seem to care. And Euryleia fought like a bobcat, spear whipping around in vicious arcs, beating enemies back—at least until a centaur with a crab claw limb caught the spear shaft and clipped the weapon in two with a snap of his pincher.

Meanwhile, Loxo darted left, emptying her quiver with maniacal, frenzied speed. A flurry of arrows peppered a centaur with the face of a sword fish, putting the creature out of his misery in an eyeblink. And then she was dancing forward, a short sword in one hand and a dagger in the other as she engaged with an orca-whale-headed monster wielding two flails in human hands the size of dinner plates. Antiope maneuvered to the right, wielding a deadly katana with both hands. She roared and leapt forward, her blade opening the belly of a shark centaur. 

The monster lunged, his maw yawning wide. But Antiope was already backpedaling out of reach, then juking right and beheading the creature with a single strike. 

I tore my eyes away, trusting my warriors to do what they did best, and I focused on an incoming lobster centaur with sharp spiny arms, bright red and jagged. He howled, thrusting a spear toward my chest, but I was fueled by Divine rage and ready to slay some bodies. I brought my shield up, deflecting the spear with a clang as I pivoted at the hips and swiped my sword around, going low. The War Blade sliced through the centaur’s front legs. Seawater-colored blood spurted out, and the creature went down with a screech, unable to hold himself upright.

With a twirl of my sword, I slammed the blade down, severing the creature’s head with as much effort as it took to slice a tomato. As a level-eight war god, I was one strong son of a bitch, and it was starting to show. And I was just getting started. I pulled my blade free and whirled, scanning the battlefield. I caught sight of Myrina dancing through the ruins, using the columns as cover while she engaged the Stymphalian with her lightning javelin, which was impressively effective—just as I’d suspected.

Already, a handful of the bronze-winged monster birds littered the ground, their cherry-red eyes dark, smoke rising from their corpses in plumes. 

I put the general from my mind; she was clearly in control. Unfortunately, I couldn’t say the same thing for the lower-level Amazons. Buttercup the war bear was covered in wounds, blood flowing freely, matting her dark fur. Her eyes were glassy and her movements languid. The she-bear was dying, her Health already dipping below a quarter. Euryleia didn’t look much better, though she still fought on, holding a trio of sea-centaurs at bay with a wild series of thrusts, jabs, and slashes from her short sword.

“Incoming,” came Myrina’s cry from among the columns. 

I shot a look up as a dozen of the Stymphalian dove, wings whipping forward with terrible speed, hurling more bronze feathers toward me and the other Amazons. 

I dove to the right, avoiding several feathers which slammed into the dirt, and rolled up onto a knee, catching more of the deadly projectiles with my shield. But my Amazons hadn’t fared nearly so well. Buttercup looked like a pincushion—her life flashing at ten percent—and Antiope was down in the dirt, a grimace on her face, a pair of feathers protruding from her left leg. One was lodged in her thigh, the other in her calf.

Only Loxo, with her incredible speed and agility, had managed to avoid any damage. 

The Huntress bolted right, positioning herself between the downed Antiope and an incoming centaur with the head of an eel. I used the lull in action to bolt forward, quickly closing the distance between me and my warriors. In a blink, I pressed a hand against Buttercup, letting Divine Essence flow from me as I healed the dread bear, before turning my attentions on Antiope. 

“This is gonna hurt,” I yelled, reaching down and yanking the metal feathers free, one after another. Surprisingly, the Warden took it without so much as a grunt of protest, though the pained grimace on her face told the real story. Once the metal was loose, I hit her with a Healing Touch—dropping my Essence down to 121—and pulled her upright with a heave. But I didn’t have time for chitchat. Loxo was holding Eel-head at bay, but another centaur was closing in on her from the right, and that would be game, set, match for the Huntress.

I bum-rushed the creature, a war cry on my lips, and thrust out my left hand, triggering Lightning Lance. Raw energy, primal and deadly, tore its way down my arm, exploding from my palm. Blue-white death arced through the air, slamming into the flanking centaur, throwing it back. The massive monster—graced with the horrifying head of a giant catfish—dropped, limbs convulsing violently as its eyes liquified and melted inside its skull. 

Gruesome, but oddly satisfying. 

I caught a flash of movement to my left and spun, shouldering Loxo aside just in time to save her from a hellish sword slash, courtesy of Eel-head, that would’ve cleaved her head in two. As it was, the blade passed only inches from me, but close only counts in horseshoes and hand grenades, and this was neither. I slipped right and planted my foot in the centaur’s chest, driving him back a few paces, then followed up with a brutal hack from my War Blade. Sparks flew as the creature managed to get his weapon up in the nick of time.

But he wasn’t fast enough to deflect a lightning-fast lunge from Loxo. The Huntress planted her short sword in the creature’s guts, putting him down in an instant. 

“Good work,” I shouted at her, offering her a fierce grin, which she returned in kind. “Now let’s do it again! Everyone, form on me,” I called over my shoulder. And then I was sprinting forward, straight into the arms of three more centaurs. Intellectually, I knew the move was reckless, but the godstone inside me burned with unholy intensity, spurring me on. It was almost like the stone was feeding off my rage, propelling me to fight. To kill. I dropped my shoulder and slammed it into a hammer-headed freak with gnashing teeth. 

The weight of my body knocked him back, arms pinwheeling, and I followed it up with a sword slash, removing one of his arms before blasting him in the chest with another Lightning Lance. 

Another one down for the count.

“Incoming!” Myrina shouted, fighting to be heard over the din of battle. I glanced up in time to see the flock of Stymphalian strafing us yet again. More bronze feather-spikes thudded into the dirt around us, kicking up dust and debris. I avoided being hit by sheer luck, but poor Euryleia took a stomach full of bronze feathers. Blood bubbled from her lips and I knew I needed to act that instant or she was dead. 

Myrina! We have to take care of those goddamn birds! I hollered through the mental link as I beelined for the dying Beastiamancer.

I am doing my best, War God, but they are too many. And too fast. Even the lightning javelin is insufficient to the task. 

The cogs whirled away in my head. Alright, you come over here and help against the remaining centaurs, I sent while simultaneously slapping a hand against Euryleia’s thigh and unleashing another wave of Healing power. 

As you command, War God, the Battle Warden replied. She streaked across the battlefield in a blur of churning legs and pumping arms. Ten feet away, Myrina leapt up, cartwheeling through the air, impaling a manta ray warrior through the face with a hurled javelin. I turned away from the ground battle, fixing my gaze to the sky. The first thing I saw was Praxidike, tangling with Asteria near the towering trees on the edge of the clearing. The shifter was currently in her giant black widow form, and giving the demoness one helluva a fight. 

Somehow, Asteria had snared Praxidike in several thick strands of webbing, slowing her movements and preventing her from escaping into the air. And while the bat-winged monster struggled to free herself, Asteria bit the shit out of the Fury over and over with her fangs—six inches long and dripping with deadly poison. Praxidike fought like mad, of course, furiously trying to bat Asteria away, but, like my Beastiamancer had said, she was incredibly fast. The minute Praxidike aimed her cudgel-like atlatl, the spider would shift and find a new section of skin to fang. 

Damn fine work.

But the Stymphalian were still a real problem. Myrina had managed to take out eleven of the massive birds, but that left nineteen in the air. Nineteen. Worse, they were getting ready to make another bombing run. Every time they attacked, one of my Amazons ended up in desperate need of healing, and I knew in my gut we couldn’t go on like that for much longer. Every Miracle depleted me of more Essence. Eventually, I’d be tapped out. I needed to end these things and I needed to do it now.

I lifted a hand, ready to fire off a Lightning Lance, but then inspiration slammed into my head like a baseball bat. I was going about this all wrong. These things were highly susceptible to lightning-based attacks, Myrina had already proved that, and I had a one-off ability that might just do the trick: Shockwave. Since I could only call upon the ability once a day, I’d been saving it for the right moment, but there couldn’t be a better moment than now. With a feral grin, I raised the War Blade high over my head, fingers flexing tight around the grip, and triggered the ability from my combat display menu.

For a long beat nothing happened, and trepidation mounted inside my chest. This had to work. Had to. But then, just as I was about to panic, the clouds above us turned gray then black, followed by a roaring BOOM as thunder cracked and a single bolt of jagged blue lightning streaked down from the heavens. Instead of plowing into my enemies, the lightning bolt connected with the tip of my sword, and power exploded through every cell in my body. My jaws clattered, and my limbs trembled as I battled to keep my feet.

And then that power rushed out of me, down into the ground.

But it didn’t stop there. Oh no.

Contrary to all laws of nature, I could feel the raw electricity spread out around me in a circle, the earth itself thrumming with primal energy. Then, in a flash, a hundred jagged bolts of lightning erupted from the ground like geysers in some sort of reverse lightning storm. Bolts of terrible power wreaked absolute destruction, boiling centaurs on the spot, then streaking up, up, up, blasting those no-good Stymphalian from the sky like ground to air missiles. Bronze-feathered bodies rained down, slamming into the earth with beefy thuds. 

And most miraculous of all? The reverse lightning never even came close to touching my troops. 

After a solid ten seconds of light and noise and destruction, the energy flowing through me guttered and died, along with the lightning bolts exploding from the earth. But the damage was done. As I scanned the battlefield, there wasn’t a single centaur left standing, and a quick glance at the skies—suddenly clear once more—revealed the Stymphalian had likewise been wiped out root and branch. Awesome, though there was still one pest who had managed to survive the onslaught. 

Praxidike.

Not that I was really surprised. She was obviously the hell-spawn equivalent of a cockroach, and it would probably take a concentrated nuclear blast to put her down for keeps. 

With that said, she wasn’t looking so hot. She’d broken free of Asteria’s black widow web, but her skin had gone an ashy gray, and her wings flapped in starts and spurts. Sadly, Asteria wasn’t in great shape either. The huge spider lay in the clearing, one leg missing, several puncture wounds marring her belly. I checked her stats—injured, but stable. I’d be able to fix her up just as soon as I drove Praxidike off. 

“You lost,” I said, fury simmering just below the words. “You underestimated us, and now you’re gonna pay the price. I’m gonna put you down here and now.” I raised my sword.

“As if you could kill me so easily, little god. Besides, this is an empty victory,” she snarled while loading a wicked black javelin into her atlatl. “Perhaps you won this battle, but the war is mine. As we speak, the sigil in Lycastia City is being smashed. I will win! And when I do, I will pick the flesh from your bones and use your entrails to break every fast for days on days on days.” She sneered, hate burning brightly in her gaze. “It is time for me to go, but a parting gift before I leave.” Praxidike moved like smoke, flinging the javelin, the atlatl giving it extra force. 

Except the blow wasn’t aimed at me, it was aimed at Myrina, who stood a handful of feet away from me. I knew Myrina was fast, but Praxidike had proven herself to be just as capable as my generals. Perhaps more so. 

I only had a second to make up my mind. 

It didn’t even take me that long to decide. My training as a Marine kicked in, and I moved on instinct. I bolted right and threw myself into a dive, my shoulder slamming into the Battle Warden. Myrina went flying, out of harm’s way. I’d saved her, but I’d been half a step too slow to save myself. The javelin slammed into my chest with the force of a shotgun blast, lodging itself just above my heart. I landed hard on the ground, the pain blinding me. I grabbed the javelin, to tear it out, and felt the crust of dried bird droppings covering the wood. Praxidike had used Stymphalian bird dung to poison her javelin. That bitch!

I glanced up, my eyes blurry, and saw Praxidike retreating into the night. Good riddance. Suddenly, Myrina was looming over me, her eyes chips of blue diamond as she shouted at me, but all of her words were jumbled and oddly distorted in my head. It was like listening to someone while underwater.  

Nearby, someone else was weeping. They were weeping for me, I knew. 

My hit points ticked away, and I was positive my death was imminent.

Dimly, as black invaded my vision, I wondered if I would re-spawn.

But if Ares hadn’t been able to pull off that trick, what chance did I have?

 

 

 

 

 

 

TWENTY-SIX

Recovery

 

I can’t say I was surprised that I woke up in my bed in the palace. I’d woken up there before, so it was kind of same old same old. I was, however, surprised to be waking up at all. I figured the poisonous bird poo would’ve killed me. That or the javelin wound itself.

But here I was. Alive and breathing, though admittedly, it felt like someone had flattened me with an industrial steamroller. Everything hurt. Hell, even my fucking hair seemed to ache and throb. Man did Praxidike have some serious payback coming her way next time we tangled. As I pushed myself up with a groan and propped my back against the headboard I swore under my breath I was going to put her down like the rabid dog she was. 

With a grimace, I reached out and plucked my helmet off the nightstand to my right. Some part of me wanted to sleep and recover until the pain was only a distant memory, but I had work to do. Assuming Praxidike hadn’t been lying through her teeth, the forces of Hades had raided my city, and it was time I tallied the damage. I slipped the helmet on, and was immediately inundated with notifications informing me I’d leveled up not once, but twice as a result of my dust-up with the centaurs and the shit-birds.

It made sense, considering how many I’d killed. Now I had twenty Attribute Points and two Ability Points to dish out, but that could wait for later. Right now, my Amazons were the primary focus. Quickly, I toggled over to my MANAGE AMAZONS tab and pulled up my active troop roster.

My stomach dropped. Holy crap.  

The damage was even worse than I’d feared. Seriously. Absolutely devastating. Hippolyta hovered at one single hit point. A few of my other Wardens were only marginally better off. Not a single Amazon in my army was at a hundred percent. Not one. Even Phoebe had been pulled from the forge to fight. Her life hovered just below twenty-five percent. Searching the map of the city, I saw that most of my forces were clustered in the barns near the forge. Probably, Phoebe had turned the building into an impromptu infirmary. 

I searched for Asteria, Euryleia, Antiope, and Loxo, but I couldn’t find them on the city grounds, though they were all alive, which was a small miracle.

Next, I checked for Myrina and saw her right away. Mostly because she walked into my room at that exact moment. Well, she didn’t walk really. She thundered into my room, shouting, “Have you no sense, Jacob Merely? Have you no mind? Do your parents wail over their moronic child? Do you often look into the mirror and marvel that you have the intellect to keep your own heart beating, or does someone have to remind you to breathe?”

She paced back and forth at the foot of my bed. I wasn’t sure if she got the word moronic from ancient Greece or from our time messaging. But she used that word, the word buffoon and several others. She even went as far as to refer to my brains as American cheese.

“Cheese heads?” I asked. “Those would be people from Wisconsin, I think.”

She stopped talking, crossed her arms, and simply glared at me. I was actually grateful for the abrupt silent treatment since all the yelling was making my head hurt, and I felt awful. I needed a bit of healing, so I figured I’d use a little Essence to put myself right. The only problem? I had no menu option to heal myself. That surprised me. It seemed I could upgrade my attributes, but I couldn’t fix my wounds. That was unfortunate, to say the least.

“Look, Myrina,” I said after the silence had dragged on for a few minutes, “I made a command decision, okay? I didn’t want to lose you. Despite being at odds with me, you’re the best fighter we have, a natural leader, and a helluva teammate. I’m still new to being god of war, but I know I won’t be able to hack it without you, Asteria, and Phoebe in my corner.”

Then she completely lost her shit. “IF YOU DIE, WE ALL DIE! I MEAN NOTHING! EVERYTHING DEPENDS ON YOUR SURVIVAL, YOU MORONIC CHEESE-HEADED BUFFOONISH ASSHAT!”

That last word, I know she got from me.

I pulled the blanket aside, swung my legs over the edge of the bed, and gained my feet. Once again, I found myself naked, though my wounds had been carefully bandaged. I ignored my nakedness—if it didn’t bother her, I wasn’t going to let it bother me, dammit. Besides, we had bigger problems to deal with. We needed to hash out whatever baggage she was carting around. I needed her firmly in my corner, and that wasn’t going to happen until we got everything out in the open. 

“What is your problem?” I asked, folding my arms. “Seriously, why do you have such a colossal chip on your shoulder, huh?” 

“It is nothing,” she snapped, looking away, refusing to meet my eye. “The only thing you need to know is that we Amazons mean nothing in the end. Nothing.” A single tear rolled down her cheek. “Only you matter, Jacob Merely. And you must swear on the River Styx you will never sacrifice yourself to save one of us. Swear it.”

“Nope,” I said, shaking my head. “I won’t swear until you tell me what in the hell your deal is. Something happened between you and Ares—Phoebe told me that much. If you want me to swear to you, you need to talk first. That’s my condition. Now what did Ares do to you?”

Myrina shuddered. “No, I cannot speak of that day. Kill me if you must. Craft a new general. But this is not for you to know.” She stood there, shaking, shifting on nervous feet, unwilling to look at me. 

Slowly, I moved closer, reaching out to her, holding her hands in mine. She didn’t punch me in the teeth, which I thought was a good sign. “Tell me, Myrina. Tell me what happened.”

“I will not,” she said, and yet, part of her wanted to. I could feel it.

“Then let me see if I can guess,” I whispered, my mind fitting the pieces together like a giant jigsaw puzzle. “After I formed a mind link with you for the first time, you panicked, Myrina. You asked me not to take control of you—you pleaded with me, which is entirely out of character for you. And when Praxidike called you a puppet, outside of Stheno’s lair? That set you off. That’s what Ares did to you, didn’t he? He took control of you. He made you his puppet.”

Myrina dropped her head, golden hair falling over her face as quiet sobs wracked her body. “I begged him to stay and finish the sigil,” she mumbled after a time. She looked up at me, her eyes red-rimmed, and obliterated the tears on her cheek with the back of one hand. “I told him we could hold the walls,” she continued, voice stronger. Resolute. “He did not listen. Ares never listened. Not to anyone. So, I stepped in front of him to stop him. Better I die than for the sigil to remain unfinished.” Her voice was steel now, forged in the fires of hardship and hurt.

“I didn’t know Ares well,” I replied, “but I’ve known plenty of guys like him. I imagine he didn’t take it well. You standing up to him, I mean.”

Myrina clenched her jaw. “No. Not well at all. He took control of me—usurped my will. Turned me into a puppet and there was nothing I could do to stop him. I could not fight. I could not move. I was powerless. And to add insult to injury, he kept me frozen in the temple. I watched many of my sisters die, while frozen as a statue. He finally freed me from the spell when the Amazons fell back to the temple to defend the sigil, but by then it was too late. We were defeated. I was cut down, killed. Killed because of his pride.”

I squeezed her hand. “I get it, Myrina. I get why you have such a hard time with me. It’s like you want me to be Ares, and at the same time you don’t. But I promise you, I will not control you, ever. And I will listen to you. You are right. What I did back at the waterfalls was stupid. But I couldn’t bear to see you hurt. At that moment, I wasn’t thinking about the sigil, the war with Hades, none of that. All I wanted was to save my friend from dying. In the Marine Corps, we fight for the Marine to our left and right, because we value them. I value you, so I jumped in front of the javelin.”

Myrina flung my hands away, and I thought she was going to either punch me or yell at me some more. Instead, she did the last thing in the world I would’ve expected. She hugged me close to her, pulling me in tight. Myrina was a high-level Warden, tough, quick, and really fucking strong. I felt my ribs crack, and I thought my wounds might be spurting blood.

But I didn’t pull away.

She turned her head and whispered into my ear. “I cannot be with you like I want, Jacob Merely. Not yet. I still feel conflicted deep inside because you are not Ares, but know this, War God, I do love you. And though you are not Ares, I think you are a better man than he was. A better man than he could ever hope to be. And I thank you for saving my life.” She leaned in, her lips pressing into mine. 

The kiss lasted only an instant, but it also felt like it lasted for a perfect lifetime. At last, she pulled away and held me at arm’s length. “Thank you, but don’t ever do it again!” The words were harsh, but her gentle smile took the sting out. “We barely saved you. Asteria flew us back here just in time for Phoebe to administer an antidote to the Stymphalian poison. It was a near thing.”

I grinned in return. “I learned my lesson. Promise.”

“Good!” Myrina let out a long breath and suddenly I knew things would be okay between us. Maybe our relationship would still be complicated, but it wouldn’t be openly hostile—not anymore. 

“Since I have you here and you’re not in a terrible mood,” I said, rubbing at the back of my neck, “mind if I ask another question?”

Her eyes squinted in suspicion, but she nodded.

“Okay, back during the fight. The godstone”—I tapped at the glowing rock lodged beneath my breastbone—“started burning like crazy, and I felt myself …” I paused, searching for the right word. “I don’t know, going temporarily insane. I got mad. Furious, even. And the more furious I got, the more I wanted to fight and kill. I lost myself, and found myself making decisions I would never normally make. Charging centaurs? Decapitating monsters? Yeah, that’s totally not me. Any idea what happened?”

She frowned, lips pressed into a tight, thoughtful line. “Perhaps that partly explains your carelessness in saving me,” she muttered, though more for herself than for me. “I suspect you experienced god’s rage for the first time. Though you may not be Ares, the godstone inside you is very much a part of him, and Ares loved battle. He was an angry god, and fighting could cause him to go quite mad at times. 

“Though you have not invested any points into the Path of War, all of those abilities revolve around the god’s rage. Those skills allow you to harness god’s rage—to temporarily become better, faster, stronger. Even invulnerable for a time. They are powerful abilities, but I will give you this warning. They are dangerous as well. You can lose yourself to the battle. To the fury and the bloodlust. I suspect it is that which caused Ares to fail in the end. But you, you are better than him, Jacob Merely.”

“Thanks,” I said. This time it was my turn to glance away. “Anyway, enough of all this touchy-feely stuff. We have work to do—care to fill me in on what happened to the city while we were away?”

“Disaster is what happened, Jacob Merely,” she said, tone suddenly somber and grave. “Praxidike is a conniving, evil monster, but she was honest—at least about the attack. She sent a sizeable raiding force to ambush the city while we were away, but our warriors managed to salvage the battle. But at a steep cost, I fear. Get dressed and come. It is best if you see the extent of the damage for yourself, though I warn you, things are dire.”

“Alright,” I replied, moving over to a nearby table littered with my gear. “Oh, and where in the heck is Asteria?” I asked, gingerly slipping on my underwear. “You said she flew us back? I was surprised she wasn’t with me when I woke up. She’s like my personal guard, I guess.”

A deep frown bloomed on Myrina’s face. “She blames herself for your injuries. If she and Loxo had not been playing their games, we might have been better prepared for Praxidike’s ambush. And Asteria also thinks she should have fared better against Praxidike. She was surprised her spider venom did not bring the Fury down, but I reminded her that Praxidike is an ancient creature, twisted and evil. As Amazons, we might not be able to slay her. That task may fall to you, Jacob Merely.”

Yesterday, I might have trembled at the idea of squaring off against Praxidike, but today? Today I wanted to rip her heart from her chest.

I felt terrible about Asteria, though. I didn’t blame her at all for what had happened. We’d all miscalculated Praxidike’s power and the extent of her forces. But that was part of the game play during the build stage. A sneak attack always kept the tension in the game. Unfortunately, this wasn’t a game, and real people had gotten hurt. My people had gotten hurt, and that was squarely on me—I was the war god, after all, so I needed to own the setbacks and the victories.

Hippolyta was still at a single hit point. I had to get over to the infirmary and heal her and the rest of my Amazons. After that, I could deal with the damage to the city defenses and smooth things out with my shape-shifting general. 

A cold sweat broke out across my brow as I struggled to put on my linen armor. 

Damn, but I was sore. I swear, it felt like someone had shoved my legs into a meat grinder. Myrina—graciously saying nothing—came over and offered me a steadying hand, then helped me strap on my breastplate. Even with her aid, I was left dizzy and nauseous. Slipping on my combat boots was even worse, though I managed to do it after a couple of tries and a bunch of short rest breaks. Finally, I was suited up and ready to go.

But as I made to leave, Myrina stopped me short with a gentle hand to my forearm. 

“There is one more piece of business I need to discuss with you, War God. Some bad news.” The Warden reached into a pouch on her belt and fished out a piece of cloth. “While looting the corpses after our last battle, we found this on one of the sea centaurs.”

I took the cloth and unfolded it. On one side was a circle with a cross underneath it. At the top of the cross was an arch that supported the circle. A closer look, and the arch appeared to be horns. 

“That is the symbol of Hades,” Myrina said, noting my gaze. “On the other side are hash marks. We believe it is a count of the forces under Praxidike’s command and a timeline.”

Reversing it, I saw the hash marks, scores of them—hundreds, if not thousands. And underneath, the phases of the moon. The final troop count corresponded to the full moon.

Myrina said what I was thinking. “Praxidike will attack in three days, not three weeks. If she can sufficiently damage, or destroy, the sigil, Hades will walk again.”

That made me chuckle. “The goddess of revenge and torture wasn’t as truthful as she should’ve been? I’m shocked and appalled.”

“I am not finding any hilarity in our situation,” the Warden said. “We face hundreds of monsters. You have twenty Amazons, and soon, you will have nineteen.”

Hippolyta. 

I blew out a nervous breath. “Let me see if I can stop that from happening.”

 

 

 

 

 

 

TWENTY-SEVEN

Hippolyta

 

I headed out of the palace with Myrina, though I needed her support to walk without it feeling like someone was jabbing hot coals into my muscles. Walking with Myrina, I couldn’t help but think about what she had said—about loving me. Wanting me. I’d be lying if I said I wasn’t interested in her. She wasn’t exactly my type, but she was gorgeous and competent. Any man would be crazy to reject her. But Ares had hurt the Warden badly, and I wasn’t going to be like that dickhead. I was going to be better. 

The last thing we needed was any kind of romantic drama.

I blinked against the bright midmorning light as we made our way down the marble steps to the wide cobblestone boulevard. A stiff breeze kicked up, brushing against my skin. What caught my eye, however, was a column of tar-black smoke curling upward from the south.

Myrina noticed my gaze. “The ruins of the southern gate,” she said in explanation to my unasked question. “Centaurs, arachnaswine, and naga attacked from the north while two cyclopes and a score of other monsters smashed through the southern gate—though your repairs helped hold them at bay for a little while. A small miracle. But we didn’t have the numbers to defend both entrances. It was… Hippolyta, she …” The Warden paused, searching for the words to say. “She saved us all. But come, you will see soon enough.”

We entered the barn, which Phoebe had indeed turned into a makeshift infirmary. Eight of my Amazons lay on soft beds of hay in various states of consciousness. All had been severely wounded and most lingered near death. Hippolyta—the one I’d power leveled—was the worst off by far. Myrina shot me a grim, tight-lipped smile, then moved on to help nurse the injured, offering words of encouragement and sympathy. 

Phoebe attended to Hippolyta personally. 

Though my Rune-Caster was up and about, she was far from a picture of health. Minor lacerations crisscrossed her arms, and a ragged puncture wound—probably from an arrow—decorated one shoulder. A deep diagonal slash ran from one temple down across her nose, and all the way to her chin. She was in rough shape, but next to poor Hippolyta she looked like a beauty queen fresh from a day at the spa. 

The Warden’s skin was charred black, and she was missing her right arm above the elbow and her left leg above just below the knee. She also had a trio of arrows protruding from her chest—I wasn’t a doctor, but those things had definitely pierced her lung, and possibly her heart. It physically hurt to look at Hippolyta. Although Ares had set this up as a game, staring at the startling, ugly damage drove home that this was no game. I may have created the Amazons from clay, but they were real people who could feel. Could hurt. 

I carved my way through the barn, giving Phoebe a small, sad smile as I took Hippolyta’s remaining hand in mine. Her eyes flashed open at once, and though sweat marred her face, her gray-blue eyes were surprisingly alert and aware. I pulled up her stats and saw her Health flashing at less than one percent; honestly, I was surprised she hadn’t died already.

 “Greetings, War God,” Hippolyta whispered, voice raspy. “We held the city. The sigil is safe. Still, I am so very sorry I failed you.”

“What? No. You didn’t, Hippolyta,” I replied, wondering how she could think that. 

“But I did, Jacob Merely,” the Amazon murmured. “I allowed myself to be gravely wounded.” Then she stiffened, letting out a grunt of agony.

“Hey, don’t talk that way,” I said, squeezing her hand. “I couldn’t be prouder of you. You fought hard, you put it all on the line. I could never ask for more. Now you just rest while I patch you up.” I pulled up my combat interface and triggered Healing Touch. I braced myself, expecting the outrush of sweet Essence … except nothing happened. I frowned, brow furrowed, and tried again. Over and over, I tried. Nothing. 

The damage was too extensive even for me to fix.

The Warden gasped, hand tightening around mine as she bucked and convulsed. “Farewell, War God,” she said when the seizure finally passed. “We shall meet again, on the Elysian Fields, where we will laugh and make love for all eternity.” Those were the last words she would ever utter. I watched as her life drained away, her mouth slightly agape. Dead. Gone. My first casualty in a war I had never really signed up for.

Phoebe bent over and ran a hand across Hippolyta’s face, closing her eyes. You couldn’t save her, Jacob. But you can help the others. Don’t worry, we can bring Hippolyta back. At least in part. She’ll start back at level one. She’ll be different, but she’ll have dim memories of this life. Of you and her.

The fact that I could recreate the Amazon didn’t seem so important. She’d been so amazing, but had suffered so much. And now she was gone. Yeah, I could reboot her, but the damage to our morale and the city had been done.

I carefully pried my hand from hers, turning slowly to survey the other wounded warriors. Maybe I hadn’t been quick enough to save Hippolyta, but Phoebe was right, I damn sure could save the others. Anger pulsed within me, and I harnessed it, letting it spur me on. I headed over to Camilla, who lay with her hand on her stomach—as I got closer, I saw she was actually holding in her intestines. 

She smiled wearily at me. “Greetings, God of War. Forgive me for not rising in your presence, but I am intent on keeping my insides on the inside.”

I waved away her apology and sat next to her, taking her hand in mine just as I’d done with Hippolyta. “It’s going to be okay,” I said, hoping that wouldn’t be a lie as I pulled up my combat interface once more. I pressed my eyes shut, taking a deep breath as I triggered Healing Touch again. Relief. This time, energy roared out of the stone, sprinting down my arm and up into the Amazon’s hand. The effect was instant: she grimaced as her guts disappeared back into her torso, ripped flesh knit itself back together, and her Health skyrocketed. 

The battle-hardened Camilla stared at her suddenly smooth belly in awe, and then? Then she was laughing, the sound light and airy like the tinkling of a brass bell.

The rest of the wounded began muttering until the barn was a din of voices.

I ignored the clamor, utterly intent on healing the rest of my Amazons to make up for failing Hippolyta. She’d given everything, and I hadn’t saved her. Worse, I’d left the city partially undefended by going off without first repairing both the north and south gate. It had been such a stupid mistake. That and believing we had three weeks to prepare. 

I moved on to the next.

One of my Wardens, Lampedo, had been badly burned. Her hair was gone, head covered instead with charred skin and seeping blood. Even glancing at her made me feel sick to my stomach—she must’ve been in incredible pain, and that was on me too. Thankfully, she was stable. I caught her gaze and smiled at her as I ran my fingers gently over her unburnt cheek. 

“Thank you for fighting,” I whispered, triggering Healing Touch again. Primal energy rushed out of me, and red hair sprouted from her scalp until it reached her shoulders. The Warden flexed her fingers, which seconds before had looked like scalded sausages. 

There was wonder in her face, but I couldn’t stop to appreciate it. I had more work to do. 

I patted her on the shoulder and headed over to Polemusa—a short, slender warrior with straight black hair and Asian features. Like Hippolyta, she’d lost a limb. Her right arm was simply a bloody stump from the bicep down. Phoebe had saved her by putting a tourniquet in place. 

“Greetings, War God,” she said. “I cannot fathom why you are using your precious Essence to heal us, but I am certain you cannot repair a wound such as this.”

“Don’t be too sure,” I said, pressing my palm into her shoulder and triggering Healing Touch for a third time. I knew in my gut the spell would work fine, but it was pretty remarkable to watch as her elbow budded with a small limb, which grew and grew until a hand sprang up like a flower unfolding in spring sunshine. Seconds later, she had her arm. Complete, healthy, and without so much as a scar to show what had happened. 

Polemusa’s lips trembled as she held the new limb up, turning her hand this way then that as though she couldn’t possibly believe what she was seeing. Then she clutched her restored limb to her chest and wept, tears streaming down her face. “Thank you, thank you, thank you.”

I merely nodded, not trusting myself to speak, and moved on. In short order, I used my Divine Essence to restore the wounded. By the time I was done, my Essence had plunged to thirty-two. I felt weak and tired from the work, but it had been well worth every point. And, at my current level, my Regen rate had jumped to 60 points an hour, so I’d be good as new in no time flat. 

As I finished, I turned around to find Camilla, Lampedo, and Polemusa all waiting to ambush me. They attacked me like a defensive line trying to sack the quarterback. In seconds, their arms were wrapped around me and all four of us were heading to the floor in a tangle of arms and legs. I wriggled, not sure what the proper response was, but there was no escape. I was overwhelmed by three healthy and gorgeous women, and they all asked the same question over and over again. “Why did you heal us?”

“Why wouldn’t I heal you?” I asked in reply, genuinely confused as they finally helped me to my feet.

Myrina let the ghost of a smile take up residence on her face. “It is not the way of Amazons,” she said with a shrug. “Nor is it the way of the gods. Most of them are quite”—she faltered, tapping her lip with one finger—“capricious and vindictive. Perhaps Aceso or her sister Panacea would show such kindness, but no one else. And certainly not Ares, regardless of whether he could or not. He thought anyone wounded in battle should heal on their own as a punishment for weakness. And if you didn’t survive”—she shrugged noncommittally—“then you were not worthy of life. Such is the law of war.”

“Seriously?” I looked at her with a deadpan face. “That’s the stupidest thing I’ve ever heard. Complete garbage. Just because someone gets a bad break—a bad roll of the dice—doesn’t mean we shouldn’t heal them. If nothing else, these Amazons have leveled up, which means they’ll be even stronger and better for the next fight. Plus, I got more experience points healing them. Ares had the brains of a snot rocket.”

A wave of shocked silence rolled through the infirmary, and then the Amazons burst into raucous laughter. True, none of these women knew Ares personally—aside from my generals, of course—but I probably shouldn’t have called him names. He was my predecessor, after all. But seriously, it was no wonder he lost with policies like that. Obviously, this battle was more about his ego and his misplaced sense of valor than sealing Hades in the underworld. 

While they were still laughing, I quietly excused myself from the barn, heading into the bright sunlight. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

TWENTY-EIGHT

Heroes Return

 

Phoebe followed me out, and I noticed she wasn’t moving with her characteristic limp. I glanced down at her leg. Huh. She was sporting some type of strange brass knee brace, covered in cogs and intricate gears. With the brace in place, she moved with a sure stride, with no indication whatsoever that she had a leg problem. Despite the somber mood, seeing that made me grin from ear to ear. 

“Good work,” I said, nodding to the contraption on her leg. 

What, this? She grinned and rapped her knuckles on the metal. It’s just a little thing. I’ve been studying your memories, and I ran across a modern medical contraption similar to this, but way shittier. Then I saw your memories about this movie, Iron Man, and I knew exactly what to do. Her grin widened. I think I’m in love with this Tony Stark. 

The noonday sunshine had me sweating, and my wounds, while healing, pestered me unbelievably. They itched like crazy, and it was driving me up a wall. I tried to take it as good news and tried not to scratch, but damn was it hard.

Tell me what happened last night, Phoebe.

The Rune-Caster sighed and was quiet for a long beat before launching into the story. 

The attack was unexpected, she started. They came from the dark, flooding in like a tsunami. Nagas. Arachnaswine. Centaurs. The watch sent out the call, ringing the warning gongs and lighting the signal fires. We moved quick, which is the only thing that saved us. I led half of our forces up to the northern gate, while Hippolyta led the other half down to the southern. Things went pretty good at first. We held the line and broke the centaur charges with the ballistae. For the first hour, I thought we’d drive them back on both fronts. Right up until the cyclopes hit the south gate like a wrecking ball.

Phoebe let out a long sigh, tucking a loose strand of hair behind her ear. 

I looked away, scanning the tree line, lost in thought. Thank God I’d fixed the south gate before leaving or the fight might’ve really been a bloodbath. I felt like an idiot for leaving the north gate in disrepair, though. I should’ve known better.

We wound our way along the street, and as we got closer, I saw something—two somethings, actually—blocking the south gate. 

Phoebe continued on as we trekked closer. Nagas slithered in behind the cyclopes and we found ourselves overwhelmed and fighting on multiple fronts. That’s when Hippolyta made her move. She hacked and slashed her way right up to the gate and used the Shield of Perseus to turn the cyclopes into stone. But getting that close cost her dearly. That charge is where she suffered the majority of her wounds.

Finally, we paused at the base of the wall, staring at a pair of one-eyed giants, twenty feet tall, that completely blocked the southern entrance. One had been trying to squeeze through while the other lingered behind as backup. Together, the two gargantuan statues had pretty much sealed the gate.

Inside the entryway courtyard were more statues. Petrified nagas forever frozen on their fat serpent tails. I threaded my way through a dozen of them, both pleased we had such a nasty weapon on our side and disturbed by how close we’d come to losing the sigil to our enemies.

Phoebe, I blew it. I should’ve worked harder. Done more. I treated this like a game and fucked around making a Mountain Dew fountain instead of shoring up the northern defenses. 

Phoebe laughed, a gruff barking noise. Inside my head, her voice came out exasperated. 

Oh, please, War God, you think too much—that’s a big part of your problem right there. Ares only thought with his sword and his dick. He jerked us around with his power as he pleased, and couldn’t care less about us. You’re different, and that’s good, but you could stand to loosen up and think just a bit less. Otherwise the burden of being war god is going to crush you under its weight, my dude. You made a tactical error. And then you learned from it. Let it go.  

Her words made me feel better. 

A growl from the other side of the wall caught my attention. It took me a minute to place, but I knew that animal sound.

Buttercup the war bear. 

Checking my helmet, I saw that Euryleia, Loxo, and Antiope were on the other side, coming back from the waterfalls with Thymos Crystals and the sacred clay.

They couldn’t get around the cyclopes, but I could tell from the map, they were making their way toward the northern gate. “Come on,” I said to Phoebe, nodding over my shoulder back toward the way we’d come. “Our raiding party is back. Let’s go meet them.” 

Together, we backtracked through the city, weaving through the buildings, past the farmland overflowing with crops, and to the northern gate, which still lay in tatters. By the time we got there, my troops were just plodding through the opening—they were bloody, beat down, and looked absolutely exhausted to the core. But as I pulled their stats up, I noticed that they all had leveled up. And not just once; all were maxed out at level five. Holy crap. They must’ve had a helluva time getting back here from the falls. 

I really needed to invest a point into Artemis’ Blood, which would raise the level cap of all my Amazons by five.

Loxo dropped her head in shame as she saw me. “I failed you, War God. Praxidike had amassed an army and I failed to find them,” she said without preamble.

I moved forward and playfully punched the Huntress in the shoulder. “Loxo, no way. There must be hundreds of caves and secret places on this island. You couldn’t scope them all out in the time I gave you. You found us more resources, and now I can build you some help. We’re all learning this war game together.”

Loxo turned. She was too fast for me to stop her. Before I knew it, she was holding me and kissing me—like really kissing me, her breasts pressed against me—and I found myself kissing her back. The godstone burned in my chest, and I found myself wanting to give in to her. To throw her down on the ground right where we stood. But I gently eased away, reminding myself that I had three warriors who were hurt and exhausted. Hurt people were way higher on the priority list than my libido.  

Phoebe gave me a lopsided grin. You dog, she sent. I thought you might go for Asteria or Myrina in the end. But Loxo? Wow. Didn’t see that coming. Not one bit.

I rolled my eyes at her and shrugged. What can I say, I’m starting to embrace the idea of being war god. 

Loxo had a wild twinkle in her eye. “I also failed, in that I doubted you,” she said, suddenly serious. “I wasn’t sure you could guide us to victory—but I watched you cleave a centaur in two and smite a whole flock of Stymphalian with a single blow. You are mighty, and I beg your forgiveness!” She dipped her head and dropped to a knee.

“Again,” I replied, pulling her back to her feet, “there’s nothing to forgive. Nothing. I doubted myself for a while there, and we’re not out of the woods yet. If we’re going to fix this mess, we need to work together. Now, please stop apologizing and let me patch you all up. You three”—I scanned each one in turn—“deserve a break, a meal, and some rest.”

Before they could protest, I used Healing Touch on each of them, instantly banishing their wounds, bringing all three back up to full Health. “Now”—I clapped my hands and smiled—“let’s get back to the forge and unload our spoils.”

As I walked with the newly returned Amazons to the barn, I noticed that Euryleia and Antiope hadn’t distributed their Attribute or Ability Points, so I opened their character screens and did it for them. For the Beastiamancer, I invested twelve points into Strength, six into Willpower, and two into Fortune—a little extra luck never hurt anyone. Then I invested another Ability Point in Durability and one into Rapid Regeneration. I surveyed her character sheet:
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Hell yeah, she was a tank now more than ever—I almost felt bad for whatever creature had to go up against her and Buttercup. Next, I turned my sights on Antiope, tweaking her stats until I had them just the way I wanted them: 
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By the time I was done with my adjustments, we’d arrived at the barn-turned-infirmary, where Brontia and Steropia—Phoebe’s Rune-Caster assistants—had set up a sprawling banquet table covered with food. Admittedly, it wasn’t pizza, but after eating nothing but spider bacon for a few days, the spread was practically a feast. There were flagons of wine, clay carafes of Mountain Dew, some wide circles of flatbread, olives, olive oil, dried and salted pork, charred chicken breast, and heaps of grilled vegetables. 

My mouth watered as my eyes skipped around the table.

The raiding party made their way forward, intermingling with several other Amazons who were busy picking over the meal. My stomach grumbled loudly in hungry protest, but I lingered. Waiting. It was a small, stupid thing, but in the Corps, senior enlisted staff and officers didn’t eat until every single troop below them had an opportunity. Dumb, maybe, but important to me.

Myrina threaded her way through the ranks of women and stopped beside me. “You saw the south gate and what Hippolyta did to save us.”

“Yeah,” I said with a nod. “She was awesome—exactly the kind of warrior I want guarding my back. But you deserve some of the credit, too. Nice job leaving her the Shield of Perseus. You left her the best defensive weapon we have. That was a brilliant move. Probably saved all our asses. I don’t know what we’d do without you.”

The Warden shrugged. “If you insist, Jacob Merely. But for me, for them”—she waved a hand at her sister—“we are nothing. We are disposable. You will recreate Hippolyta and life will carry on. Only you matter in this fight.”

 “I refuse to believe that,” I replied, folding my arms, trying to ignore my hunger. “You and I, we know each other—I trust you with my life, not because I created you, but because you’ve proven yourself trustworthy and capable time and time again. That means a lot to me. If you died, I couldn’t get that back. And yes, maybe I can recreate Hippolyta, but she won’t be the same. And if you, Phoebe, or Asteria died? You’re irreplaceable.”  

Myrina stared into my face as if she were searching for something. She opened her mouth, then faltered, unable to find the words she was looking for. 

I let her off the hook, switching topics before the moment became awkward. “I want to fix the north gate. We have the Thymos Crystals to do it now. We can talk about the south gate, but I think we should just seal it at this point. It’s all pretty much blocked anyway, so let’s just close it up. No muss, no fuss. After that, I can get busy building the guard towers on the north and south hills.”

“It is a good start,” she offered. “But even good defenses won’t be enough. Praxidike is coming, and she has already proven her forces are more powerful than we anticipated. If we are to be victorious in the battle to come, you must be stronger. You have made great gains, War God, but not great enough, I fear.” She frowned, worry lines creasing her face.  

“Yeah, you’re right, but I’ve been thinking about that, too. I’ve got a plan, one that could change things drastically for us.”

Myrina nodded, stealing a sidelong glance at me. “I am pleased to hear you speak with such determination, Jacob Merely. It fits you well. Perhaps you really were meant to wear the mantle of the war god after all.”

“Thanks for the vote of confidence,” I replied with a wink and a lopsided grin. “But before I try my hand at power leveling, I need to iron out things with Asteria. I need her here with me.”

Myrina shook her head, planting her hands on her hips. “Asteria does not wish to see you. The situation with her is volatile. Although you have known her as the rather silly shape-shifter who is smitten with you, she has another side. A side that is wild, bestial, and full of chaos and fury. When in such a state, she can be dangerous and unpredictable—it is simply a part of her nature. If you press her too hard, Asteria might do Praxidike’s work for her.”

That put cold fear in my belly. I’d seen just how bloodthirsty Asteria could be in combat. What if she turned her many claws, fangs, stingers, and poison on me?

I was getting a lot better in personal combat, but I wouldn’t last five seconds against Asteria in berserker mode. And even if I did have a shot at winning—which was doubtful—I’d have to beat the crap out of her to do it, and that was almost as bad.

Despite my fear, I needed Asteria for a very specific purpose. “Tell me where she is, Myrina.”

“I will do better than that, War God,” the Warden replied. “I will take you to her. Best for me to be nearby in case things do turn bloody. But, defenses first.” 

 

 

 

 

 

 

TWENTY-NINE

Temple of Apollos

 

My stomach growled like a hungry bear, so before we left, I snagged a tin plate and loaded it up with food—a generous heaping of chicken, some flatbread, some grilled eggplant. I also filled my canteen up with Mountain Dew, because Mountain Dew, dammit. Then we were off, heading first to the southern gate with a pack full of Thymos Crystals in tow. Myrina seemed somber and uninterested in small talk, so I busied myself instead with stuffing my pie-hole and distributing two levels worth of points. 

After almost dying, I decided I could stand to add five points to Strength—the extra boost in Health was a must—then two into Fortune since I was in desperate need of extra luck. The remaining thirteen points went into Intelligence and Willpower, boosting both my Divine Essence and my Amazon Control Limit.
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I also knew exactly what I wanted to do with my two Ability Points. Now that several of my Amazons had hit the current level cap, it was time to up their potential. I invested the first point into Artemis’ Blood.
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The second Ability Point, I dropped into Healing Touch. So far, that had been my most useful skill—ironic since I almost never played a Healer in any campaign—and by bumping it up to level two, I’d be able to heal my troops at a distance. Doing so basically doubled the Essence required, but it would be worth it in the long term. Honestly, if I’d had that skill, maybe Hippolyta would’ve made it. I’d fucked up with her, fucked up with the city defense in general, but I wouldn’t make the same mistake again. 

By the time we’d made it to the southern wall, I’d finished dishing out skills, and I’d killed the last of my on-the-go meal. I was feeling crazy-better. 

We arrived to find several of the now healed Wardens already back at work, piling debris and stones in front of the south gate, adding to the blockade created by the towering cyclops statues. I cracked my knuckles and got down to business, helping to get everything into place while Myrina tracked Loxo down and sent her ahead to warn Asteria I was coming. I was sweating in minutes, but it turned out permanently sealing the southern entrance was significantly easier than repairing the gate. Especially since we had so much raw material to work with.

The petrified statues made great resources, and with just a little effort I was able to repurpose the figures, turning them into a flawless wall. It was also cool to know that I’d built my southern wall from the literal corpses of my enemies. That felt like a very war god sort of thing to do. 

With that done, Myrina and I headed back up north—time to get crafty and finally get the gate repaired up nice and proper. 

The trek took a good twenty minutes, but I was grateful for the break and frankly needed the time to recover Essence. As before, I pulled up the MANAGE ISLAND tab in my interface and selected the repair option as Myrina handed me a raw Thymos Crystal, easily the size of my head. Power rushed out of me in a torrent as I went about fixing the damage from the assault and forcing the ancient, decrepit gate back into place. The task left me feeling drained, sure, but not like the first time I’d done this.

The extra points I’d dropped into Intellect were paying off like a champ.   

After inspecting the workmanship, Myrina grunted in satisfaction, then ushered me out of the city via the newly formed north entrance. Beyond were green hills, dotted with tree cover that was less Southeast Asia and more Mediterranean. A mixture of oaks and cypress trees intermingled with dense shrubbery. The area would’ve been beautiful if not for the rotting corpses of underworld creatures littering the ground. The smell was horrendous, like a hot Porta-John in Twentynine Palms. I scrunched my nose, trying to ignore the stench as I surveyed the bodies. 

I recognized the spider pigs, the snake men, and the harpies, but I noticed also huge wolf-like creatures wearing what appeared to be chainmail.

I went over to one and nudged the lupine head with my combat boot. “Werewolves? I didn’t know there were werewolves in Greece.”

“Aye,” Myrina said matter-of-factly. “Lycaon, the king of Arcadia, tried to trick Zeus by feeding the god human flesh. Lycaon butchered and roasted his own son. When the great god realized what the king had done, he turned him into a wolf, along with all of his kin. They were the first, but they were prolific breeders.” 

“I’d call that a terrible family dinner.” I waited for her to laugh. Then I realized it was Myrina, and she never laughed. Ever. For any reason. “Get it. Family dinner? The king cooked up his own son. Never mind,” I muttered. 

Something bothered me about the werewolves, though. “Okay, werewolves I can accept, but chainmail? Could be I’m wrong, but I don’t think that was around in ancient Greece. The Romans did have an early plate mail armor called lorica segmentata, but not heavy chain. What the hell is Praxidike doing? And more importantly, how is she doing it?”

“I do not know,” Myrina replied, eyes distant.

I wondered what kind of magic was creating the creatures we were fighting, and if they had access to modern knowledge of warfare. If we had to go up against a Gorgon with a rocket launcher, we could be in serious trouble. But that was a thought for later. I needed to keep focused on the mission at hand: fixing things with Asteria. 

Myrina ushered me up a steep hill. We followed a winding trail, which connected to a set of time-worn steps, crumbled and treacherous. It wasn’t long until we had a view of Lycastia City’s walls, the temple, and even the statue of Ares presiding over the fountain there. As I stood there, the sun warming my skin, I could envision how truly beautiful Lycastia could be. It would take work, but it would be work worth doing.

“Maybe after I finish the sigil and seal the gates of the underworld, I’ll give our little town a makeover. I can see the tourist posters claiming it’s the jewel of the Mediterranean. The last stronghold of ancient Greece left in the world. We could make a fortune.”

Myrina listened to me chatter but didn’t respond.

“I’ll put you in charge of all the parties, Myrina. You’ll love dealing with the drunk Australian rugby dudes and the English soccer hooligans. Oh, and American honeymooners who want everything perfect? Yeah, you’ll have a wonderful time with them. Guest services … Myrina, you were born for it.”

She turned to me. Wind blew back her blonde hair from her sharp features. Those blue eyes couldn’t have been more frosty. Or troubled.

“After you seal the sigil, our work will be done. I do not know what you will do, God of War, but I expect to return to the clay from whence I was born. My task will be finished, and I will rest forever. Perhaps I will join Hippolyta in the Elysian Fields and enjoy paradise. I was born for war and nothing else. Except for one small, trifling thing. I was born to love you, Jacob Merely, however difficult and silly you are.” 

“I’m sorry for that,” I murmured, suddenly uncomfortable. 

We moved on, and I idly wondered what would happen to me once I leveled up high enough to repair the sigil and end the war with the underworld. Would I find Mount Olympus? Maybe take my seat next to the gods if there were any of them still kicking around? Or would I go back to Rockford? I’d have quite the trial with the Marine Corps, but if I were twenty feet tall with a magic gem in my chest and skin impervious to .50 caliber bullets, I could probably manage to convince them that I’d been busy saving the world.

We followed the crumbling path toward to a steep cliff face, then snaked away from the drop-off, climbing partway up a gentle rise. At the top of the rise was another Grecian temple, nearly identical to the ruins we’d battled Praxidike at. Marble slabs with fluted columns supported a sprawling peaked roof. As I surveyed the layout, I realized this place was actually less like a temple and more like an ancient spa. Although there were several finely chiseled statues decorating the grounds, the real eyecatcher was a series of marble pools, filled to the brim with burbling water. 

Some sort of natural hot springs, if I had to guess. 

But in order to get to the building, we needed to go through Loxo, who stood guard at the entrance with her arms crossed. “I have spoken to Asteria, and she does not want to speak to you,” my Huntress said, an apology in her voice. “She is ashamed at herself and wishes to be alone.” She paused and glanced back over one shoulder at the building. “I would not go in there, War God.” 

“We already talked about this, Loxo,” I said, mildly annoyed at having to rehash the conversation. “I don’t blame you and I don’t blame her. We all messed up. But now it’s time to get over it and get our heads back in the game.”

“It is not me you need to convince, War God.” She reached out and tapped my chest. “I know your heart, but Asteria was your personal guard. You almost died under her watch. That is a grave failure in her eyes. She is emotional, and so she is dangerous. I stand here for your sake, not hers.” 

“I appreciate that. I do. But I’m going to see her,” I said, tone unwavering. 

Loxo sighed, shot an uneasy look at Myrina, then reluctantly stepped aside.

“I will wait,” Myrina said, stealing glances between me and the bathhouse. “Just in case you need assistance.”

“Nope,” I said with a shake of my head. “We’ve got a lot to do. I need you back in the city making sure everything is getting done. Besides, I trust Asteria with my life. She’s not going to hurt me,” I said confidently, though deep down I wasn’t a hundred percent convinced. 

Myrina dithered for a moment, weighing my words. “Very well, I will leave, but I insist Loxo remain behind. We have already allowed you to be ambushed once—we cannot afford for Praxidike to ambush you again. You must have a lookout, but she can remain here, outside the temple.”

“Fine. Whatever. I suppose that’s fair,” I replied.

“Take care of him,” Myrina said, offering the Huntress a tight smile before turning on her heel and heading back the way we’d come from. She didn’t look back. Not once.

Silently, I watched her until she disappeared from view. Once she was gone, I turned and went to move past Loxo, but she stopped me. “Apologies, War God, but this temple has been sanctified to the god of the sun, Phoebus Apollo, a paragon of masculine perfection. Clothing is not permitted. If you go in to speak to Asteria, you will go nude, without clothes and without weapons. It is the only way.”

I gulped. Naked. Damn.

 

 

 

 

 

 

THIRTY

Heart-to-Heart

 

“Can you turn around, please?” I asked Loxo.

She rolled her eyes but did, chuckling as she offered me her back. “You are like no other god I have ever heard of. Most gods parade themselves around like preening peacocks, and from what I hear Ares was the worst. There are many tales of the great orgies he would have, yet you are as modest as a young girl.”

“That’s not super insulting or anything,” I muttered, kicking off my boots, dropping my sword belt, pushing the linen armored kilt down, then unclipping the breastplate. “And for the record, it’s not strictly about modesty, okay? A lot has happened since Greece ruled the known world—casual nudity isn’t a thing anymore. At least not in America.” Since I had my armor off anyway, I took a moment to check my wounds. Thanks to my Rapid Regeneration, most of the lesser injuries were simply gone, while the worst of them had faded to pink scars. 

Pretty badass. 

I thought to keep on my helmet and red cloak, but Loxo stopped me as I attempted to pass her. “No, War God, not a stitch on you lest we anger Apollo. You do not have the strength to battle another god just yet.”

With another round of muted grumbling, I set my helmet down and unclipped the cloak’s fastener, letting it fall. Loxo’s eyes dropped to my junk, a sly grin stretching across her face. Blood rushed into my cheeks, but I fought my natural instinct to immediately cup my business. I wasn’t going to let her win, dammit. I cleared my throat after a few seconds. “Loxo, my eyes are up here. Now, unless you have any more stupid rules, I have things to do.”

She didn’t answer, but just kept right on grinning. This time I inched past her and made my way toward the temple, though I could feel her eyes on me the whole while. 

I padded up a set of marble stairs, the stone cool against my bare feet, and into the temple proper. At the far end of the complex was a huge golden statue of a naked man holding a massive bow. Asteria was in a large wading pool at the base of the figure. Like me, she was naked, and because of the ridiculously clear water I could see every facet of her body in perfect clarity. Her back was to me, and though I was certain she’d heard me enter, she didn’t turn around.

Small miracles.

I slipped along the walkway between the various pools, then paused at the lip of the one the Beastiamancer was lounging in. “Mind if I join you?” I asked when she didn’t speak.  

“I want to be alone, Jacob Merely,” she replied, still refusing to turn around.

“Look, I know you feel guilty about the ambush. But you shouldn’t. Seriously. We all survived. It’s all good. We can go back to the city now.”

“I want to be alone,” she said again, but this time her voice was guttural, bestial. More like the snarl of a hungry wolf. “So go away. Now!” She barked the last word, shooting a look at me over one shoulder. Her eyes burned a deep amber, and her mouth was lined with gleaming fangs. A not so subtle reminder that she was a terrifying monster who could rip my throat out on a whim.

But I wasn’t leaving without her. 

I clenched my jaw and stepped down from the lip of the pool, letting scorching water envelop my calves. The marble was smooth on my feet. The mineral smells of the hot springs wafted out. “Asteria, I’m not leaving. You’re gonna have to talk to me.” I slipped deeper into the pool, letting the water rush up past my waist. Slowly, I waded over to her and gently placed a reassuring hand on top of her bare shoulder. “Please. Let’s just talk about this.” 

She whirled in an instant, batting my hand away as she half changed into a bear. “You will leave me alone, War God! Don’t make me force you to go.”

“If you want me gone, Asteria, you’re gonna have to do it the hard way. But before it comes to that, just think about this for a moment. You know I’m not a huge fan of being bare-ass naked, but here I am”—I dropped my hands to my sides and stood there—“so that should show you just how important you are to me. What I’m willing to do to get you back.” 

Gradually, the fur on Asteria’s back retreated into her skin as her face went from long-nosed bear to Asteria’s cute blue skin and golden eyes. I missed her crooked smile. “I appreciate the effort, but Jacob Merely, please leave.” Her voice was a whisper. “I failed to protect you. I was foolish when I should have been serious, and I should never be near you again. You must loathe me.”

“That’s all a load of bullshit, Asteria. I don’t hate you. If anyone messed up in that fight, it was me. I shouldn’t have taken that javelin. Trust me, Myrina already read me the riot act. But I’m not sure I could’ve stood there and let her die. You guys have become my friends, my best friends.”

Those words made her face brighten. “Best friends?”

“Yes. Though if you’re gonna bear out and maul me, let me know. Dying by bear is like number four on my ‘Ways I’d least like to die by’ list.”

That wonderfully crooked smile split her lips and the twinkle was back in her eyes. “I will not eat you, though I do wish to devour you. At least one part.” She cocked an eyebrow and let her gaze rove up and down my body. “But for that, I would not use my teeth—unless that would please you.” And before I knew it, she was swimming over to me. I backpedaled a bit but there was nowhere to go. With a light shove, she pushed me back and down against a stone bench ringing the pool’s interior, then draped herself over me. She wriggled around in my lap, adjusting her position just so—i.e., the most awkward and sexually compromising way possible—then stared deeply into my eyes. 

She pulled in close. “Forgive me?” she purred, lips only inches from my ear.

“Nothing to forgive,” I shot back, my head spinning and dazed. “You’re awesome, Asteria. Over and over, you’ve helped me, saved me, made me laugh.” I knew I was rambling a little.

She pulled back just a tad and pressed her finger against my lips to stem the tide of my words. “No more talk. Prove that you have forgiven me.” Her eyes were half closed. “Kiss me.”

My heart pounded like a jackhammer, I couldn’t breathe, my whole world had been reduced to her face, her body, so close to me and warmer than the water of the hot springs. Her scent was strong, so familiar to me that it might have become my favorite smell ever. The pull to kiss her was magnetic. I couldn’t stop it or myself, and more importantly, I didn’t want to. Before I knew it, our lips met, and she sighed, but that sigh turned into a growl. 

Abruptly, she latched onto me, shifting her body to straddle me as she slipped her fingers into my hair and clenched down. Our kiss turned into something more, something animal, as she pressed her hips into me. I felt myself slipping over the edge, ready and willing to join in her lust. Some part of my brain nattered that this was a terrible idea—that it was best to keep things professional—but I shoved that voice into a small box in the back of my head and locked it away.

I was an adult, she was an adult, and it was obvious we both wanted this—why fight what was natural?

Besides, this wasn’t the Marine Corps, where fraternization was taboo, and I wasn’t simply First Lieutenant Jacob Merely. Not anymore. I was the god of war, and I needed to own who I was just as I’d done back in the battle against Praxidike and her hell-spawn minions. The godstone burned in my chest with approval, and I gave in, embracing this new part of myself and everything that came with it. I lost myself to Asteria—to her roaming lips, her long silky legs, her wriggling hips. To the feel of her breasts and the wicked caress of sharp claws against my skin.

It was fucking amazing.

After about half an hour, we just sat there together, her legs draped over mine, her face nuzzled into my chest as I held her. And though I thought I should feel guilty about what had happened, I didn’t. Not even a little. Not only had the sex been fantastic, but Asteria was amazing. Maybe there would be fallout with my other Amazons, but if so, I’d deal with it as it came. I also owed Phoebe a supreme debt of gratitude—she told me that I thought too much, and she’d been dead-on.

That was the best brainless decision I’d ever made. Hands down. 

“You are better than I expected, given your prudish ways,” she murmured, tracing a finger down my belly button. “But I think a little more practice would not go amiss.”

I grinned, but gently grabbed her wrist before her fingers could descend farther. “As awesome as that sounds, we have a lot of work to do, and I need you. Like in an Amazon-warrior capacity.” I paused. Smiled. “But definitely later.” 

“Fine,” she said with a mock pout. “What is it you need me to do? Tell me, War God, how I might best serve your every need.”

Yeah, her phrasing was definitely not helping me stay focused. All sorts of lurid images immediately went skipping through my mind. “My plane,” I finally said, trying to keep things from getting wildly out of hand. Again. “I need to find my plane. But it’s buried in the waters somewhere off the eastern beach. Any chance you can become some kind of sea animal? Maybe track it down for me?”

She grinned and pushed away, cutting gracefully through the water—I was immensely sad to have her go. A moment later a splash of water smacked my face. I blinked the water away, and when I could see properly again, there, in front of me, was a squid filling up the pool to overflowing. Tentacles snaked around me and one brushed my face, the suction cups soft on my cheek. 

Then Asteria pulled herself back into her human shape, the eight limbs morphing into four. “Yes, Jacob Merely, I can become any animal on Earth. Come, we will go and find your plane.” She climbed out of the pool, offering me a goofy grin before turning into a winged horse. She pawed at the ground, then plodded out into the open, stretching her wings as she moved. Once in the clear, she took three giant steps and leapt into the air. Seeing her flying, I felt myself smiling. 

Reluctantly, I pulled myself from the inviting hot springs and jogged up the path, away from the pools and toward my gear. 

Loxo eyed me as I approached. She smirked at me, a knowing look painted across her face. “You seem relaxed, War God. And are those claw marks I see?” She arched a brow, her smirk growing into a wide, wicked grin. “I am assuming things went well with Asteria?”

“Yep, great. Fine.” I blushed furiously as I scooped up my belongings and slid everything into place. Having awesome sex was one thing, but talking about it afterwards with a smoking hot woman while naked was definitely a fifteen on the ten-scale of awkward conversations. “But we should probably get moving. Work to do and all that.” I strapped my breastplate on and popped the helmet back onto my noggin. “Also ...” I faltered. “Can we maybe keep this whole thing between us for now? We’ve got a lot on our plate, and I wouldn’t want to complicate things.”

Loxo practically beamed. “It will be as you say, War God. Though I plan to speak to Asteria in great detail later.”

I cleared my throat and patently ignored her comment. I was not going to take the bait. “Hey, on an unrelated note, Loxo, can you swim?” I asked, trying to shift the conversation. 

“Indeed I can,” the Huntress replied.

“Cool. I’m going to need your eyes. It’s high time we find my jet.”

 

 

 

 

 

 

THIRTY-ONE

Sea Centaur Scuffle

 

Wind slapped against my face as we cruised high above the trees, banking left then angling right. Though I didn’t have reins to hold onto, the bony plates along Asteria’s back held me in just fine. Loxo, however, didn’t have the same luxury. The Huntress sat precariously behind me, her chest pressed into me, her arms wrapped tightly around my stomach to anchor her in place. 

Fly to the eastern side of the island, I told Asteria.

The Beastiamancer answered me, her internal voice oddly horse-like. Yes, fly there, over the ocean, but ocean not good to drink and nothing to eat. Ocean is no good.

You’ll think differently when you are a dolphin, Asteria.

Dolphins do not eat grass, so dolphins are dumb.

I chuckled softly as I squinted against the biting wind, absently scanning the trees below for any sign of enemy forces. Not that I expected to see much. Praxidike was stupid-good at hiding it seemed. 

We circled around the northern mountain, staying high up and well out of arrow range, before drifting down over the ocean. The waters were crystalline—with just a slight green tint to them—and the visibility was outstanding. From here, we could easily see the sprawling reefs and deep crevices scattered across the bottom. Jagged rocks rose from the surf off the coast, like giant fangs jutting up.

We cruised over the water as I searched for landmarks. Despite the clear waters, the process wasn’t nearly as quick or easy as I’d been hoping. Still, I was having a pretty good time. Flying out in the open was the absolute bee’s knees—the sun was warm against my skin, the salty scent of the ocean was welcome, and I didn’t entirely mind having Loxo clinging to my back. And after a half hour or so of circling over the waters—checking and double-checking—we hit pay dirt. 

Well, Loxo did, anyway. There, War God, she sent me through the messaging system. I see a metal-winged chariot. Not reef and not rock.

I didn’t see anything but coral and waves rolling under us, but I trusted her eyes. 

Loxo handled navigation from there. Asteria, the chariot is three plethrons from the shore, about a plethron from the northernmost rocks.

 I had no idea what a plethron was, but Asteria nickered in reply and wheeled around sharply, heading to the coordinates. 

And then, before I really knew what in the hell was happening, the shifter changed in midair. Her wings shuddered, the feathers disappearing into the flesh even as her limbs grew longer and longer. In seconds, the wings were fins. But that seemed like small potatoes compared to the other changes her body went through. The bony ridges holding me in place simply melted away as her body bloated and expanded, coarse hair giving way to slick, rubbery skin. Her head likewise expanded; blunt teeth for chomping grass morphed into bristly baleen plates perfect for eating krill by the bucketload.

In less time than it would take me to tie my combat boots, Asteria had gone from winged-mount to an enormous humpback whale. Which was badass to the max. Unfortunately, she made that transformation fifty feet from the surface of the water. Needless to say, we crashed toward the ocean like an incoming meteor. Loxo hooted and whooped behind me, while I just kinda felt like vomiting everywhere. I like flying. Love it, even. But falling abruptly without safety equipment is another thing entirely. 

But Asteria—ever the skillful professional—calculated the impact perfectly. The lady was a fucking genius. Water gushed up and over her long, wide body, but somehow she compensated, using fins and flippers to prevent Loxo and I from being swept unceremoniously into the drink.

Careful, Jacob Merely, Asteria’s voice filled my head, so big and powerful and wise. She sounded like a force of nature given life. You are in armor and you will not float. Loxo, however, is wearing the skins of animals, and she should be able to swim rather gracefully for being a walking kind of creature.

Loxo winked at me. She had heard the whole thing. She left her longbow and quiver of arrows with me, but did take her spear. Then without further comment, she dove over the edge with a flash of legs. Down, down, down she went. With the helmet on, I contacted her. Do you see it, Loxo?

I do. Would you like to take control and look through my eyes?

I recalled Myrina’s experience, so I was careful to ask, Is that okay with you? I wouldn’t want to do anything you’re not cool with.

Yes, Jacob Merely, I trust you. Besides, I quite like the idea of you being inside me—even if it is only in my head. 

My cheeks burned like a bonfire. She was the worst, and though I knew she liked me, I was sure she was doing it just to tease me. She was totally that kind of woman.

Ignoring her jab, I concentrated, pushing my mind deeper into hers through the mental link, just as I’d done with Asteria and Myrina during our brawl against Stheno. I could feel my own body fading into the background like white noise, while Loxo’s senses seemed to sharpen and resolve. Last time I’d done this, I’d stopped on the brink, allowing Asteria and Myrina to see through me. This time I pushed just a touch harder. Not so hard that I would take the wheel, but hard enough that I was able to climb into the passenger seat.

Suddenly, I felt what she was feeling.

Her lungs straining for breath, the brine blurring her eyesight, the sting of the salt. The water cool on my skin ... well Loxo’s skin, though it was hard to tell where she ended and I started. Sights came next, and sure enough, there below me was my jet. Colorful fish poured from the cockpit, swimming up in a school, then breaking apart as a silver-finned predatory fish came prowling through the waters. Far off to the east, I saw the flash of a movement—an enormous shadow. When I focused, though, whatever it had been was gone. 

That’s it, all right, I sent. Come up for air.

I pulled back from her mind, losing the connection as I became aware of my body once again. A heartbeat later, Loxo broke to the surface, breathing hard. 

She grinned at me, dark eyes dancing, but then the smile vanished as something pulled her under.

Panicked, I reconnected. Foreign senses invaded me, including a starburst of brilliant pain as images swam inside my head. We were under attack. Fucking sea centaurs, though these were different than the ones we’d battled against back at the falls. They had semitranslucent equine bodies, but instead of horse legs they moved along on lanky, ropelike limbs covered in thorny barbs, which swayed and flailed in the water. And instead of human faces, each had the head of a pulsating jellyfish.  

And thanks to the pain filling Loxo’s body, I knew their tentacles were electrified, which added a whole new level of oh shit to the equation. 

Loxo convulsed as raw electricity flowed through her body, and though she was somehow—miraculously—managing to hold her breath, she didn’t have long. 

Asteria! Sea centaurs! Loxo is in trouble!

I retreated into my own body—time to get busy. I opened my eyes, scrambled to my feet, and grabbed the bow, quickly nocking an arrow. Centaurs sped up from underwater to slash at Asteria’s side with their barb-covered tendrils. I let an arrow fly. My first shot drove into the soft tissues of a jellified head, ending the creature in a blink. 

One down, five to go.

Jacob Merely, remove your breastplate. I will change shape and deal with these abominations of land and sea.

I hurried to comply, shaking the breastplate free while Asteria changed form beneath my feet. I drew the War Blade from my sheath as Asteria’s body disappeared and water rushed up around me. I wasn’t the best Marine on the planet, but I was a strong swimmer—I’d passed first class swim qual, and had gone through the dunk tank on more than one occasion. Still, I had my heavy-ass sword in one hand, plus combat boots and an armored linen kilt dragging me down. 

Not exactly ideal.

For a second I fought to keep my head above water, kicking my legs back and forth, back and forth, then decided that wasn’t the best play here. Loxo needed help, and that meant I needed to be down below the surface, hooking and jabbing. The godstone flared in approval of my plan. Against my better judgment, I took a huge lungful of air and dove, latching onto my breastplate—letting the heavy bronze draw me down. One of the centaurs was on me in seconds, whiplike tentacles lashing out.

I struck with my sword, the War Blade slicing through the waters with supernatural ease. The weapon sheered through groping tendrils and continued on into the creature’s head, killing it on the spot.

Loxo was still in trouble, convulsing madly as more electrified tentacles wrapped around her. I was worried she would try to breathe in her agony—if she did, it would be over. I could heal her wounds, but I doubted I could heal drowning.

I let my shield drop, paddling toward another centaur with blade in hand, but Asteria beat me there. Instead of a whale, she now bore the form of a massive shark—a creature straight out of a nightmare, almost as big as a whale. I remembered seeing something similar on a PBS nature show growing up—ancient sharks of the deep. She was a megalodon. Her massive jaws snapped shut, biting the sea centaur in half. Then, with a powerful thrust of her tail, she whirled around and ripped through a second creature. 

I strained to see, but the blood was so thick in the water it was next to impossible. 

My lungs were burning, and as much as I wanted to fight, it was time to go topside for air. I kicked my legs down, paddling with my good arm, but something brushed across my bare shoulder blade, opening a jagged wound in my skin. Tentacles flashed out, wrapping around my arm like a constricting python. Abruptly, electricity sizzled through me and I couldn’t do anything but writhe from the blast. I thrashed and bucked, desperately trying to use the sword in my hand, but it was fruitless.

The raw power running through me felt like getting hit by a hundred Tasers all at once, and my limbs simply refused to obey. 

But then, just as quickly as the pain had come, it vanished. 

The reason was obvious: a huge tentacle, the size of a tree, was coiled around the ambushing centaur, squeezing him so tightly that blood leaked out like a ruptured soda can. Super gross. Another monster tentacle joined the first, ripping the creature’s head from his shoulders, while a third gently—lovingly, even—wrapped around me, propelling me upward toward delicious, awesome air. I gasped as my head broke the surface, gulping greedily as I stared at the monster Asteria had become. 

She was a colossal squid, like something straight out of Twenty Thousand Leagues Under the Sea.

Other jellyfish centaurs swam toward us from the east, but they took one look at the shifter and promptly turned tail and retreated. Apparently, they were smarter than they looked. 

I tore my gaze away from the fleeing centaurs as Asteria pulled Loxo above the surface—her eyes were hazy, and blood leaked away into the water, but she was alive and breathing. I pulled up my combat interface and used my new Healing Touch for the first time. If I healed her on contact, the miracle cost a measly eleven points. At a distance, the cost jumped to twenty-two, but it was worth it. The Huntress gasped and shuddered, her numerous lacerations pulling closed, then vanishing.

Asteria held us aloft in her strong tentacles and swam toward the breaking surf, where I’d woken up just days before. Boy, that now seemed like a hundred years. The giant squid set us gently ashore, then headed back into the waters, disappearing without comment.

“Thank you for rescuing me,” Loxo wheezed, inching over and brushing my neck with outstretched fingers. “How can I ever repay you?”

I knocked her hand away playfully. “Enough of that,” I said with a sigh.

“Oh, you are such fun to tease,” she replied just as Asteria emerged from the waters in all her squidy glory, our dropped gear in tow. The shifter deposited Loxo’s bow, quiver, and spear on the sands, along with my breastplate, which I quickly slipped back into place. 

As I dressed, a bizarre thought occurred to me. Hey, Asteria, I sent, I don’t suppose you can get the plane while you’re a squid.

Her voice came back to me distorted and strangely alien. Man thing, man thing, such a dry thing. Only a few limbs. So many bones. Only likes the upside air. Does not understand the water or the underside world. Does not understand anything but the upside air. Her words were completely nonsensical, but she dipped back below, which I took as a yes. 

Sure enough, Asteria surfaced a handful of minutes later, the Harrier clutched in her tentacles as she slowly hauled it to the beach. Watching a giant squid manhandle a twenty-first-century jet kind of made me blink a few times. “There’s another thing you don’t see every day,” I muttered, standing in the sand, letting seawater puddle around me.

Asteria pushed the jet onto the beach and then the huge squid shrank until only the blue-skinned Beastiamancer remained. She smiled her crooked smile and crinkled her nose. “I really like being a squid. Who knew?” Her amber eyes glowed in delight.

If I didn’t love her before, I loved her at that moment. 

“But now that we have this aero-plane, what are we to do with it?” Asteria asked, eyeing the hulking war machine.

I let out a breath. “We need to get it back to the city so Phoebe can salvage the weapons. We’ll see how Praxidike and her crew like cluster bombs.” But the bigger question was, how were we ever going to get it to the city? We were miles away, and there was nothing but dense jungle between here and the city. No way could we get it through. Plus, we’d leave ourselves wide open for attack and we couldn’t risk having the Harrier fall into Praxidike’s hands. I didn’t want to even think about how screwed we’d be if she figured out how to use the weapons against us.

Then I had another idea. “How heavy was the plane when you were a squid?” I asked Asteria.

“On land it is impossibly heavy. But in the water?” She seesawed her head, lips pouting as she thought. “Heavy, but manageable.” 

“Do you think you could pull it back into the ocean and drag it around to the west beach below our city?”

A brilliant smile broke out across the shifter’s face; she ran up to me, planted a kiss on my cheek, and danced back on the beach. “It will be my pleasure, War God. I love how I feel with eight long tentacles, and the water smells so good today.”

“Be careful, Asteria,” I called out as she splashed out into the surf. “I thought I saw something in the water—something big. There could be worse out there than the centaurs. So just be careful.”

“I shall, Jacob Merely. I will not die without kissing you at least one more time.”

I kind of blushed. Thankfully, Loxo didn’t see my reaction or she would’ve teased me.

“How will we get back?” the Huntress asked, arms folded as she scanned the trees running along the beach’s edge.

“Through the jungle. I need to level up. I’m done messing around. You can go ahead and scope things out. If you see a bunch of nasties, then we reroute. If you see only a couple of wandering monsters, I come in and hack them to pieces. Boom. Done. Now let’s grind.”

Loxo grinned in approval. “Now you are sounding like the god of war.”

 

 

 

 

 

 

THIRTY-TWO

Getting Crafty

 

As luck would have it, we only encountered small roving bands of monsters—a few nagas, a handful of arachnaswine foraging in the brush, and a pair of hammerhead centaurs with saw-like bands of sharp bones for arms. Loxo backed me up, but mostly I was on my own. Not that I cared. I’d learned a thing or two since embracing the godstone, and now a few mobs weren’t too much of a threat. The more I slashed and hacked the monsters, the more experience points I got. Thanks to the sea centaurs and my little jungle expedition, I managed to hit level eleven by the time I got back to Lycastia City.

This time around, I split my Ability Points evenly between Intelligence and Wisdom—bumping up my Essence and control limit—then dropped my new Ability Point into the Craftsman skill in the Path of the Builder Tree:
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Once Loxo and I finally made it back, she ambushed me with a fiery hug, then hustled off to go report to Myrina. Apparently, the Huntress was on strict orders to keep my general abreast of everything going on. At this point, she was basically part Force Recon, part intel officer. Truthfully, I was sad to see her go. My feelings for her weren’t nearly the same as my feelings for Asteria, but I liked her. She was rad, fun to hang out with, and easy to talk to—even if she did like to bust my balls a little. 

I wound my way to the forge, stopping by the banquet table set up in front of the barn-turned-infirmary. I had a lot to do, but the hole in my stomach growled like a grizzly waking up from a long hibernation. I grabbed a plate and stocked up on bread slathered in olive oil, a roasted eggplant paste that I could’ve eaten by the truckload and, of course, everyone’s favorite, grilled spider pig. 

Gotta love that spider pig. I took a few minutes to eat in peace and quiet, then washed down my meal with a gallon of Mountain Dew.

As I wiped my mouth with the back of my hand, Myrina hustled into view, though Loxo was nowhere in sight. The Battle Warden’s face looked like a thunderhead, and before I could get a word in she was jumping down my throat, demanding I tell her about the centaur attack. How many had there been? Had I seen any sign of Praxidike? Loxo had mentioned that I’d seen something else in the water—a large shadow—could I describe it? 

I raised a hand in surrender to stop the onslaught of questions. 

“Deep breaths, Myrina. Everything’s fine, we made it back in one piece. I’ll tell you everything you want to know, but let’s head into the forge first, because I’m sure Phoebe is gonna have the same questions, and I only want to explain this once. Fair?”

The Warden grumbled noncommittally, then nodded and waved a hand toward the forge. “Fine, War God. As you would have it.” 

As we headed in, heat washed over my skin from the roaring fires as the clang of metal resounded in the air like a gong. Brontia was hammering away at a cherry-red blade. Phoebe was hard at work, loitering over the strange onyx stone I’d seen earlier. The orb was roughly the size of a basketball and pulsed with seedy red light; hanging in the air directly above the orb was a prefect holographic projection of my gaming interface. Phoebe held up one finger—wait a moment, the gesture said—as she finished tweaking the specs of some new hybrid steam-powered harvester.

After a few more hasty adjustments, she closed out of the interactive menu with a flick of her hand, then rounded on us, a happy grin on her face. “The heroes return,” she said. “Good, I’m in need of a break—and word among the Amazons is that you have a story to tell, War God.” She offered me a wink, then followed up with a message. I see Asteria didn’t claw you to pieces. That’s good. Things went … well?

Fine, I replied, cutting Myrina out of the chat so it was just Phoebe and me. We’re solid, me and Asteria. Everything’s back to normal. More or less, I hedged, not wanting to say more. 

Now that I had both generals present, I launched into my story, explaining about recovering my jet, our encounter with the sea centaurs, and our plan to relocate the weapon to the western beach below the city for salvage. 

Phoebe seemed pleased by the development, but Myrina had a metric assload of questions, which I answered as best I could—though I avoided any talk about what had happened between me and Asteria in the temple of Apollo. That was my business, and there was no need for anyone else to know. Yet. I also told them about the monstrous shadow I’d seen in the waters, and asked if there were any deep-sea nightmares we should be preparing our forces for—I really didn’t want to get caught with my pants down again.

“Kraken?” Phoebe offered with a shrug.

“Perhaps,” Myrina replied with a thoughtful nod. “Though we should pray it is not so. If the kraken has broken free from its prison, we would not survive. I believe Praxidike is enemy enough for now, so let us focus on her. You need to fortify our defenses and fashion more Amazons.”

Phoebe nodded. Yeah, and we need all this shit done yesterday. I know you want to get to the towers, Boss-man, but new blood takes priority. The towers won’t take that long to construct, but Myrina needs as much time to train the newbs as possible.

“Yeah, that makes sense,” I replied. “So let’s get to it. Do we have all the resources we need?” 

Phoebe confidently strutted over to the far wall and pulled back a canvas tarp, revealing several porcelain tubs full of sacred clay. We have everything we need now that you’re here. So let’s make with the miracles, already. She hefted a hammer, removed a hunk of clay, and lugged it over to a worktable. The real question is what kind of army do you want, my dude? Right now, you’re capped at sixty-five Amazons. We’re down to nineteen, which means we have room for forty-six new bodies … Well, forty-five, if you want to recreate Hippolyta. So what kind of forces should we invest in?

I felt a flutter of panic inside my stomach. If the piece of cloth that Myrina found on the centaurs was correct, we had about a day and a half before Praxidike came in force to lay siege to the city.

That didn’t seem like nearly enough time to get everything ready. 

And sixty-five Amazons didn’t seem like nearly enough manpower for the job, considering we might be facing a thousand monsters. 

No. I pushed my doubt away, refusing to be defeated before we even got rolling. 

We could do this—if we played smart. These Amazonians were brave, fearless, and deadly, and though none of them had a death wish, they all seemed more than willing to give their lives if the need arose. With sixty-five dedicated warriors like that, we could hold the city. Maybe. Probably. And, admittedly, having a handful of infrared-guided missiles, a few CBU-100 Cluster Bombs, and a dash of napalm would help, too.

The cogs in my head started twirling as I considered what type of Amazons would best serve me for this mission. A good chunk would have to be Wardens—straight infantry was always a must—so I slotted twenty-three spots for badass brawlers. The Beastiamancers had also proven to be extremely effective as cavalry, and I would need a few flying mounts for aerial support against all of Praxidike’s harpies. So, I would create sixteen of them—five more heavy-duty ground-pounders—and a squad of eleven mounted flyers. 

That left me with a scant seven spots left. I drummed my fingers against my sheath, forehead creased in focus. Decisions, decisions. I went down the list of the remaining classes—first Rune-Casters. I’d been running Phoebe’s assistants, Brontia and Steropia, ragged, and more Amazons meant even more work for them. New gear to forge, and siege weapons to build. So, one more Rune-Caster. Plus, I decided to build a Forest-Witch, a Dasikí Mágissa, to tend to the farmland, which would further free up Brontia and Steropia. 

Loxo, likewise, was doing the job of about ten people, so I added another Huntress to the roster. Four Amazons left. We already had an Air-Witch and a Water-Witch in our ranks, but I decided to throw another Water-Witch into the mix—if I power-leveled those two, they’d be able to cast minor Healing miracles, and having combat corpsmen was always a good idea. Then I settled on a Flame-Witch, Flóga Mágissa, because when in doubt, kill it with fire. As for the final two slots … well, I had a devious plan to power-level the shit out of myself, but it would require two specialized Amazons to accomplish the task. 

I cracked my knuckles and grinned at Phoebe. “Teleporters, I want two of them. Let’s start there. Then we’ll move on to another Huntress.” 

Her mouth fell open, and I could see the shock and confusion sprinting across my Rune-Master’s face. Jacob, my dude-—the words sounded highly skeptical—you sure you want to burn Essence on Teleporters? I mean, they’re tough, and they’re fast, but they’re way expensive. And another Huntress? Seems like Wardens would be the best investment up front. 

“You just gotta trust me on this—I have a plan for ’em, Phoebe, my dudette.”

She frowned, then shrugged. Okay, Boss-man, if you say so. Who am I to tell you how to be a war god? You want Teleporters, let’s make some motherfucking teleporters!

“Now that’s the spirit,” I replied, moving over to the workbench and ripping off a chunk of wet clay as I started to form a new figurine. Phoebe got cracking on the second, her hands flying through the clay, working with a speed, talent, and ease that put me to shame. By the time I’d finished crafting what amounted to a crude stick figure of clay, she’d created a mini life-like sculpture of a beautiful woman. Mine would work just fine, though, even if it wasn’t exactly aesthetically pleasing. Next, we added the other items: platinum filings, an eagle feather, diamond powder, thin copper wire, and a sliver of Thymos Crystal. 

From there, we laid out the figurines on the peel, fired them at the right temperature, then beat the shit out of each with the Hammer. In minutes, we welcomed Vara and Sophia to the world; both were slender blondes, one with green eyes, the other with brown. They looked like Swedish volleyball players and could’ve passed for twins. Both professed undying love for me—because that was my life now—which I ignored. Then, while they were still getting their bearings, I used my Essence to power the pair up to level five.

I tinkered with Vara’s stats until they were just where I wanted, then copied the process for Sophia. 
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	I smiled as I reviewed my handiwork. Power-leveling both Teleporters had cost me a hefty chunk of Essence, but it was totally going to be worth it. Sure, they weren’t hard hitters, even at level five, but they were lightning fast, had a tremendous range, and could fucking teleport instantly anywhere they had line of sight. And though their overall Health was relatively low, their Health Regen was through the roof, and thanks to the added Ability Point in Tele-Heal, they regained ten percent of their total Health every time they Phase Walked. 

	Phoebe looked at me like I’d lost my mind. “Trust me,” I said. “I gots a plan.”

You gots a hole in your head, but I’ll keep my mouth shut. For now.

Next, I moved on to my new Huntress. 

I used Loxo as my blueprint, then immediately powered the new recruit up to level three. I had Myrina escort those three out, while I moved on to some of the more basic troops. Wardens. Lots of Wardens. Our first, we named Hippolyta. When Phoebe laid the third hammer strike, I caught her in my arms. We’d recycled the initial blueprint, but I was still rather surprised to discover she had the same green eyes and wicked smile. Hell, she was a dead ringer for the Warden who’d died saving us all. 

Hippolyta touched my face. “Greetings, War God. Thank you for giving me life. I promise to serve you well.”

I searched her gaze, looking for any sign of recognition. “Do you remember your life before?” I finally asked, voice low. “You sacrificed yourself to save the city. You used the Shield of Perseus. Do you remember any of that?”

She shook her head and closed her eyes. Then she was asleep.

I glanced up at Phoebe. “This is why I can’t lose you, Myrina, or Asteria. Assuming I could find a way to recreate you, which I doubt, we’d lose our history together. We’d lose our bond. That might not mean much to you or Myrina, but it sure as hell means a lot to me.”

Phoebe dropped her eyes. You are such a softie, Jacob. So unlike Ares. And don’t worry too much about Hippolyta. Just give her time, dude. She’ll remember more and more once she gets a couple winks. Memory is a pain in the ass when you’re a newborn. Myrina, Asteria, and I remember our time with Ares, right, genius?

“Call me that again,” I fake pleaded. “I’m a total genius.”

She rolled her eyes. Come on, genius, let’s move to the next Amazon. Chop, chop. Gotta save the world and shit.

We spent the next two hours pounding out nineteen more Wardens, and by the time I was done, it was well past midnight, and I needed a serious breather. I staggered outside for a Mountain Dew refill. I leaned against the wall, sipping on my canteen as I savored the fresh air—the forge was sweltering, and the cool breeze was blessedly welcome. Torchlight filled the night with flickering flames, and despite the hour, the sounds of Myrina drilling new recruits echoed through the city.

The air brought in the salty smell of the ocean mixed with the perfume of the jungle night. I still didn’t understand the nature of the barrier to the outside world or the fact that Lycastia was more a Micronesian fantasy island than a Greek semiarid rock. I kept going back to the idea that it was a prehistoric pocket universe, but I had no proof. Phoebe joined me after a few minutes, her face slick with perspiration, purple bags forming beneath her eyes. 

She said Amazons didn’t need much sleep, but she looked like she could use a solid twelve hours. 

Knowing Phoebe, she probably hadn’t slept in days. 

She grabbed a full flagon of Dew and took a long gulp, not even bothering to get a cup. I sure do like this stuff, Boss-man. I was on the fence at first, but it’s great for productivity. Not sure what is has to do with mountains or dew, but I dig it. It’s what I imagine unicorn tears must taste like. 

I laughed. “Mountain Dew is named after moonshine whiskey made during Prohibition in the United States. It started out as a mixer.”

A blank look washed over Phoebe’s face as she accessed my memories. Moonshine, alcohol made under the shine of the moon. Interesting that a nation tried to outlaw booze. Puritanical. But that sorta fits with everything else I know about you Americans.

When she said puritanical, it got me thinking. “Hey, Phoebe, why haven’t you hit on me? I don’t get the sense you’re in love with me at all.”

Phoebe turned to face me and playfully tapped me on the nose. I’m an engineer. It’s in the job description. I have to figure shit out and fast. I knew right off you weren’t going to be lovey-dovey with us. Not like Ares. I wasn’t going to go after you unless you went after me. And it was clear that wasn’t in the cards. Hence, you have my undying love, my friendship, but my ambivalent romantic indifference. At least until you decide you want something more. 

I laughed at that. “Your ambivalent romantic indifference. Ha, funny. Actually, out of all the Amazons, you’re my type. Smart, quick with a quip, able to swear like a drunk sailor, and girl-next-door cute.”

Her eyes turned sad for a minute. Sure, you love your women with a limp. You don’t have to pretend, my dude. I’m not as fun as Asteria or as beautiful as Myrina. She shrugged. I am what I am, and that’s okay.

I gently squeezed her arm. “Phoebe, my dudette, you are amazing for who you are, and don’t ever think otherwise. Now let’s go build some badass eagle-riders, huh. We’re gonna get all Lord of the Rings up in this bitch.”

Just as we prepared to head back into the forge, Asteria’s squid voice exploded inside my head. Greetings, weird man thing with far too few limbs. I have brought your toy to the beach. I will go and eat in the dark and the deep and will return anon.

Phoebe winced—clearly, she’d heard the booming report as well. But as Asteria’s voice faded, the Rune-Caster broke out in a wide, shit-eating grin. I’d seen that look on the faces of plenty of Marines who were looking to cause trouble. 

Yes! She sent, a mischievous gleam in her eyes. Praxidike better invest in some Kevlar ’cause the shit I’m gonna build is gonna be napalm epic and fifty calibers of awesome. I need to get on this, ASAP—you think you can handle building the rest of the Amazons without me? I’ll send over Brontia if you need an extra hand. 

“Naw,” I replied, waving a hand through the air. “I’ve got this in the bag. I’ll handle this, you go do your thing. And if I really need you”—I tapped my temple—“you’re only a thought away.”

I waved goodbye as Phoebe hustled away, then headed back into the inferno heat of the forge. No rest for the wicked.

 

 

 

 

 

 

THIRTY-THREE

Power Level

 

It was just after sunrise when I used the last of my Essence to make my final Amazon—the Flame-Witch, Calla. I ground my palms into my eyes, trying to rub away the sleep as Antiope carted off my newly minted warrior. 

God was I tired. I wobbled on unsteady legs and glanced around the forge in a daze. Phoebe was going to murder me when she saw the mess. The place looked like an Oklahoma trailer park after a twister had passed through: Hay was strewn about the floor. Smears of wet clay covered the walls. The tables were positively littered with bits of gold, silver, platinum, and even less savory things: vials of pollen, flower petals, animal fat, crushed seashells, and clumps of feathers.   

Honestly, though, I was just too tired to give a shit. I’d just handcrafted forty-six Amazonians, and it felt like it. I shuffled over to a clear patch of ground near the far wall and let out a groan as I sat down, legs sprawled out in front of me. I needed sleep. I leaned my head back, letting it rest against the wall, and was just on the verge of shutting my eyes when Myrina marched in, all bright-eyed and bushy tailed, looking just as fresh as the day I’d made her. Sometimes she was the absolute worst.

The Battle Warden folded her arms and glowered at me before clearing her throat. “War God,” she said, “Antiope has informed me that you’ve finished crafting all of the recruits. There is still much work to be done yet, but I have taken the liberty of assembling our forces, so you might see the fruits of your labor. Our warriors stand ready to display their prowess for you, and then I am anxious to see these towers you mean to build.”

I squeezed my eyes closed and never wanted to open them. 

Dammit, if I were at home, I would’ve saved at this point, gone to bed, slept, and come back ready to organize our final defenses. But at home, I didn’t have an Amazon general demanding that I keep playing. If I tried to argue for some sack time, Myrina would put her foot in my ass.

I popped open my peepers. “Yes, Myrina, I agree. Let’s go take a look at the troops. As for the towers—those are going to have to wait. I don’t have the Essence for them, but we’ll get around to them, I swear. I also have a few other schemes in the works that will hopefully pay off.” I pushed myself upright, my body protesting. “But I’ll fill you in on that later. For now, the troops.”

We left the forge and I saw the other Rune-Casters—Brontia, Steropia, and the newly created Pyracia—lifting up the five-barreled Gatling cannon and attaching it to one of the harvesters. The steam engine would not only drive the wheels, but at a glance I saw they’d improvised a steam-powered mount, which would give the gun its full range of motion. Badass squared. Next to the harvester, Phoebe was busy tinkering with a leather saddle attached to a pair of large brass tanks covered with gauges and copper tubing. 

I wanted to ask what they were doing, but Myrina hooked her arm through mine and pulled me along before I got the chance.

I was overdosing on Mountain Dew, so I stopped and filled my canteen with water from the fountain. I was sipping on it when we got to the training grounds, situated next to the barracks. Even here, there was evidence of upgrades. The training grounds boasted several new features: there was a marble pad for drilling, a sand pit for fighting, and even a series of wooden obstacles erected not far off—some sort of agility course. 

Assembled on the stone pad were my warriors. 

Being in the military, I’d been forced to endure plenty of formation ceremonies, but this was by far the most impressive I’d ever seen. Myrina had broken the new warriors up into five platoons, with thirteen members each. Two platoons were straight infantry—Battle Wardens all the way—though they were equipped differently. One group wielded long spears and held impressive shields, perfect for forming a shield wall or a phalanx. The other group carried deadly katanas and English longbows, ideal for slicing and dicing or taking out targets at a distance. 

There was one platoon that looked like heavy cavalry, which was a mix of Battle Wardens with beefy battle-axes and maces and ground-mounted Beastiamancers—four bear riders and three bull riders. Interestingly, the bull riders would actually be able to merge with their mounts at higher levels, transforming into deadly Amazonian minotaurs. Now that would be something to see.      

Asteria grinned at me from in front of a full platoon of aerial Beastiamancers, half of which rode winged horses, while the other half sat astride gigantic eagles, each the size of a fucking hippo. I knew for a fact that Praxidike had a helluva lot of harpies, so this group would have their work cut out for them, but they seemed ready and eager for the challenge. 

The last group was incomplete. At a glance, it looked like the support platoon. It was obvious Phoebe and the Rune-Casters would go there, along with my Huntresses and Teleporters, all of which were currently missing—out performing a special job for me. What remained were my four Elementalists: two Water-Witches, a Flame-Witch, and an Air-Witch. I walked through the lines, quietly inspecting the ranks, before heading over to the Elementalists, all dressed in tunics and knee-high sandals. 

I’d powered them all up to level three, which had been a huge drain, but hopefully it would be worth the investment in the end. The Air-Witch could conjure cutting winds and hurl lightning from the heavens—a skill very similar to my Lightning Lance—while my Flame-Witch, Calla, could cast Burning Aura and shoot gouts of magical flame from the palms of her hands. Sabra, the Forest-Witch, was less battle-oriented, but she would keep our shelves well stocked with food, and could brew some wicked potions to boot. 

My Water-Witch was the real prize though. Her attack abilities were rather limited, and she was slow as all get out, but holy shit could she take some damage. Huge Health bonuses, crazy Regen Rate, out-of-this-world armor rating, plus she could heal on touch. The spell wasn’t as effective as my version of Healing Touch, but it wasn’t too shabby either. I clapped Otrere, the Water-Witch, on the shoulder, then gave the rest of my elite Elementalists a tight-lipped smile. 

I wheeled around and cut through the ranks, stopping in front of my assembled army. My body was practically screaming sleep at the top of its lungs, but I ignored the pain and exhaustion rampaging through me. These women were going to fight and die for me—they were expecting a leader, and I couldn’t disappoint them.  

I drew my sword from my sheath, lifting it into the air, the blade sizzling with electric life. “Generals,” I barked out, my voice carrying in the morning air. “You’ve done well. I look out and I see victory. Our forces are mighty. Well trained. Disciplined. Willing to go the extra mile. Together, we will hold this city. We will protect the sigil.” I paused for dramatic effect, feeling a tad douchey, before carrying on. “And we will drown our enemies in their own blood!”

All of my troops let out a war cry, weapons shooting into the air as a surge of energy washed through me. We could do this, dammit!

While the Amazons cheered and hooted, I turned and headed away from the training ground, angling my way back toward the palace. Through the helmet, I contacted Myrina. Hey, so I have to sleep, just for a little bit. And I’m going to tell Phoebe to do the same. Don’t wake me until you hear from Loxo. The next part of my plan depends on her and the Teleporters. Got it?

I didn’t hear her sigh through the messaging system, but I knew exactly what she was thinking. Jacob Merely, punking out. 

But instead of a cynical, cutting reply, she said, Yes, War God. Rest. You have worked hard and deserve it. We believe Praxidike will attack soon—tomorrow, perhaps—but in the meanwhile, I will continue to drill the troops and work on our defenses. I’ll also dispatch Asteria to guard you while you rest and send out the eagle riders to keep watch for enemy troop movement. Hopefully, they will spot Hades’ forces, but it is possible they will see nothing until it is too late. Praxidike hid her army from Loxo’s spying eyes—it is possible she might know secret underworld passageways. 

The idea that Praxidike could move her troops in secret complicated everything, but there was nothing I could do about that. For now, I needed to close my eyes and shut down for a few hours. Hopefully, I had hours. Thanks, Myrina. And keep up the good work, I replied, before closing the link. I got up to the palace and found my bed, oh, my bed. I slipped my helmet off, but didn’t bother to strip down the rest of the way before simply crashing down face-first into my pillow. 

I was out in an instant. Dead to the world, at least for the time being. 

It felt like I’d had my eyes closed for only the briefest moment when Asteria’s voice jarred me awake. “Hello, my cute little God of War,” she said, grinning down at me as she traced a nail across my cheek. “You were sleeping so well, I’m sorry to wake you, but Loxo has accomplished what you asked for. And the teleportation thingy is in place.”

I shot up, suddenly awake, alert, and excited as hell. I wasn’t exactly looking forward to what was coming next, but if I was going to hang toe-to-toe with Praxidike—or Hades for that matter—I needed to personally level up, and I needed to do it fast. I swung my legs out over the edge of the bed and pulled on my helmet from the nightstand nearby. “Then what are we waiting for?” I said, staggering to my feet, then checking my gear: Canteen. Rucksack. Med-Kit. Everything was in place and ready to go. “Let’s move it. Can you get me down to the beach?” 

Asteria grinned at me, eyes flashing—just watch, that look said. Before I could take a breath, her arms bulged and lengthened, coarse blue hair sprouting as she became a beefy gorilla. She charged me on all fours, moving with a rolling gait, then picked me up and tossed me over her shoulder like a sack of potatoes. I was sprawled over her back in a fireman’s carry as she wheeled around and sprinted toward the terrace. 

When she reached the edge of the balcony, she lurched into the air, propelled by powerful legs, and suddenly we were falling straight down. But not for long. As we plunged toward the rocks below, Asteria shifted, simian body vanishing in exchange for the form of the winged horse, which I’d grown accustomed to. Ten feet before going splat on the ground, her great feathered wings pushed out, catching an ocean draft, and we landed softly on the sands. 

If I was asleep before, now I was wide awake—having a gorilla hurl you off a balcony is better than a whole pot of coffee. 

Waves crashed onto the white sands, and midafternoon sunlight glistened off the spray coating the rocks. The high white buildings of Lycastia City also gleamed. I scampered off Asteria’s back as she shifted back into human form, the wide grin still in place. 

“Maybe next time, you can just start out as a horse,” I said, hand shaky as I rested it on the War Blade’s pommel. 

“But where is the fun in that?” she asked, skipping over to a rock protruding from the sand. She primly sat, unconcerned by the fact that she was completely naked. Now that we’d slept together she seemed far less concerned with being dressed—I didn’t mind, though it was certainly distracting. The lady was definitely easy on the eyes. “Just let me know when you are ready,” Asteria said, “and I’ll have Loxo send over the first of the catch.”

I muttered under my breath as I turned away and unsheathed my sword, taking a few practice swings to limber up and get my blood flowing. Not far off, there was a huge brazier burning—a brand-new addition—which sent a column of sweet smoke into the air. Time to grind some points. “Alright,” I said, mentally preparing myself for the fight to come. “I’m ready. Let’s do it.” 

A heartbeat later, a flickering purple flare erupted in the air, five feet to the right of the brazier. The abrupt stink of rotten eggs punched me squarely in the nose as one of my blonde Teleporters popped into view—Vara, though it was hard to tell. She wasn’t alone, though. Nope. She dumped the wriggling body of a naga, tightly bound in thick rope. She drew a wicked katana and cut through the ropes with a flick of the blade. 

Had I wanted to, I could’ve kept the creature tied up nice and tight, but the truth was, I needed the practice as much as I needed the experience.

Vara gave me a dazzling smile, then disappeared again. Gone as quick as she’d come. 

The snake man whirled on me. “What trickery isss thisss?”

“My master has to level up,” Asteria explained as she casually inspected her fingers, which were now tipped with grizzly claws. “And you are going to help.”

“I will not!” the naga hissed in reply. “I will kill you both, ssso my massster, Hadesss, may walk this world, and all will tremble!”

The snake man bared his fangs and leapt on me. 

He was unarmed, but his claws were weapon enough. One hand scratched at my breastplate—a distraction—while his other hand went for my face. The eye-gouge, an oldie but a goodie. I let my armor do its job, and batted away his strike with my free hand, before driving my sword through his belly. Rancid smoke curled up as the sword’s divine power charred his flesh on contact. The naga gasped, blood oozing from his lips as he collapsed in the sand by my feet.

Dead. 

Experience points trickled in. 

Asteria slipped off the rock, padded over to the naga, and dragged his body aside. After she looted his corpse, she tossed the remains far out into the ocean.

As soon as she finished the grisly work, another purple flash filled the air as my other Teleporter, Sophia, appeared. She deposited a snared spider pig, cut the thing free with her blade, and then teleported away with a smile.

The arachnaswine scuttled over the sand toward me. This one was already badly hurt, its poisonous tusks sheared off, rendering it mostly harmless. I hacked off two hairy legs before stabbing the spider pig right through the snout. Down it went, as dead as the naga before it. More experience points rolled in as Asteria repeated her process: loot and destroy. 

“Let’s keep this train a-rolling,” I said, nodding at Asteria as I clenched my sword tighter. 

And so, the grinding commenced in earnest. 

For the next several hours, I hacked and slashed my way through a never-ending conveyor belt of monsters. Nagas, arachnaswine, sea centaurs. Loxo and my new Huntress, Hava, had spent the last twelve hours prowling the jungles, corralling enemies for me to kill. And there were a fucking ton of them. They’d built a pen far outside of the city walls, and from there, the Teleporters simply ferried the monsters in using the blazing bonfire as a locator beacon.   

Easy-peasy, and the whole while my experience points just climbed and climbed and climbed. 

By the time I’d cleared out the holding pit, the sand was soaked with blood and gore. Unfortunately, the sand wasn’t the only thing soaked in blood—I was covered from head to foot like a fresh coat of paint. And to top it off, I smelled like a rotting carcass. Super-duper gross. Fighting the creatures one-on-one wasn’t much of a challenge, especially since they were unarmed, but I’d fought a lot of them. And quantity can have its own quality. 

It had been worth it, however. I’d earned four levels, bringing me up to fifteen. Not too shabby, and best of all, I could repeat this process with ease. 

I stripped down, cleaned my gear, then waded into the waters to wash off the grime and blood. Asteria joined me, though as a dolphin instead of a human. Go figure. She splashed around deeper out, squeaking at me before flipping through the air, tail and flippers flashing in the light. I mostly ignored her, enjoying the warm surf as I dished out my new allotment of Attribute Points. I incrementally increased my Fortune and Strength, then dumped five points into my Willpower—upping my control limit to seventy-nine—and dropped the rest into Intelligence. 

I also had four Ability Points to play with, and a good idea of just what to do with them. The first, I dropped into Divine Spark, which jacked up my Essence Points through the roof! Damn, could I do some shit now. I also decided to invest a second point into Lightning Lance, which increased the overall damage and opened the door to chain lightning. Let me say it again: fucking chain lightning. 

I invested the next point into a new Crafting skill called Aceso’s Blessing, allowing me and my Rune-Casters to inscribe armor and jewelry with sigils of power, which could boost attributes. 
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Up until now, I’d been largely avoiding the Path of War Tree, since that didn’t really fit my play style so well. But I also wanted to be able to hold my own if it came down to a straight-up brawl between me and Praxidike, so I put my remaining point into the Warfighter ability. 
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Happy with my decisions, I quickly toggled over to my character sheet, checking out the result of all the changes. They were impressive as hell:
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Finally, I closed out of my interface and headed back up onto the beach, throwing on my armor as I walked. As nice as the little breather had been, ample downtime was a luxury I didn’t have right now. Praxidike and the vanguard of Hades’ forces could hit us any time, and I still had towers to make. But I was also feeling damn good and had a shit-ton of Essence to burn, so I was ready. 

Loxo, I sent, I want you and your crew to get back to the city—get some rest, I have a gut feeling we don’t have long now. Myrina and Phoebe, meet me over by the southern wall, near that old arachnaswine nest. I have points to burn, and it’s high time we finish building. Oh, and bring Thymos Crystals. Lots of them.

 

 

 

 

 

 

THIRTY-FOUR

Two Towers

 

Asteria banked hard, twirling right, wings pumping as we dropped toward a small grassy clearing near the base of the worn steps leading up to the arachnaswine nest we’d wiped out just days before. Myrina and Phoebe were waiting for us; the Rune-Caster was chugging Mountain Dew like a fiend, while the Battle Warden tapped her foot impatiently, ready to be back on the training ground. Not far off, Phoebe’s two main assistants, Brontia and Steropia, loitered in some sort of modified steampunk monstrosity.

I squinted at the contraption. Holy shit, it was the harvester I’d seen them tinkering with a few hours ago. The thing was almost totally unrecognizable. Now it was a war machine through and through. Bulky metal plates had been fastened on with brass rivets. The wheels had been reinforced and were now studded with huge spikes. And then there was the Gatling gun, attached to a rotating gunner’s mount, controlled by a small army of pistons and relays. The things looked like a mashup of Wild Wild West and Iron Man. 

I was pretty impressed, actually.

Asteria touched down on the grass, her hooves leaving divots in the earth before she transformed back into her human form. 

I was nervous about what was to come, but I was also optimistic. We’d been working on an extremely tight deadline, but remarkably, everything was really coming together. We’d fortified the southern wall, the northern wall had a new gate, and we had an army ready and waiting—even if it was a small army. Once the towers were up, we’d be in decent shape, especially with the siege weapons Phoebe had created. I couldn’t help but steal another sidelong glance at the modified harvester. 

That lady had some serious know-how and some crazy mechanical chops. I knew a master sergeant engineer—Top Cortez—back at Incirlik Air Base who would’ve given his left arm to have her in his unit.  

 “I see you appreciate my newest design,” Phoebe said, nodding toward the machine with cocksure satisfaction. “It’s pretty rad, no doubt. Now let’s see if you can come up with something that’ll be half as bitchin’.” 

“I don’t know if I can top that”—I hooked a thumb toward the death harvester—“but what I have in mind will be pragmatic, even if it’s not flashy. This is probably the first place Praxidike is going to hit, so I want to put one mean ol’ tower right here. It’ll be about twenty feet from the main wall. It can serve as a lookout tower and our first line of defense. Those guys want to get to the perimeter wall, but first, they’ll need to go through the gatehouse.” 

Myrina nodded. “Yet, when we fought them before, they had a retinue that came around from the north. So, two towers might be the wise course of action.”

I couldn’t help but chuckle at the irony. “Yeah, Tolkien, two towers … it’s totally a thing.” Sadly, no one seemed to appreciate my wit. 

Phoebe looked at me expectantly. Well, don’t keep us in suspense any longer, my dude. Open the interface, and show us what you got. I wanna get crackin’ on this.  

Marina folded her arms across her chest and nodded. “Yes, let us get cracking,” she agreed stiffly. “We have seen no sign of our enemy, yet my gut says the time is near. Praxidike will strike soon. I can feel it.” She paused, squinting as she surveyed the tree line beyond. She was uber paranoid—but like in a cute, insane sort of way. She was probably also right. “Asteria, take to the air,” she said absently. “I want a heads-up in case anything is moving out there.”

Instead of being indignant at being dismissed, Asteria brightened. “Oh, thank you so much, Myrina. This sounds sooooo boring. I would much rather be in the air, soaring through the skies, the sun on my feathers, wind caressing my face.” She twirled, spun, then leapt up, transforming into an enormous blue eagle as she streaked heavenward.  

“Alright, Crystal me,” I said, holding out both hands as I opened my interface and toggled over to the MANAGE ISLAND settings. I could repair or build, so I chose the BUILD option naturally, then scrolled down to a CUSTOMIZE menu. That, in turn, pulled up an impressive 3-D modeling grid with a variety of manipulation tools at my disposal. I could import “blueprints,” add custom features, and alter the shape and size of various structural features. There was a ton of stuff, but I found it all intuitive and easy. Wicked-cool. 

With a little effort, I shared the customized build screen with my two Amazonian generals.

Can you see what I’m seeing? I asked them.

Hells yeah! Phoebe said. Dude, this is fucking amazing. Why didn’t I know about this earlier? Immediately, she started offering suggestions, tweaking this and that as I imported a basic blueprint for a blocky medieval-style gatehouse—heavily fortified and loaded to the gills with traps. 

Myrina simply watched in silence for a time as Phoebe and I designed the walls and staircases, traced out narrow windows, and designed archways. Don’t forget about the arrow slits and murder holes you mentioned earlier, she finally added-, pretending to be uninterested and failing epically. Employing murder holes might not have appealed to Myrina’s strict moral code regarding combat, but I could tell she was totally engrossed.

Phoebe was already paging through my brain. What! Damn, but humans are cruel. Yep, I think we should definitely include both of those. She chuckled madly like Doctor Frankenstein on the verge of bringing his monster to life. 

And just like that, I watched as Phoebe hollowed out a death-trap tunnel running through the heart of the tower, then added a pair of metal portcullises, one at each mouth. Phoebe wasn’t done though. Next came cross-shaped arrow slits, followed by a series of grate-covered holes, perfect for pouring down boiling oil into the tunnel below. She slapped on a false floor—which concealed a deep pit studded with a series of sharpened stakes—and wooden pegs that would act as rudimentary stairs up into the tower.

Phoebe added a few steam-powered launching mounts, perfect for housing the Sidewinder and AMRAAM missiles. The 3-D blueprint was almost perfect, but there was still one minor detail missing: an easy way to get out of the upper tower in case of an emergency. A zipline could work, I sent after a moment of careful thought. We’ll run it from the back of the tower, over the wall and directly into the city. That way, if our Wardens lose the tower, they can just cruise back in quick and easy. Whatcha think, Phoebe?

Hang on a sec, the Rune-Caster sent, rummaging through my head. Yeah, Jacob, I see it. A zipline. You did one when you were eight. Wet your pants waiting on one of the platforms. You were very embarrassed.

Should we build one? I sent, ignoring the comment.

I don’t see why not. I like it. Let me throw one on. And warning horns. Everyone likes a big ol’ horn.

I waited for the double entendre, but Phoebe wasn’t Loxo. Instead of making a dirty joke, the Rune-Caster simply changed the schematic to include the cable down to Lycastia City and the horn. And with that we were ready to rock and roll. I checked the price tag—eighty-five Essence Points and ten pounds worth of raw Thymos Crystal. That was steep, considering we only had about thirty-five pounds of the sacred mineral left. But no point stockpiling the stuff for a rainy day. Metaphorically, it was about to fucking pour. 

Nervousness and excitement wrestled in my gut as I accepted the blueprint and raised the Thymos Crystals high into the air. In a flash, brilliant azure light exploded from the crystals as a tsunami of raw power surged out from the godstone in my chest. 

Rocks rose up from the ground in a whirlwind of force as the elements themselves bent to my will. The smell of the dirt mixed with the greenery around us as roaring gale-force winds ripped up nearby timbers and pulled huge boulders from the loamy earth. Wood and dirt and rock mixed and mingled as divine power merged them together, creating something new. Walls rose, up, up, up, and a slate-tiled roof materialized into existence, capping the three-story building. Hulking iron gates appeared, along with arrow slits, rocket mounts, and the steel cable.  

Damn. The sight was truly incredible. 

Phoebe nodded at our work. Now that? That is amazeballs, my dude. Good work. 

“Surprisingly,” Myrina said, eyeing the newly formed structure, “I agree. It is, how you would say, amazeballs.” She walked into the guardhouse and worked a metal crank to raise and lower the portcullis. “Yes, this will do nicely. I will bring over half a platoon to hold this position. We can then use Teleporters and our winged warriors for reinforcements. The north gate will have a smaller force, but we can shift troops quickly if it comes to that.”

I knew you’d come around eventually, Phoebe said, slapping Myrina on the shoulder. You get the guards in place, and I’ll get Pyracia to head up and start the oil boiling while Brontia and Steropia haul over some of those fancy-pants kablooey missiles. We’ll get those bad boys rigged up in no time. Honestly, the triggering mechanisms were complex, but I’m a quick study. And you, Jacob, paid very good attention during all those boring training sessions. To think, your buddies even teased you for taking good notes. Well, they can suck it now. We’re saving the motherfucking world! Hopefully. Assuming we don’t die horribly. 

What should I do, land-bound? came Asteria’s voice, cool and aloof. 

I thought about it for a minute, tapping at my chin with one finger. Just keep scouting the air. Your eyes are the best we have, so stay sharp and let us know if you spot anything fishy. 

I will look for invaders, came her solemn reply, but if I find a fish, I will surely eat it. Nothing is better than a raw fish on a hot day. 

I grinned. She was so goofy. “Alright, Team War God, we have a plan,” I said, turning back to my other generals. “Let’s break. You all know what you need to do—I’ll head up to the north gate and whip up another one of these things while you ladies get everything in place down here.”

Myrina and Phoebe returned to the city. 

Alone, I went and built a duplicate copy of the guard tower on the north hill, complete with its own portcullises, booby traps, and stylish zipline running back to the city. By the time I was done, the sun had dipped low, moving into twilight as the sky filled with foreboding storm clouds. The southern tower was cocked, locked, and ready to rock, and Myrina was already on her way up to the northern tower with guards. Phoebe and her crew of Rune-Casters wouldn’t be far behind, ready to trick the new building out with enough armaments to make a pack of T. rexes think twice.  

I sighed and shivered as a sharp, unnaturally frigid wind blew up from the south. It had been a long day, and though there was still more work to be done—always more work to be done—I’d accomplished a lot and was ready for a break. I took one last look at the tower, then turned and headed through the northern gate and back toward the city. I trudged along the winding cobblestone path, enjoying the relative peace and quiet, then made for the banquet hall. At some point, someone had relocated the food back into the dining hall, where it belonged. 

I slipped in and piled up a plate full of roasted chicken and seared vegetables, then moved over to a nearby table and plopped down, glad to be off my feet. I took a deep breath, enjoying the aroma wafting up, then picked up a piece of charred chicken that smelled like heaven. I got exactly one bite into my meal when the alarm from the north tower went off, its clarion call hanging in the air like a foghorn. A handful of seconds later, the south tower followed suit. 

Oh shit, oh shit, oh shit. We were under attack. I knew it was what we’d been preparing for, but now that it was here, I felt panic rushing through me like a wildfire. I dropped the chicken breast, scrambled to my feet, and beelined for the exit, running out into the courtyard near the old clay pits. Asteria, I sent, what in the hell is going on? 

War, came her terse reply. Huge force to the north, smaller one to the— 

I lost contact with her the same instant a terrible shriek rose in the air. I knew that noise. Harpies. Lots of harpies. Quickly, I checked Asteria’s Health, but she seemed to be uninjured, which probably meant she was just laser-focused on kicking ass at the moment. Which was exactly what I needed to be. I drew my sword—the thrum of power was a comfort in my hand—and sprinted toward the northern gate and the tower beyond. 

I didn’t see or hear the dark shape fly over me, not until it was too late. 

Praxidike was a ghost, her midnight skin lost in the growing dark of the storm. But I sure as shit felt it when she swooped down from the shadowy skies and snatched the helmet of Ares right off my head. The move was so brazen that for a moment I simply froze. That’s not how this was supposed to work—we were supposed to duke it out, Clash of the Titans style. But nope. She just jacked my helmet, which was about the worst possible scenario, and one I hadn’t even planned for. Eventually, my brain caught up to reality, and I lashed out with my sword, but it was already much too late for that. 

She was twenty feet up, and retreating farther every moment.

A Lightning Lance might’ve done the trick … except without the fucking helmet, I didn’t have access to my combat interface. No interface, no miracles. No miracles meant no Lightning Lance, no Healing Touch—not even the mental comm link with my Amazons. And just like that, Praxidike was gone, the sound of her cackling drifting down as she disappeared into the clouds. I stood there, sword in hand, staring up like a moron, completely unsure what to do next. I was useless. Praxidike had hit me where it hurt the most.

Suddenly, I was a gamer without a game.

 

 

 

 

 

 

THIRTY-FIVE

Deep Trouble

 

My mind raced as sweat broke out across my forehead and a tremble of fear raced down my hand. How the hell had Praxidike known? Or had it been simply a lucky guess? No way to know, and in the end the how didn’t really matter. The helmet was gone, and until I managed to get it back, I was useless as a shot caller. I’d just have to depend on my generals and platoon leaders to handle business. But even if I couldn’t lead, I could still fight.

I coaxed my legs into motion and broke into a run, heading north. I’d gone maybe ten steps when a flash of violet light appeared in front of me. Sophia stepped into reality, dragging Asteria behind her. The Beastiamancer’s eyes were wild and terrified; she looked on the verge of utter panic, at least until she spotted me. She let out an obvious sigh of relief as she sprinted forward, threw her arms around me and squeezed tight.

“The link is gone,” she said, pushing away from me and staring into my face. “I feared you were gone. Dead. But you are here. But the link …” She trailed off as she finally noticed my missing helmet. “It’s gone,” she said, reaching up and running her fingers along my cheek. “Your helmet is gone. But how, War God?”

“Stolen. That bitch Praxidike snatched it while I had my back turned. She’s got it, Asteria, and without it we’re boned to the max. We need to get it back as soon as we can or this whole situation is FUBAR.”

“I do not understand FUBAR,” she replied solemnly, “but we will find your helmet, God of War. Let us fly.” She transformed into the familiar sight of a winged horse. When I was secure on her back, she broke into a gallop, picking up speed before launching herself into the air, wings thrusting down. We climbed quickly, soaring over the buildings as we cruised north. From this vantage, I could see damn near everything, and what I saw put a knot in my stomach. The forest around the city was swarming with hell-spawn, and both towers were under siege. 

Naga archers exchanged arrow fire with guards in the towers. Our English longbows were far more effective than their shorter Greek bows, but they had sheer numbers in their favor. And it wasn’t just snake men. Nope. There were hundreds of heavily armed sea centaurs, battalions of spider pigs, soaring squadrons of human-faced harpies, and platoons of elite werewolves clad in chainmail and carrying battle-axes. Praxidike had also brought a pair of big guns. Rising up from the writhing carpet of our enemy were two cyclopes, one heading for each tower.

My Amazons were fighting back, but it was a clusterfuck. The Wardens manning each tower seemed to be doing a bang-up job, and the aerial riders were harrying the shit out of the incoming harpies, but everyone else was lost in the sauce. The Elementalists weren’t engaging, and the ground cavalry was fractured. It was almost like in a real-time strategy game, where troops acted on autopilot. They were fighting back, true, but there wasn’t any kind of cohesive strategy. 

A terrible thought occurred to me. “Asteria,” I hollered at the top of my lungs, “can you message the other Amazons?” 

The great horse shook her head back and forth as we flew, no, no, no. 

Shit, this was all on me. So not only could I not message anyone, but without the helmet, no one had access to the messaging system. Another blow. 

Asteria nickered and bucked below me, drawing me from my thoughts as a flock of Stymphalian birds swooped down on us from above. A hail of razor-sharp bronze feathers sliced through the air, aimed squarely at me. Asteria was on it, though. She dove and flipped into a lightning-fast barrel roll that nearly hurled me from my seat. But I sunk low and wrapped my arms around her neck, holding myself in place as she leveled out, leaving the Stymphalian in the dust. Those things were dangerous, but they were no match for Asteria’s raw speed. 

Unfortunately, the bronze birds weren’t the only enemy threat in the air. A group of harpies, six deep, flew toward us, claws extended and teeth gnashing. Asteria broke into more evasive maneuvers, bucking, diving, banking, rolling, but it was no use—the harpies had speed and numbers, plus they were a damned bit smarter than the Stymphalian. When it was clear we weren’t going to be able to outrun them, Asteria fell back onto plan B. 

Her body changed under me, horsehair giving way to eagle feathers, hooves morphing into deadly talons. I wasn’t ready for the shift and lost my seat, slipping precariously close to the edge. I dug my heels in and scrambled for something to hold onto, but it was no use. And when one of the harpies broadsided us, that sealed the deal. I fell like a rock, arms pinwheeling, legs flailing. A part of me wanted to freak out, but the other part of me—the better part of me—wanted to take out some bad guys before I fell to my death.

A snatch of cadence drifted through my mind as I tumbled. 

“Stand up, buckle up, shuffle to the door, jump right out and shout Marine Corps … And if my chute don’t open wide, I got another one by my side. But if that chute should fail me too, then look out, Devil, ’cause I’m coming on through—a hookin’ and a jabbin’, a kickin’ and a stabbin’ …” 

It seemed I was actually getting an opportunity to live out that ditty. I pulled the War Blade free, the godstone blazing in my chest with righteous fury. A harpy flew up, and I rammed my sword down through her clavicle and into her heart. With a grunt, I kicked off, propelling myself away from the body, sword outthrust. Another harpy narrowly avoided a deadly slash from my weapon, then wheeled about, grabbing my leg in its talons. The claws dug down into my flesh, parting skin and drawing blood, but the maneuver also stopped my fall. Ironically saving my life. Another harpy dove toward us, looking to take a bite out of me; instead, I swung my body and split its skull wide open the second it was in range. 

I glanced up. Above me, Asteria was shredding any harpy stupid enough to get close like a cheese grater. Blood splattered in the air, and black-feathered bodies tumbled down, one after another.

I didn’t have time to look for long, though—another harpy was coming in fast. I curled up, avoiding a deadly slice that would’ve ripped the head from my shoulders, and lashed out, severing one of the harpy’s wings clean off. Unable to maintain altitude, the creature dropped, shrieking the whole way down. The monster harpy holding me realized she was actually helping me, so she finally let me go. 

Wind beat at me, and my cloak fluttered madly, but then Asteria swooped beneath me, rising sharply up to catch me, cradling my body. She spun, rolled, and dipped, then shot toward the north wall like an arrow with me in tow. We touched down on the peak of the defensive tower a second later, but as I was scrambling free, a barrage of arrows smacked into the shifter, peppering her body. Asteria let out a strangled gasp as she shimmered and morphed into her human form. She staggered drunkenly, before simply passing out.

Her body went limp, and she dropped off the roof, falling three stories to the ground. She landed on the back side of the tower—away from the advancing creatures—but she was in bad shape. 

I needed to get down to her, and I needed to do it fast. 

I popped a concealed emergency hatch in the roof and wiggled into the guard tower without getting hit. Six Wardens and a Rune-Caster manned the room, firing at the encroaching horde below with their longbows. Wooden casks filled with arrows sat at intervals, ensuring they never ran out of fire power. Antiope glanced up at me, blood on her face and a bow in her hands. “Greetings, War God,” she said with a grim-faced nod. “We are holding the tower but the forces against us are …” She paused. “Formidable,” she finished. “What are your orders?”

The question hung heavy in the air, and the truth was I had no idea what we should do. I was going to ask her what she thought, but that wouldn’t do much for the morale of my Amazons. And, really, my mind kept coming back to Asteria. She was dying down there. In my panic, I tried to check her Health in my interface, but yeah, no helmet, no gaming system. A wave of despair sucker punched me in the gut, but I ignored it. There were people depending on me. “Elementalists,” I finally choked out. “Find a way to get them up here.”

“Camilla,” Antiope barked. “You heard the war god, back to the city. Get the Elementalists.” The woman nodded, slung her bow across her back, then disappeared through the emergency hatch, which connected to the zipline. “And what of the missiles?” Antiope asked, waving a hand toward the steam-powered mount off to the left. 

“Only use that as a last—” I started.

The roar of the cyclops boomed in the air, cutting me off and rocking the room. The floor beneath me quivered, and the tower’s stones seemed to rattle in place. “As a last resort,” I finished seconds before part of the roof caved in, a harpy trying desperately to battle her way inside. I whirled in an eyeblink, removing its head with one swipe of my blade. “Whatever you do, just keep fighting.” 

I rushed over to an arrow slit, peeking out. I caught my first up-close look at a living cyclops, and it was worse than I could’ve imagined. Twenty feet tall, and half as wide, all bulging muscles, gray pebbled skin, and snarling teeth like blunt tombstones. The creature bent over and hooked his fingers into the front portcullis. The tower quivered again, a terrible screech tearing the air as the creature ripped the metal gate free. Werewolves and nagas rushed forward in droves.

Idiots.

Antiope was ready for them. 

She and another Amazon lifted the pot of boiling oil and sent it gushing into the murder holes. The monsters below howled as they cooked alive—skin sizzling, fur burning off. But there was no room to breathe. Arachnaswine came next, rushing in through the open gate, over the corpses of the fallen, while others skittered up the outer wall of the tower, hairy legs poking in through the arrow slits, swiping at my warriors. The Wardens fought like hell itself, but it was clear we were being overrun. 

Time to evacuate. But I wasn’t about to leave Asteria.

“Amazons! Fall back to the city! Antiope and I will stay and hold the tower.”

The Amazons moved at once, breaking for the zipline. In quick succession, they took off down the cable, flying through the air. 

I turned to Antiope and gulped, feeling unease churn inside me. “I’m going for Asteria—she’s at the base of the tower. As soon as I get clear …” I hesitated, not sure I could give the command. There was a damn good chance that using a sidewinder at this range would be a suicide mission. I steeled myself, reminding myself of Myrina’s coldhearted words, We Amazons mean nothing in the end. Nothing. Only you matter, Jacob Merely. “Hit that cyclops with the missile,” I finished, hating myself a little for it.

She didn’t argue but instead, she grabbed me and kissed me, rough, wet, and hard. “Gods forgive me, Jacob Merely, but I know the look in your eye. And me? I was not going to leave this world without at least one kiss. Now go. Save our general while I rain fire on our enemies!”

I offered her a sad, small smile, then turned and made for the emergency exit. Instead of taking to the zipline, I scrambled down the tower’s side, clawing for toe and hand holds. I dropped the last ten feet, landing with a thud not seven feet from Asteria’s prone form. And I’d made it just in time, too. Spider pigs were swarming around the sides of the tower, moving on a sea of bristly limbs. Thankfully, our reinforcements had also arrived. 

Euryleia and Buttercup led the other ground-mounted Beastiamancers in a charge, engaging the spider pigs with swords, spears, and bows. Meanwhile, their mounts—shaggy, monstrous bears, and humongous, thick-muscled bulls—used teeth and claws, horns and hooves to massacre the arachnaswine. Our Flame-Witch, Calla, was with them, slinging deadly columns of flame—barbequing our enemies where they stood. I shot Euryleia a grateful nod, then sprinted over to Asteria, who lay unmoving, pin-cushioned with arrows.  

I dropped to a knee and urgently searched for a pulse. There. She was still alive, though her pulse was reedy and her breathing labored. Her eyes blinked open at my touch. 

“Forgive me, War God,” she sputtered, teeth stained with blood. “You live, but I fear I have failed you in dying. Arrows are such annoyances.”

I chuckled grimly.

She touched my face. “I shall never forget our time together. You are so gentle and loving, and shouldn’t a god of war know the softer side of things as much as war and bloodshed? For how can one be wise if one cannot see all sides of this magical world we live in?”

“You’re not gone yet,” I replied as she fell unconscious. 

Maybe I couldn’t heal her with magic, but I could keep her alive long enough for one of the Water-Witches to do it. I pulled free my IFAK—Individual First Aid Kit—and started yanking out supplies. Since my power couldn’t heal me, I’d kept the kit around in case I got hurt, and I was crazy-glad I had it. Many of her wounds were superficial, but one arrow protruding from her guts was problematic, along with a gaping hole in her thigh—clearly responsible for a large amount of blood loss.

I started with the leg, opening a package of QuikClot combat gauze. Although not as flashy as Healing Touch, QuikClot was damn near a modern miracle. I pulled free the gauze and started packing it into the ragged wound. Not merely placing it over the top, but really cramming it in there. Almost instantly, badass science went to work, and the hemorrhaging began to stop as the gauze triggered the clotting process. Once done, I wrapped the wound with a sterile ACE bandage, then moved on to the gut wound.

I didn’t dare take the arrow out; instead, I rolled her onto her side and hastily broke off the front and back of the shaft so only a little nub of wood poked out on either side. I slapped some sterile gauze on, then used a second ACE bandage to hold everything in place. My patch-up medical work wasn’t going to save her for long, but maybe long enough. The second I finished, I gently lifted her in my arms and slipped through the chaos of the battle to Euryleia’s side. 

“Euryleia!” I hollered at the top of my lungs, catching her eye. 

The Beastiamancer wheeled around, her face covered in a mask of monster blood. Her eyes widened when she saw the woman in my arms. 

“Get her to one of the Water-Witches, and do it fast!” I carefully slung Asteria onto the back of Buttercup. 

“You have my word on it, War God,” she shouted in reply. The second Asteria was in place, Buttercup reared up, issuing a thunderous roar, then charged through a line of arachnaswine, scattering them like bowling pins. 

Just as Euryleia disappeared, the world exploded all around me, noise, fire, and heat batting me into the air. I landed facedown in the grass, my ears ringing, my skin raw and uncomfortably hot. I coughed, rolled onto my back, and pushed myself up onto my ass.  

I watched in horror as the tower burned and teetered, moments away from collapsing. From the destruction on the battlefield, it was easy to see what had happened: Antiope had fired the sidewinder right into the cyclops’ bloated gut, killing him and taking out every naga, werewolf, harpy, and spider pig in a fifty-foot radius. A bloody mist swept over me from the carnage, flecking my face with gore. Black feathers, pieces of chainmail, hunks of cyclops, all thwapped on the ground.

The tower fell a heartbeat later, the ground rumbling from the destruction. 

“Dammit, Antiope,” I whispered, knowing the Amazon was dead. Knowing she’d sacrificed herself on my order. “I wish it hadn’t gone down like that.” In my heart, though, I knew there was nothing I could’ve done differently—this was war, and there would be casualties. I stood, surveying the battlefield, then raised my sword high. “Retreat!” I boomed, my voice carrying over the cackling fires and the mewling of dying monsters. “Fall back to the north gate, and get the siege weapons ready!”

 

 

 

 

 

 

THIRTY-SIX

Ace in the Hole

 

The northern gate slammed shut behind me just as a thunderous boom rocked the air, followed by a brilliant flare of light and a giant plume of smoke billowing up from the south. Oh shit, that couldn’t be good. I scrambled up the wooden rungs of a lookout platform located on the inside of the wall. The platform rose about fifteen feet up, granting me a spectacular view of the city, as well as a glimpse of the forces rallying on the far side of the north wall.

What a shitstorm. Not only had we lost the north tower, but it was obvious the south tower was gone too, or at least on its last legs. Though I could see the second cyclops was down for the count, which was a small bit of good news. Still, everything else was chaos. 

Wardens ziplined away from the wreckage to the south, but apparently Praxidike had gotten wise to the ploy, because harpies streaked toward the last of the Amazons careening down the cable. Before bird-women could get to them, ferocious columns of conjured wind careened into them, knocking the harpies from the air. No doubt the work of Aella, my Air-Witch.

Meanwhile, a horde of sea centaurs streamed toward the north gate, hooves churning up a great cloud of dust as they advanced. But Myrina had trained my Amazons well, and they were ready for the charge. Wardens took to the walls, unleashing a hail of arrows into the inrushing crowd, while several more Wardens worked siege weapons, lobbing huge stones and beefy ballista bolts. From above, a formation of winged horses and eagles swept down, firing more arrows and hurling deadly javelins. 

Three of the winged horses were also kitted out with the strange saddles I’d seen Phoebe making earlier; each saddle had a pair of bronze canisters poking out from the sides. 

What the hell are those things? I wondered.

I found out a beat later as the canisters opened with a hiss, unleashing their payload over the hell-spawn on the ground. Fucking napalm. The burning mixture rained from the sky like the judgment of God Himself, coating the equine attackers, melting through skin, hair, scales, and chitin. The monsters fell to the ground, many shrieking in pain as they frantically tried to squelch the flames by rolling. The efforts were useless. The napalm only spread, burning more fiercely as they thrashed. 

Damn, that was brutal. 

To the south, a group of eagle riders were doing a bombing run of their own—except they carried cluster bombs instead of napalm. I watched, entranced, as the eagle riders soared and swooped, dropping their deadly cargo on unseen enemies. A series of thuds rolled over the battle like a barrage of artillery fire, and flashes of fiery orange lit up the horizon. Crazy-good work, though I wasn’t sure it would be enough. 

I turned back toward the sea of centaurs pouring in despite the arrows and the napalm. Scores of creatures had fallen, but more took their place, and now there were werewolves streaming into the mix, and they carried a big-ass battering ram, the head carved into a grinning skull. Great, as though we had nothing else to worry about. Our Wardens continued firing, but a large flock of Stymphalian swooped in from the east, engaging our aerial Beastiamancers, distracting them from the fight below. 

The Wolves seized the moment, charging with a howl as they slammed the battering ram into the gates. Thud, thud, thud. The gates held, but each time the ram hit, they bowed inward a bit more, the wood groaning from the strain. We didn’t have long. 

“Wardens, fall back into the city!” I shouted. “Beast Calvary, prepare to hold the line—we’ve got incoming!” My order carried up and down the line, repeated by Amazon after Amazon as I scrambled down from the platform and took point in front of the gate. A bear rider named Gayle plodded up on my right, while a bull rider flanked me on the left. The rest of the heavy cavalry formed up as the Wardens abandoned the wall, heading back to the city, where we’d fight the invaders building to building if need be. 

The ram hit again, thud-boom, and that was the straw that broke the camel’s back. The gate simply exploded inward, wooden shrapnel flying everywhere as centaurs and werewolves shoved their way in, teeth gnashing, weapons hungry to shed blood. 

They came at us in a disorganized rush, but my warriors and I held the line. 

We smashed against the invaders with a clash of weapons, howls rising up like a horn blast. A colossal red-furred grizzly lunged forward, disemboweling a werewolf while the rider used her short sword to slash at the muzzle of another. The bull next to me dropped his meaty head and drove his horns forward. One horn impaled a centaur, the other skewered a werewolf right through the neck. The bull lifted both from the ground with his head, and shook, tearing through flesh and rupturing bone. 

The carnage continued in earnest.

Teeth chomped, claws flashed, horns gored, weapons hacked.

It was blood and heat and madness. 

I joined the fray, hooking and jabbing like a pro. 

Slowly their sheer numbers pushed us back, but they didn’t break us. Not even when the nagas slithered in, their bowstrings snapping as they launched arrows at us by the bucketload. And just when I thought we couldn’t hold another second, Phoebe trundled up, riding on one of the converted harvesters. Pyracia was driving the vehicle while Phoebe sat in the gunner seat, the massive five-barreled Gatling gun positioned in front of her. Holy crap, she was going to lay down some wicked-ass suppression fire.

“Fall back, and make way!” she shouted, her usually playful tone gone. She didn’t need to tell me twice. 

I slashed off the arm of a snarling werewolf, then backpedaled, eager to be clear of the line of fire. 

The sound of thunder filled my ears and set my teeth rattling as Phoebe mashed down the trigger. Gunfire never sounded so sweet. Bullets flew—tracer rounds burning like lightsabers—tearing into the hell-spawn army like a hive of angry killer bees. Heads exploded, limbs summersaulted away, and pink mist hung in the air like a ground fog. The scene was horrifying, but I couldn’t look away. Just couldn’t. The godstone pulsed in my chest, sending out spikes of fierce approval at the utter destruction.

With a scream, Phoebe swiveled the barrel and blew the head off a werewolf and butchered a spider pig until nothing but legs were left. She swept the barrel right, gunning down half a dozen nagas who were trying to retreat, blowing their entrails out of their bodies and removing their brains with a bullet lobotomy. Harpies swooped in, but they fared no better. Phoebe raised the gun and punished them, turning skin into Swiss cheese. 

The bird-crones plunked onto the ground here and there.

Holy shit, we’d done it … though the north tower was in ruins and the gate was battered to the ground, there were no more enemies coming. Just heaps of the dead or dying. Enough to cover every inch of ground.

“No time to celebrate, Jacob Merely,” Phoebe said, glancing back toward the city. “This was only a skirmish force. A distraction. Praxidike is hitting the southern wall with their main force …” She paused, lips pursed. “It’s bad, but I think there might be a solution. Come on.” 

“Gayle,” I said, turning on the senior-most bear rider left in the group. “I want you and the rest of your sisters to guard this wall. Nothing comes through, nothing. And if you get movement here, I want to know about it.” 

She nodded in reply and began immediately barking out orders as I climbed up onto the harvester behind Phoebe. Pyracia turned the lumbering contraption around, and then we were off. Though the machine was bulky and terrifying, holy shit could it move. We raced across the field, down the cobblestone path, through the city, and all the way to the southern wall—making the trek in record time. 

Unsurprisingly, the southern tower was gone, but the wall still stood whole and strong. Amazons littered the ramparts, hurling arrows and spears. More worked the huge ballistae, which were staged at intervals. The siege weapons unleashed huge bolts, the size of my outstretched arm, which took out pockets of enemies with ease. On the ground behind us were the catapults, which hurled huge stones cut from the earth, or wooden barrels loaded with boiling oil. All good news. 

The bad news? We were outnumbered. And not a little outnumbered. Ah no. There were a thousand creatures out there. 

“Don’t despair yet, Jacob Merely,” Phoebe said, sliding from the gunner seat, pulling me down with her. “I have an ace in the hole that might help level the playing field a bit. Come on.” She took my hand and pulled me onward, guiding me up a set of rungs to another lookout platform, currently occupied by Myrina. My general paced back and forth, screaming commands, which carried even over the din of the battle. “Protect the left flank,” she yelled, before spinning around, her sword raised. “Javelins on the right—I want pressure on those nagas, damn you!”

Myrina whirled on us as we finally reached the top, relief washing over her normally stony face as she saw me. “Oh, thank all the gods,” she said, dashing over and grabbing me up in a bone-breaking bear hug. “I thought we were done. But maybe there is hope left. Come, this way.” She grabbed my bicep in a painfully tight grip and hauled me over to a small table, which butted up against the wall at the edge of the platform. There was something on the table, but it was covered by a canvas tarp. 

Phoebe reached out and grabbed ahold of the tarp just as Praxidike appeared, floating above her army, cackling like mad as she looked down on us. “Look upon your doom, War God. Look on your doom and tremble.” Her snake-belt held my helmet. She had her whip, her javelins on her back, and her spiked atlatl. “We will trample your pitiful defenses, destroy the seal, and break the rift wide open so Hades may walk the world again. And there’s nothing you can do to stop us.” 

“Maybe not nothing,” Phoebe said with a fierce go-fuck-yourself grin as she pulled off the bulky canvas. Sitting on the table was the black onyx orb from the forge. The masterpiece she’d built, which allowed her to access the game menu even when I wasn’t around. I felt like I was moving in slow motion as I reached out and pressed my palm against the surface. The minute I touched it, the godstone in my chest ignited with a warmth and an energy that made me gasp. Yes, yes.

A blink later, and the gaming menus popped on.

Oh shit, we were back in business. Hell yeah! 

Quickly I toggled over to my troops and saw—with more than a little relief—that Asteria was still among the living. And more than that, she was back up to full Health. 

You doing okay? I sent the shifter, a grin breaking out across my face.

Better than ever, thanks to you, she sent, her voice bubbly in my head. Otrere just finished patching me up, and I’m on my way. I think it’s time someone eats Praxidike’s liver. I volunteer.

I toggled over to the combat screen and glanced up at the black-winged Fury, a vicious smile on my face. 

Was that fear I saw on Praxidike’s face?

Why yes, I believe it was ...

 

 

 

 

 

 

THIRTY-SEVEN

Rally

 

The storm clouds above looked like black smoke boiling the sky into darkness.

A roar went up as a dozen octopus centaurs rushed toward the southern wall, ready to tear their way in by brute force. Their tentacles gripped a massive battering ram. Stymphalian swooped down and covered the centaurs, giving the horse creatures a bronze aerial shield that deflected incoming arrows. And in the back, a group of chainmail-clad werewolves pushed forward a massive siege tower of wood and metal, which creaked along on huge stone wheels. 

More siege towers followed. With those things, the horde would be able to just swarm over the wall and flood into the city unchallenged.

Nope. Not on my watch. Time to put these sons of bitches in check. Using my mental comm link, I started issuing orders. Vara and Sophia, I called out to my two Teleporters, time to get busy. I need my support Elementalists down here ASAP. And someone get me the Shield of Perseus.

Hippolyta is carrying it, came an immediate reply from Myrina. She’s standing watch over the sigil—a final guardian. 

Good. Leave her there, but get that shield down here now. Archers, I sent, switching tracks, get ready to blast those centaurs with the ram. I’m about to clear the air.

I raised my sword overhead, the blade glowing with spectral blue light. I’d already seen how susceptible to lightning the Stymphalian were, so it was time to exploit the weakness. In my combat interface, I selected the once-a-day ability Shockwave. As before, nothing happened for a long beat, but then the clouds above sizzled with power as a column of lightning lanced down from the heavens, connecting with the tip of my sword and passing through my body. I’d leveled up quite a bit since last time I’d used this ability, so channeling the power was less jarring, though still far from pleasant. 

The raw electricity rushed out of me, through the wood, and into the ground. 

The air rattled with a sizzle-crack as a hundred jagged bolts of lightning erupted from the earth beyond the wall, streaking upward and into the bronze-feathered monsters circling and swooping above. Many of the frontline enemy fighters died on the spot, their skin blackening, their blood boiling, while Stymphalian plummeted from the sky by the handfuls. The terrible birds smashed into the earth, kicking up rocks and dirt, or careened into hell-spawn fighters, breaking bones and crushing skulls.  

It was a work of destructive art. A thing of devastating, bloody beauty. 

The vicious attack finally petered out, and the world was utterly silent for a moment as everyone stared in shock. That’d teach them who they were fucking around with. And then the silence was broken as the Amazons along the wall sent up an echoing cheer, before unleashing a fresh volley of arrows into the shell-shocked monsters. I was still worried, though. The attack had been flashy and brutal, but it had only taken out sixty or so monsters, and that was just a drop in the bucket. We had a lot of work left to do.

“Hold the fort,” I yelled at Myrina while toggling away from my combat interface and over to my inventory, checking to see what weapons we still had online. The manufactured siege weapons were in good shape: we’d lost two ballistae, but we had five left, and our four catapults were operational. The Gatling gun was empty, however, and we’d blown through all of the cluster bombs and napalm—super shitty—but we still had several converted harvesters loaded with more missiles. Six AIMs left, in total. And we also had one charge from the Shield of Perseus. 

Not terrible, though I had no idea if what we had left would be enough. 

So far, the Harrier’s weapons had kept us in the game, despite our early setbacks. Yes, we lost the two towers, but in a sense, they had done their job. They had kept the monsters away from our main walls long enough for us to push them back.

Next, I pulled up my Amazon roster, checking the status of each. One KIA—Antiope, as expected—but everyone else was alive. Alive was not healthy, however. Many of the Wardens were hurting bad, and the Beastiamancers up north were beat to crap. Poor Euryleia and Buttercup were each lingering at just over fifteen percent life. That couldn’t stand. Since I’d been battling without my helmet, I hadn’t used any Essence in nearly six hours, which meant I was topped off at 335 Essence Points—time to get my Cleric on. 

I cracked my knuckles and made it rain Health. I started with those who were closest to death and worked my way up. One after another, I healed the top fifteen most grievously injured Amazons, burning through 165 Essence Points inside of thirty seconds; by the time I was done, though, everyone on Team War God was sitting above seventy-five percent Health, and with my two Water-Witches inbound, it would damn well stay that way. 

A bright purple flash in my periphery caught my attention.

Vara and Sophia had finally showed up to play, and each of the Teleporters carried an Elementalist with them. Calla, the Flame-Witch, reeled from the sudden shift and fell against me. Her body burned hot, which made sense since she dealt in fire. 

“Calla, I want that siege tower roasted,” I said, thrusting a finger out. “Burn the motherfucker to the ground.”

 “My pleasure, War God,” the Flame-Witch replied, finally steadying herself. She took a deep breath, pressed her eyes shut, inhaled deeply, then threw both hands forward, unleashing a geyser of blue-white flame from her hands. The spell washed over the incoming siege tower, tongues of flame lapping at wood while fingers of heat caressed enemy flesh. Monsters howled and fell away in droves, but still more came. 

Calla fell to her knees, breathing hard, sweat dotting her face. It had taken all of her mojo, but she’d stopped the siege tower from reaching the wall. 

“Hell yeah! Now Sabra, I want you to use your powers as a Forest-Witch to block their path with vegetation, make it impossible for them to roll in more siege gear.”

The Forest-Witch gave me a curt nod and raised her hands to the sky, an aura of emerald magic swirling around her as she chanted. The forest responded at once: huge tree boughs surged out—obscuring the path Praxidike’s forces had been using for transport—and vines crept out to snare feet and ankles. Rose bushes exploded from the ground, the stems covered with barbed thorns as big as my pinky. Not deadly, but damned inconvenient, and Praxidike would have a helluva time rolling in more siege equipment. 

“You think you’re the only one with magic!” the Fury shrieked, rising higher into the air. 

Instead of doing the whole villain banter thing, I ordered my archers to engage while I blasted her with a Lightning Lance.

Power surged from the godstone, down my arms, and arched through the air—

But a magical dome of green light flashed into existence in front of the demoness, deflecting arrows and magic with equal ease. A rough chant escaped from her mouth—the words jarring and painful inside my ears—building to a terrible crescendo as she clapped her hands. The dead Stymphalian melted, and a platoon of nearby centaurs shrieked in agony as the bronze from the birds swirled around them, fusing with their skin. 

The process looked hellishly painful, but when she was done, the screams stopped, and the centaurs rose, covered head to toe in gleaming bronze armor. 

Praxidike cracked her whip in the air. “Attack!” she shrieked. “Crush their walls. Drive them back. Feast on their flesh!”

The bronze-covered centaurs rushed in with unnatural speed and immediately laid into the walls, their huge fists smashing into stone, dishing out impossible damage. Cracks spread up from each strike like breaking ice, and bits of rock and mortar flew free. Those monsters were literally punching their way through the walls. What the fuck? My Amazons engaged, launching arrows straight down with no effect—that bronze armor was crazy-tough. To make matters worse, harpies exploded from the trees, taking wing. 

They harried the Amazons brutally, giving the bronze centaurs all the time they needed.

The wall shuddered, bucked, swayed, then fractured—a huge fissure running up the center. I pulled up the interface and scrolled over to MANAGE ISLAND, but it was too late. The stone fell inward with a rush, crushing a Warden manning one of the catapults. I watched in horror as a stone smashed through her legs and pelvis, blood leaking out around her in a pool. Oh shit! Otrere, the Water-Witch, was by her side in a flash, hands pressing against the Warden’s temples. 

She was too late. 

And then the centaurs were scrambling through the gap in the wall, pushing in, immediately laying into the catapults, smashing them to pieces. And they weren’t alone. A pack of werewolves and a platoon of nagas followed on their bronze-covered heels, scattering once inside. The Wardens on top of the wall were busy with the harpies, so it was up to a handful of beast-riders and support casters to contain the breach. Myrina leapt from the platform, hit the grass, and rolled back to her feet, wading into the fight, dancing through the wolves with lethal grace.  

For a minute, I felt overwhelmed. Defeated. 

How could we come back from this? I wasn’t sure, but I buckled down and focused on the game. 

I’d played dozens of scenarios like this. In each, there was always a point when the odds seemed completely against me. But there was always a way. Always. Though admittedly, sitting on my chair, in front of my monitor, had been a lot easier. This was more like playing a video game with a serial killer in the room, trying to chop off my hands. It did add a certain spice, I must say. 

Beastiamancers on bears and bulls rushed in to fill the gap, shredding wolves and hammering into bronze centaurs. Their riders lashed out with deadly efficiency—slicing with swords, impaling with spears, blocking heavy blows with circular bucklers. Even the Rune-Casters fought, firing oversized bolts from clockwork crossbows. And then, in a stroke of absolute awesomeness, a defiant eagle’s shriek pierced the air. 

I glanced up and saw a blue-feathered eagle diving down with Loxo the Huntress clutched in her talons. Asteria. And behind my shifter general was a handful of aerial Beastiamancers, led by Toxaris on her majestic Pegasus. 

About time we caught a break!

Asteria swooped low, dropping Loxo from twenty feet up, before wheeling around and tearing through the harpies. Blood and gore followed in her wake. 

Despite the fall, Loxo landed lightly on the balls of her feet like a cat, fifteen feet from the breach. Strapped to her back was the Shield of Perseus. Holy shit, this was a game changer. 

I’ve brought a present, she purred at me through the link, trailing a hand down her front then shooting me a wink. I also brought this shield, she finished, fishing the thing from her back and slinging it over her left arm. Now what’s the play, War God? 

I’ll lay down some cover fire, I replied. You get through the gap, and hit those suckers with the shield. 

Loxo’s voice whispered seductively in my head. Oh, Jacob, I love it when you’re dominant and take control. She grinned up at me again, and then she was darting forward, dancing through the inrushing creatures like smoke and water. I focused my power, thrusting my hand forward and unleashing a barrage of Lightning Lances on any enemy that even got close to Loxo. In no time, I’d cleared a pocket for her, though I knew it wouldn’t stay clear for long. 

Already, Praxidike seemed to realize the threat and was whipping her troops into frenzied action—like literally whipping them. With a fucking whip. But she was half a beat too late.

EVERYONE, I sent through the mental link, mass messaging every Amazon in my control, EYES SHUT IN THREE … TWO … ONE ... I pressed my eyes closed as a brilliant flare of steely gray light enveloped the world, followed by a wave of biting, arctic cold. As soon as the sensation passed, I cracked my eyes and a shit-eating grin exploded across my face. Loxo had done it. True, the whole army hadn’t been petrified, but two out of every three had. Stone statues littered the field, all frozen in various states of battle. 

“Attack!” I screamed, turning my Lightning Lances on the handful of remaining bronze-plated centaurs. Blades and arrows might not have been effective, but lightning sure was. The centaurs fell, and as they did, the tide of battle seemed to shift around us. Suddenly, we were winning, and the momentum was in our favor. The catapults were gone, but the ballistae resumed firing, and the archers launched a fresh wave of arrows. The heavy cavalry on the ground rushed forward through the breach. 

They smashed statues as they ran—stony debris thudding to the ground—and as they moved, Praxidike’s remaining forces broke like cheap plywood. They knew this was game over for them, and they weren’t quite so motivated to die needlessly.

I expected Praxidike to scream, to cuss, to make wild threats. I didn’t expect her to laugh. 

But that’s exactly what she did, and when I looked at her, I saw why. 

Somehow, the Fury had managed to ensnare Loxo. My Huntress dangled in the air, Praxidike’s whip wrapped tight around her throat like a noose. Loxo’s feet dangled wildly, her face beet red as she clawed at the leather cutting off her air supply. And the whole time, Praxidike laughed. “You fools,” she said after a time, “you think this was the real threat? That I would put all my efforts into a few harpies and a handful of mindless beasts? Never.” She clenched her hand, and the whip seemed to tighten, Loxo’s gasping intensifying.

I only half-listened to the Fury’s ravings, instead focusing on the Huntress. Vara, Sophia, I sent to the Teleporters. Game plan, but I need you to move quick. While she’s busy running her mouth, I want to hit her. Vara, you grab my helmet from her belt. Sophia, you get Loxo.

“I played you, War God,” Praxidike said, smug to her core. “I saw the power of the Shield of Perseus the first time you used it. Did you think I would make the same mistake again?” She threw back her head and laughed, a deep belly chuckle. “This whole gambit”—she waved a hand at the field—“was merely a ploy to force your hand. Now you’ve used the only weapon capable of stopping my real wea—”

Her words cut off short as dual flashes of purple light appeared next to her. Vara snatched the helmet with a grin, and poofed from existence, reappearing next to me with the helmet in hand. I slipped it on at once, comforted by its presence. But a sharp crack filled the air as Sophia dropped to the ground, struck down by the Fury’s powerful magic. The Teleporter was alive, but Loxo still dangled, her Health dropping by the second. 

The Fury sneered. “You are weak, War God. Pathetic. And I will crush you. Crush you as easily as I can crush your precious warriors.” The sneer turned into a vicious snarl as she jerked the whip with her wrist. Loxo’s body lurched, her neck popping, the light and life in her eyes fading in a heartbeat.  

No, no, no—that’s not how it was supposed to go! 

I selected Loxo and hit her with a Healing Touch, but like when I’d tried on Hippolyta, nothing happened. She was gone in the snap of a finger. My friend, stolen from me. Rage and hate exploded from the godstone … that bitch was going to pay big time for this. She was going to suffer. 

 “Now, War God,” the Fury said, tossing Loxo’s body to the ground like a piece of trash ready for the dump, “behold your reckoning.” She lifted her free hand into the air and conjured a flare of emerald light, which streaked up into the early evening sky, exploding with a sharp boom. The awful light seemed to invade the dark clouds above, and suddenly it began to rain. Great fat drops of water, rushing down. The ground quivered beneath my feet, and the waters off the western shore began to boil and froth as a huge limb rose from the waters. 

At first I thought it was a tentacle, but it wasn’t. No. It was a forearm, topped with a hand as big as an M1A1 tank.

What in the holy hell was that? 

A head emerged next, the skull alone as big as an African elephant. I watched, shocked, as a kaiju-sized cyclops, a hundred feet tall, emerged from the bay. The freak was the mega version of the cyclopes we’d battled earlier, except his body was covered in coppery scales that looked capable of turning aside even the most brutal attacks.  

“I present to you Polyphemus Omega! The end of you all!” Praxidike crowed.

 

 

 

 

 

 

THIRTY-EIGHT

Polyphemus Omega

 

The cyclops let out a thunderous howl that sounded like a fucking earthquake given voice, and then the red fire of a laser beam erupted from his single eye. It sizzled across the sky and smashed into the battlefield in front of the south wall. The beam didn’t discriminate between friend or foe—it was sheer destruction, digging deep furrows into the ground, obliterating bodies, and leaving flames in its wake. Instantly an alert sounded in my head. Just like that, we’d lost five more Amazons, dead without a fight. 

“The temple, you mindless brute,” Praxidike roared, jabbing a finger at the columned building jutting up from the center of Lycastia City. The monster broke into a lumbering gait, the rush of displaced waters following him as he pulled himself up onto dry land. Rain pattered down on him, but couldn’t dim the crimson glow of his one terrible eye. Again, like the chainmail on the sons of Lycaon, this seemed out of place. There was something very X-Men going on with Praxidike’s secret weapon.

“Ground forces, back! Off the walls!” I screamed into the air, panic surging through me. I wasn’t ready for this. “Find cover, and protect the temple. Now!” 

Amazons jumped into motion, leaping from the walls, sprinting toward the city—and just in time, too. Another laser beam exploded into a portion of the southern wall, eradicating the ballistae there with pitiful ease. Stone exploded, debris shooting out in every direction as choking smoke curled upward.

A second later, Polyphemus Omega adjusted the beam, sweeping through the center of our wall with his laser eye, widening the hole until there was a thirty-foot gap in the ramparts. He could walk right through if he wanted to. Not that he actually needed to, of course. The dude was a hundred feet tall—the walls only came up to his shins—which meant he was doing it just to be a dick. 

Aerial squadron, I sent, get ready to harry that ugly asshole. Wait for my mark! Phoebe, bring up the other harvesters, launch every fucking missile we have at that thing! 

On it, Boss-man, she replied somberly before the connection died. 

The whirl of clockwork motors and hissing steam hit my ears as three of the improvised harvesters waddled into place. Each had been carefully modified with hulking firing platforms capable of holding their payload. One harvester carried two AIM-9 Sidewinders, while the other two machines each held a pair of AIM 120 AMRAAMs. Yep. Six of the finest, most badass war munitions the United States military had at their disposal. If it absolutely, positively has to be destroyed overnight, call the Marines, I thought.

“Fire at will,” I yelled, thrusting my sword into the air. 

Harvester motors whirled, steam leaking up as the rocket triggering mechanisms engaged. In a flash, missile after missile streaked away—boom, boom, boom, boom, boom, boom—carving through the air on a crash course with the titan of a cyclops now stomping through the dense island vegetation. The first hit with a thunderclap, light and smoke blossoming like a flower in spring. The second followed hard on its heels, slamming into the creature’s gut and detonating with a meaty thumpf. 

Thumpf, thumpf, thumpf, thumpf. More light. More heat. More smoke. By the time the six had hit, only a giant cloud of gray smoke could be seen. There was no way that thing had survived a barrage like that. No way. But I kept waiting for the ground-shaking rattle of his fall … and it never came. Instead, a huge scale-covered palm broke through the smoke, waving left and right, dispelling the acrid gray cloud. As the smoke finally cleared, my stomach dropped. 

Even if he hadn’t died outright, there should’ve been some kind of damage. Missing limbs maybe. Or colossal loops of intestine hanging down from his belly, swaying like chains. But nope. There were black scorch marks marring his scaled flesh, but no sign of actual damage. 

What. The. Fuck.   

“You think your puny weapons could harm him?” Praxidike asked, wings holding her aloft and just out of reach. “Weak. Pathetic. Predictable. I know you better than you know yourself. You have played your hand and lost, War God. Surrender now, and perhaps I’ll treat you to a quick death.”

“Eat a dick,” I yelled. In my head I sent, Aerial squadron, scramble! Hit that thing with everything you have. Slow him down. Try to blind him if you can. We have to make sure he doesn’t get in range to hit the temple with that damned laser beam. 

The aerial Beastiamancers exploded into action, wings pumping as eagle and Pegasus riders blasted forward like shooting stars. If military-grade missiles couldn’t hurt that thing, I wasn’t sure what chance swords and javelins had, but we had to try. Phoebe, Myrina. Pull the remainder of the ground troops back to the temple—I’m gonna try to kill this thing, but I have no doubt Praxidike will head for the sigil. Stop her at all costs.

It was like this last time, Myrina replied. We retreated to the temple. We were killed. Is this the end for us, Jacob Merely?

No, I sent, the word burning with utter conviction. What Ares did sucked. But this time is going to be different, because I’m different, and I trust you to do your job.

Understood, War God. I could feel Myrina’s pride and determination burning in my head. We will not fail you. 

I turned my eyes to Asteria, who swooped overhead, waiting for orders. Asteria, let’s ride. Time to give that asshole a piece of the War Blade. 

She cawed in response, the sound malicious and triumphant, then dove, wings folding up against her sides. I broke into a run and launched myself up as she drew near. Before, my vertical jump wasn’t much to brag about, but as god of war? Yeah, I had mad game. NBA star for sure. Up, up, up, I went, fifteen feet easy, and just as I started to drop, Asteria slipped beneath me, catching me on her back. I wrapped my legs around her neck as we cruised like a living missile toward the cyclops.

My riders were already circling the creature, diving, wheeling, and banking as mounts struck with talons or hooves and Amazons hacked and slashed with their blades. But even at a glance, I could see how woefully ineffective the attacks were. The weapons barely left scratches in the creature’s metallic scales. They were annoying him, maybe, but they were like flies trying to bring down a medieval knight in full plate mail. This shitstorm was clearly an exercise in futility—and a dangerous one, too. 

The cyclops flailed his enormous arms, huge hands whipping through the air. Asteria and I dodged an incoming haymaker with a lightning-fast corkscrew roll, but his other fist nearly batted us from the air. Only some seriously fancy flying on Asteria’s part saved our asses. We banked right, circling around his thigh, and then we were climbing. I hunkered down, grabbing a handful of feathers and muttering a silent prayer as we streaked straight up at a ninety-degree angle. 

My heart galloped, and I thought I might pass out as the wind and rain battered against me, trying to knock me from my seat, but then we leveled out, breaking left. We were even with its head now, and I knew if anyone had a chance to hurt this sucker it would be me and the War Blade. After all, it had managed to pierce Stheno’s hide when nothing else worked. Stheno … something tickled in the back of my head at the thought, but I couldn’t quite put my finger on it. I shook the thought away and focused as Asteria darted in, bringing me close enough to strike.  

I leaned over, whipping my blade out with a war cry. The tip hit metal scales with a screech, yellow sparks flying up as my weapon left a deep gouge in the creature’s armor—but not deep enough to pierce skin. I struck again, putting my shoulder into the swing, but once more the War Blade left little more than a divot. I looked at the mystical sword, shocked. No. That was impossible. The War Blade was … well, the fucking War Blade! It was the weapon of Ares, god of war. How could it be so ineffective? 

	Was it me, maybe? Me and my failure to invest in the Path of War? I didn’t know, but, holy crap, were we screwed.

	Asteria spun away, wings pumping as a huge hand flew toward us.

	The strike missed, but it didn’t really matter, did it? 

I mean if my sword couldn’t penetrate this thing’s skin, what hope did we have? There was no way to stop it. I was seriously flabbergasted—I just couldn’t believe it. The sword had worked against Stheno, dammit! It should’ve worked here, too. Wait … A half-formed thought from earlier reared its head again. Stheno. Holy shit, she was the answer. Praxidike had given it away in her stupid villain monologue—the moron. She’d said the Shield of Perseus was the only weapon capable of stopping the creature.

	I felt like throwing back my head and cackling like a maniac. It wasn’t the shield itself, it was the effect it produced: petrifaction. There was the slight issue that the shield didn’t have any charges left, but I had an ace up my sleeve. An artifact so gross, I’d forgotten all about it. 

	I pulled up my Amazon roster and let out a sigh of relief when I saw my two Teleporters were still among the living. Vara, I have an urgent mission for you, and I need it done this second. There’s a burlap bag in the forge. I need you to get it, and bring it to me. I’m riding on Asteria, so it’s gonna be tricky, but you can do it. Oh, and whatever you do—don’t open the bag. 

	Anything for you, came a velvety reply that made me gulp despite the craziness of the current situation. These women were going to be the death of me.

	Alright, aerial squadron, I sent to all the Beastiamancers currently harassing the enormous cyclops, fall back toward the temple. Guard the sigil. Asteria and I are gonna take care of this clown ourselves. A wave of replies rolled in, one after another, as the riders turned and retreated. Good, the field was clear, so I didn’t need to worry about any casualties when this S.O.B. toppled like a redwood. Asteria, get ready to move. I need to get directly in front of that thing.

	How directly, my love? came a chirping reply.

	Real, real directly. Like right in front of its giant fucking laser beam eye. Can you manage? 

	A puff of purple smoke caught my eye as Vara the Swedish volleyball player appeared right on top of the cyclops’ ugly bald dome. And she had the burlap sack from the dungeon dive clutched in her hands. The huge cyclops didn’t even seem to notice her presence—probably couldn’t feel much with all that copper plating in place—which was fine by me. We’d have the element of surprise on our side, which was always a bonus. And we were going to use that surprise to metaphorically smash his face in with a sock full of magical quarters. 

	Vara tossed me the bag then poofed away, disappearing like a ghost back to some other plane. I caught the bag and grimaced at the terrible smell wafting through the cloth. The head inside was only a few days old, but it smelled like a rotten ham left out too long in the sun. Yeah. Probably shouldn’t have stored it in the forge. Well, live and learn.

	Time to do this thing, Asteria. Get me right in front of his eye. 

	The eyes always taste the best, she sent. Well, after the liver, she amended as she thrust her wings out, catching an updraft, and slingshotted us around the creature’s head—at exactly the wrong moment. Of course, we maneuvered into position half a heartbeat before a new laser blast burst out like the beam of a lighthouse. Asteria squawked and swerved, narrowly avoiding an instantaneous death, but even from a few feet away, the heat radiating from the beam was enough to singe her feathers and blister my skin. 

	The attack cut off an instant later, and I knew it was now or never. Up and hold us steady, I thundered while reaching into the sack and pulling Stheno’s head free by her snaky hair.

A strong gust of wind snatched the bag from my hands, but I didn’t care, focusing on the Gorgon’s head instead. I thrust the morbid trophy straight out so her terrible black eyes, devoid of life, were staring directly into the single red eye in front of me. The effect was nearly instantaneous and absolutely glorious: gray flecks of stone rushed along the surface of the cyclops’ eye like a thin sheen of ice spreading over a car windshield. And it just kept spreading, up across his cheeks, arcing over his nose, down to his chin and neck.

	Down the gray stone spread, running over his beefy shoulders, then sprinting down his arms, petrifying them in place. I held the Gorgon head in place as long as I could, wanting to make sure the big bastard got a full dose of mojo. Then, for safe measure, I hurled the head into his yawning mouth, now frozen in a soundless roar by a layer of stone. The head rolled across a sleet-gray tongue and vanished down the monster’s throat, bound for his belly. 

With a grimace, I wiped my hand along my linen skirt—rubbing away a layer of disgusting, oily residue—then slapped Asteria on the back. Job’s done, let’s beat feet before this thing falls and crushes us like an ant.

Beat feet? Is that some sort of sex act? I don’t think we have time, featherless one. This creature looks unstable. 

I just shook my head. Yes, it’s highly unstable, so let’s fly. 

She cawed a thunderous reply this time, then wheeled left and dove, rocketing toward the city as the cyclops—almost entirely stone, now—took one final step, then pitched forward, its sheer momentum too great to stop. I watched its fall over my shoulder as Asteria rocketed away. The giant landed like a capsizing aircraft carrier, shock waves rippling through the earth as the whole island rocked from the impact. Apparently, “the bigger they are, the harder they fall” wasn’t just a figure of speech, because that thing hit hard.

I felt a surge of pride flow through me as we cruised over the walls and past the barracks. I’d done it. I’d just war-goded the hell out of that situation. Let no one ever doubt the power of Jacob fucking Merely of Rockford, Illinois. Still, I couldn’t celebrate just yet. As we swooped over the temple, the clang of steel hit my ears. I had one more monster to put down before this battle was won—time for Praxidike to die.

 

 

 

 

 

 

THIRTY-NINE

Bye Felicia

 

 The temple was under siege by what remained of Praxidike’s forces: a fistful of sea centaurs, a platoon of chainmail-clad werewolves, a contingent of scimitar-wielding nagas, a handful of harpies, and, of course, Praxidike in the flesh. At a glance, I counted about thirty Amazons fanned out around the entrance of the temple, which seemed like more than enough to hold the monsters at bay. No, the real threat here was the Fury. If I could take her out, that would be check and mate, but doing so would be a challenge.

She was dancing with Myrina and Phoebe both, and she was holding her own without so much as breaking a sweat. But maybe Asteria and I could fix that. 

Let’s cannonball that bitch, I sent to the shifter as we closed in.

My pleasure, Asteria sent. Bear eat, bear kill. Her body shifted below me, wings wavering and morphing into powerful arms tipped with meaty paws and killer claws. I tucked my feet up under me and spring boarded off Asteria’s back before the shift was complete. Asteria came down first, smashing into Praxidike’s back like an actual cannonball. The Fury went down under a mountain of blue fur and bulky muscle. My feet hit the cobblestones a second later; I angled my fall, gliding into a forward roll that brought me upright in a blink.   

I turned around to find Asteria totally mopping the floor with the demoness—the shifter snapped with massive jaws and shredded bat wings with her wicked claws. Praxidike was tough, but apparently, even she could be caught off guard. A burst of green light exploded from beneath Asteria’s flailing limbs; the bolt of infernal energy slammed into Asteria’s chest, lifting her up into the air and flipping her ass over teakettle. I whistled softly and darted forward, sword out and ready. Still, I was half a beat too slow. 

The Fury bounded to her feet, and, boy, did she come up swinging. Rage and hate seemed to drive her, lending her even greater strength and speed. Praxidike shot forward, sidestepping a slash from Myrina, then smashing a foot into the Warden’s chest, denting her armor and hurling her back a solid ten feet. Phoebe bolted left, then lunged forward with a short sword—the blade black with poison. But Praxidike wasn’t having it, not at all. She parried the blade with a hooked knife, then swept Phoebe’s bad leg, driving the Rune-Caster to the ground.

In a flash, the Fury drove the tip of a javelin deep into Phoebe’s chest, pinning her to the ground. The Rune-Caster cried out in pain as tears streamed down her face, and blood pooled around her in a crimson halo. Her goddamn leg, which was my fault, had meant the difference between life and death.

Before Praxidike could finish the job outright, I dropped my shoulder and barreled into her at full speed. I’d put on damn near a foot since becoming war god, and about a hundred pounds of muscle to boot. I hit her like a fucking freight train. Bone popped as the Fury lurched forward, and before she could recover, I shot one hand out—palm up—and sandblasted her in the back of the head with a Lightning Lance. The attack didn’t kill her, but it sent her reeling like a drunk sailor on shore leave.

I used the brief moment to jerk the javelin free and hit Phoebe with a Healing Touch. The bleeding stopped immediately, skin knitting itself together nice and proper as her eyes focused. She’d be okay.

But I couldn’t say the same for me. I’d taken my eyes off Praxidike for two seconds, and, holy crap, did she make me pay for it. Her whip wrapped around my neck and pulled tight, cutting off my airway and coming dangerously close to crushing my throat completely. I wheezed, eyes bulging as visions of Loxo capered through my head. But instead of strangling me slowly, the Fury shot in, bashing her spiked atlatl right into my helmet. 

The hit was a home-fucking-run. 

White stars exploded across my vision, and I dropped like a bag of rocks, my legs calling it quits for the day. I lay on the stone, panting and wheezing, fingers uselessly pulling at the leather cord around my neck as black stole in on the edges of my vision. I pressed my eyes closed, just for a second, but when I opened them again, the whip was no longer wrapped around my throat. Thank God in Heaven above. I didn’t see Phoebe or Asteria, but Myrina stood over me, protecting me.

Praxidike waited ten feet away, whip in one hand, atlatl in the other. “So, you would give your life for this man? This pitiful excuse of a substitute for Ares? How he coddles you, how he cares. It is unseemly for a bloodthirsty god of war. I’m doing you a favor, Myrina. This is not the legacy Ares would’ve wanted. Let me kill him with honor.”

Myrina didn’t move. Her quiver was empty, she was bleeding, and she held my War Blade up in defiance. She spoke in a quiet voice. “I love Jacob Merely far more than my own life. And he will, in time, be fifty times better than Ares. The time of such selfish, arrogant gods is over. Long live Jacob Merely!”

“Weak!” Praxidike cackled. The Fury moved like the wind, hurling two javelins, courtesy of her atlatl. 

Myrina dodged the first, but the second dropped low, piercing her armor and slamming into her guts. My Battle Warden toppled to her knees, blood pouring from her mouth in a sheet, while the War Blade clattered on the cobblestone besides her. No, I’d lost so much! I couldn’t afford to lose her too. In my combat interface, I saw her Health low, but stable, which was damn good because I was incredibly low on Essence. Down to a pitiful nine points. I wanted to heal her, but there wasn’t anything I could do at the moment. This fight would come down to fists and swords.

I got to my feet—nauseous, my head ringing—and snatched the War Blade up in a jittery hand. 

Praxidike loaded her atlatl. “And so it comes down to us, War God. But if Myrina failed to dodge my javelins, what chance do you have?”

Before she could throw her javelin, I charged outright, legs pumping, arms swinging. She swung her clublike atlatl in a wicked arc. I tried to knock the blow away with my left forearm, but instead, an explosion of fiery pain radiated up into my shoulder as the weapon shattered my arm. I pushed through the hurt—fueled by white-knuckled adrenaline—weakly swinging at her with my sword. She caught my wrist in her talons, the tips pressing into my flesh, blood welling up, then running down my skin in cherry streaks.

Finally, we were face-to-face. I smelled her garbage breath. She hissed in my face. “I am as old as time. I rose from the castration of gods. Do you, little god, think you can destroy me?”

She had me. And she was right. She was stronger. Faster. I was just a gamer dork—

But then it hit me … I was a gamer dork, and this was a fucking video game. Or close enough that it made no difference.

I must’ve leveled up since starting this scuffle, which meant there were stat points to be used. I grinned, pulling up my character screen. Sure enough, I’d added three levels in a matter of hours—and I was on the cusp of another level—which made sense considering I’d wiped out an army and killed a mega-cyclops. Those levels were well-earned. Letting my gamer instincts guide me, I dropped ten Attribute Points into Intelligence, boosting my Essence, and the remaining twenty directly into Strength. Then, quick as I could, I pulled up the Path of War Skill Tree and added two Ability Points into “Fury.” 
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As I closed out my interface, I felt my body sprout up—chest widening, biceps expanding—and Praxidike wasn’t ready. Not even a little. Fury cost twenty-five Essence, but thanks to my added points to Intelligence, I had just enough to trigger the new ability. As Praxidike staggered and reeled, frantically trying to regain her balance, the godstone in my chest erupted with heat, sending tendrils of white-hot power and rage coursing through my veins. I couldn’t think, couldn’t reason, but that was fine. 

I didn’t need to think. The only thing that mattered was violence and bloodshed. Was death. And suddenly I was the embodiment of war, ready to deal death by the truckload.

I surged forward, attacking with impossible strength. Somehow, Praxidike managed to get her atlatl up in time to intercept my overhand strike, but she might as well have been trying to save herself with a piece of notebook paper. The War Blade sliced clean through the spiked club, continuing straight down, and through her right bicep. She screeched as her arm dropped to the ground, and a geyser of black blood sprayed out like a fountain.

I grinned, raised one foot, and front-kicked her in the chest with enough force to break concrete. MCMAP was finally paying off. I planted my foot, twirled my sword around in a vicious arc, and slammed it home—right through the spot where her cold, black heart should’ve been. That was for Loxo. For Antiope. For all of the righteously awesome Amazons who’d laid their lives down. More gore exploded from her lips. Her eyes widened. And then whatever malevolent spirit animated her face fled her body. She slid off my sword and hit the ground—a rancid pile of meat, ready for a shallow grave. 

I leaned over and spit on her face. Good fucking riddance. 

Immediately, the remainder of her army turned tail and ran. Sea centaurs broke away, making for the western wall and the waters beyond. A handful of werewolves bolted toward the north while the few remaining harpies shrieked and soared, quickly swallowed by the night sky. We’d done it, for real this time, though the cost had been horrendously high. I surveyed the piles and piles of dead bodies dotting the city. There were countless monsters, but there were plenty of Amazons to keep them company.

Amazons missing limbs or heads. Amazons impaled by bronze feathers or barbed arrows. A few burnt beyond recognition. God, what an ugly mess. 

The rage and power I’d felt a moment ago finally guttered and drained away; abruptly I was light-headed, woozy. Exhaustion and hurt hit me like a pickup truck next as all of my injuries seemed to crash back down at the same time. I found myself on my knees in front of Praxidike’s dead body

The snake around her belly slithered up to me and coiled. “So,” it hissed in a sinister voice, “this is my new enemy. You have done well, War God. Enjoy this little victory. You slew a Fury, which is no mean task. But know this, I have other lieutenants in my hellish army. It is only a matter of time before my forces regroup and destroy the sigil holding my presence at bay, and then I will walk the worlds again. And me, you will not slay. For I am the God of Death. As a parting gift, I will leave you with a kiss, little god.”

The snake reared back and struck, plunging its fangs into my neck. I reacted in an instant, grabbing its slithering body and crushing its scaled head in the palm of my hand. But as the venom hit me, I knew I hadn’t been talking to a snake. No, for the first time, I had been addressed by Hades, the god of death, the ruler of the underworld.

Now I knew how Eve felt.

I was trying to say something—trying to message my generals—but my mind felt foggy, my head heavy, and the gaming system seemed unresponsive.

As I wobbled on my knees, I watched Asteria touch down, now in eagle form. Once again, I fought to form words, but my mouth seemed to be in open rebellion. So instead, I simply sat there and watched as eagle Asteria hopped over to Praxidike and dug her beak into the fallen Fury’s belly. She’d said she would eat the demoness’s liver, and Asteria was as good as her word. I smiled before blacking out. My last thought was one of deep irony. 

What if I’d killed Satan’s winged helper only to be killed by the Devil himself?

 

 

 

 

 

 

FORTY

Victory and Pizza

 

I opened my eyes some time later, the familiar feeling of a mattress beneath me and a luxurious sheet draped over me. Groggily, I swept out a hand, fingers brushing over warm, smooth skin. Asteria. I groaned, flipped onto my side, and pulled the shifter toward me, breathing in her smell. She wriggled and giggled in response, scooting over in an instant, arching her back and pressing her hips into my groin. 

I took a minute to enjoy Asteria’s warm body, so cuddly and sleepy, before cracking my eyes and taking a look around. Rays of sunlight streamed in from the terrace; the curtains fluttered in an ocean breeze carrying the tang of the sea and something else … the delicious smell of bread, cheese, and red sauce all dancing together in the amazing aromatic tango that could only mean one thing: pizza. Reluctantly, I pushed myself away from Asteria and sat up, sniffing at the air. 

Ah, yep. Pizza. 

Both Phoebe and Myrina were in the room with me. The Rune-Caster sat at a nearby table covered with a miniature model of the city and island. She was tinkering with a crossbow, her brows knit in concentration. The Battle Warden sat in a blocky wooden chair to my right, leaning forward, elbows against thighs, staring at me.

I smiled at her, and she smiled back. We looked into each other’s eyes for a long time, having a strange, wordless conversation. She loved me. I loved her. But it was more than just a romance. We were comrades in arms, war buddies, and soldiers. We’d beaten the odds and defended the sigil. Ares had retreated to the temple and died. We’d retreated there and outwitted our foe. But we’d lost some really good people to do it. Loxo’s death loitered in the back of my head, as did Antiope’s kiss before she sacrificed herself at the north tower.

“Good morning, War God,” Myrina finally whispered.

“Good morning, General. Is that …” I faltered, sniffing again. “Is that pizza?”

Asteria stretched and yawned, flipping over and nuzzling her head against my chest, one arm draped across my stomach. “Oh yes, War God,” she mumbled. “Delicious pizza. So good. Not as good as Praxidike’s liver, but a close second.” She reached up and ran her fingers through my hair. “Phoebe figured out the recipe from your mind.”

“I thought it would be the perfect gift to welcome you back to the land of the living with,” Phoebe said with a grin, setting her crossbow aside. And for what it’s worth, my dude, I am glad you made it back. You were touch and go there for a little while. I totally thought the poison in your blood might take you, but thankfully one of our Water-Witches survived. I bandaged you up and treated your wounds with an antibacterial salve, but truthfully, you owe Otrere your life. She brought you back from the edge with her Healing Touch ability. 

“Well, I’m glad to see you three made it, too. I’d be lost without your help.” I smiled and flipped the sheet aside, pleasantly surprised to find they’d actually left me with underwear. These gals were finally learning. My stomach rumbled as though I hadn’t eaten in days. “Out of curiosity, how long have I been under for?” 

“About thirty-six hours, give or take,” Myrina replied, retrieving my helmet from the nightstand and passing it to me. “We’ve done our best to clean up the destruction, but there is much work to be done, War God. Walls to repair. Towers to rebuild. Amazons to fashion.” 

I pulled up my interface and accessed the troop roster. My stomach sunk at what I found. 

I was back down to twenty Amazons; over half my army had perished in the assault. I still had three of my Elementalists, both Teleporters, and three of my four Rune-Casters. Aside from Asteria, only four Beastiamancers had made it. Toxaris had somehow survived the battle, as had Euryleia and her furry mount Buttercup—which made me inexplicably happy—along with a bull rider and an eagle rider. The rest were Wardens, including Hippolyta, which was a relief.

We’d lost so many people, but we had made our stand against literally thousands of monsters and a host of terrible demons. Part of me still couldn’t believe I’d killed Praxidike.

“Well, I’m feeling hungry as hell,” I said, closing the interface as I stood. My gear was painstakingly laid out on a table nearby, so I headed over and started dressing. “You three game to grab a piece of pizza, then give me a tour?” I asked, tugging on my boots.

	There was a long awkward pause, my three generals sharing a silent look. There was something going on, something they weren’t telling me. Finally, though, Phoebe stood and offered me a nod and a lopsided smile that didn’t quite reach her eyes. I knew her well enough to tell she was worried about something. Something big. Myrina finally dipped her head.

	“There is something we must show you, War God. It is important. Come.” 

	I finished dressing, and the three of us made our way down from the palace. Mercifully, Hippolyta was standing guard at the entrance, and she had a tin plate with three slices of fresh, steaming hot pizza. Basically, she was an angel. “I could kiss you,” I said with a smile, accepting the plate with glee. 

	“I’ll take you up on that, War God,” she called at my back as my generals led me away from the palace and toward the temple. I ate as we walked, savoring the gooey cheese, the flaky crust, the perfect blend of tomatoes and olive oil. There was no pepperoni on the island, but the chef had topped the thing with thin slices of arachnaswine, which could’ve passed for Canadian bacon. It was the best thing I’d ever tasted. There were more guards standing watch at the entrance to the Temple of Ares—Euryleia, leaning against Buttercup, and Calla, the Elementalist. 

	Both women offered me polite nods, but I could see worry loitering behind their gazes.

	My generals led me up the steps, through the entry hall, and into the main sanctuary housing the statue of Ares and the all-important sigil. My steps faltered as we entered the room, and suddenly even the pizza in my hand seemed unimportant, since my appetite was gone. A huge crack ran up the center of the floor, and the statue at the far end was damaged. The sigil still burned on its surface, but the light was fading, flickering, weak. 

	I dropped the tin plate, one hand going to my mouth. “What in the hell happened?” I whispered, feeling like I couldn’t breathe.

	 “When Polyphemus Omega toppled, the earthquake was intense enough to damage the structural integrity of the temple,” Phoebe said flatly. “I believe the damage to the building can be easily repaired, but the sigil?” She pursed her lips and shook her head. “No such luck. It will hold, but not for long, Jacob. Even without another incursion, the seal will likely hold only another month—and that is a generous estimate.”

	“It could be as little as two weeks,” Myrina said. “Two weeks, and Hades walks again. And more troubling still—with the sigil weakening, the Hades temple to the south has …” She paused, searching for the right word. “Reemerged.”

	“Yep,” Asteria said, bobbing her head in agreement. “I saw it myself, War God. The place is swarming with monsters, and someone is rebuilding the city around the temple.” 

	“Wait,” I said, raising my hands to fend off the onslaught of information. “You mean to tell me someone is building a rival city on this island?”

	“Yes,” Myrina offered with a grunt.

	“And it’s not just someone,” Phoebe added after a beat, her voice sounding particularly nervous. “Asteria saw a flag flying over the temple.” She reached into a leather pouch at her side and withdrew a sheet of thick paper with a symbol etched on it in ink. On it was a picture of a coiled rattler sitting on top of a jet. It was the unit patch for the Death Rattlers—my attack squadron. Below the symbol were three letters: EEE. “That marking is on the flag.”

	Earl Echo Earl. 

Things started to click into place. The werewolves in chainmail. The cyclops’ laser beam. How Praxidike knew about the helmet and what my weapon capabilities were. Before going down, I’d heard Sugar send a transmission that Earl Echo Earl had gone down. What if he’d made it through the barrier, too, and had somehow survived the crash? It had happened to me, why not him? But instead of stumbling into Lycastia City, what if he’d unwittingly stumbled into the Temple of Hades? What if he’d been drafted into Hades’ army? 

I crumpled the sheet of paper into a tight ball. “Alrighty, ladies, time to get to work. We have a lot to do, and not much time to do it. Let’s make it happen.”
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	If you enjoyed reading about Jacob and his crew of badass Amazonian warriors and want to stay in the loop about the latest book releases, awesomepromotional deals, and upcoming book giveaways be sure to subscribe to my Mailing List Your email address will never be shared and you can unsubscribe at any time.You can also connect with me on my Facebook Fan Page: James Hunter Fan Page Be sure to check out Aaron Crash’s Fan Page as well: Aaron Crash on Facebook

Word-of-mouth and book reviews are crazy helpful for the success of any writer. If you really enjoyed reading about Jacob and the gang, please consider leaving a short review—just a couple of lines about your overall reading experience. You can click here to leave a review at Amazon, and thank you in advance: War God’s Mantle

If you love my books and need more litRPG right this minute, then you might want to pick up Viridian Gate Online: Cataclysm (Book 1) Already read that? Well, you might also like my Yancy Lazarus Series, which is gritty, tough, shoot-em-up Urban Fantasy at its finest. If Harry Dresden had an older, grumpier, drunker, more gun-happy uncle, you’d have Yancy Lazarus. Get the first book here: Strange Magic (Yancy Lazarus Episode One)
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	Hey all, my name is James Hunter and I’m a writer, among other things. So just a little about me: I’m a former Marine Corps Sergeant, combat veteran, and pirate hunter (seriously). I’m also a member of The Royal Order of the Shellback—’cause that’s a real thing. I’ve also been a missionary and international aid worker in Bangkok, Thailand. And, a space-ship captain, can’t forget that.

	Okay … the last one is only in my imagination.

	Currently, I’m a stay at home Dad—taking care of my two kids—while also writing full time, making up absurd stories that I hope people will continue to buy. When I’m not working, writing, or spending time with family, I occasionally eat and sleep.

Aaron Crash

	As Aaron Michael Ritchey, he writes award-winning and bestselling young adult novels. As Aaron Crash, he writes adrenaline-fueled odysseys into the extreme regions of sci-fi/fantasy. If you're looking for cyborg vampires or jellyfish centaurs, you've come to the right place. Either way, he grew up reading fast, fun, action novels, and so he decided to write those kinds of books. They're kind of a departure from his AMR stuff, but not really. You'll still get excitement, drama, and explosions, man, lots of explosions.
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And, if you love litRPG and want to find more of wonky books like Viridian Gate Online, check out the litRPG Society on Facebook!
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Character Overview

Name: Jacob Merely | Class: War God
Level: 15 Divine Essence Points (Total): 335
Health: 40 Divine Essence Points (Current): 269
H-Regen/hour: 75 Divine Essence-Regen/hour: 145
Attributes: General Skills:

Strength: 30 Attack Damage: 298
Intelligence: 94 Miracle Damage: 321
Willpower: 50 Armor Rating: 152
Fortune: 15 Control Limit: 79
Current EXP: 3,125 Undistributed Attribute Points: 0
Next Level: 30,570 Undistributed Ability Points: 0
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Fury

Tap into your Divine heritage as God of War and unleash the fierce

rage of the godstone while in battle, entering into Fury Mode! While "

in Fury Mode, Physical Attack Damage, Health Regeneration Rate,

and Armor Rating are all increased for a short time. '
Ability Type: Active Combat Ability

Current Ability Level: One

Cost: 25 Divine Essence Points

Range: N/A

Level One Effect: Increase Physical Attack Damage, Health Regeneration Rate, and Armor Rating
by 1% for every 5% of total Health lost in battle. Duration, 1 minute.

Level Two Effect: Increase Physical Attack Damage, Health Regeneration Rate, and Armor Rating
by 1% for every 1% of Health lost in battle. Duration, 2 minutes.

Level Three Effect: Increase Physical Attack Damage, Health Regeneration Rate, and Armor
Rating by 2% for every 1% of Health lost in battle. Duration, 3 minutes. (Locked)
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Aceso’s Blessing

Tap into your Divine heritage as God of War and call
upon the mercy of Aceso. Use this skill to inscribe
armor, shields, and jewelry with sigils of blessing,
increasing the wearer’s primary attributes! This
ability also applies to all Rune-Casters within your
control.

Ability Type: Active Forge-Working Ability

Current Ability Level: One

Cost: N/A

Range: Touch

Level One Effect: Inscribe one divine sigil per item; each sigil can grant a +5 bonus to any primary
attribute.

Level Two Effect: Inscribe two divine sigils per item; each sigil can grant a +5 bonus to any primary
attribute. (Locked)
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Character Overview

Name: Sophia | Gender: Female
Level: 5 Class: Teleporter
Health: 190 | Exousia: 222
H-Regen/hour: 100 | Exousia-Regen/minute: 51
Attributes: General:
Strength: 15 Attack Damage: 170
Intelligence: 40 Temporal Form Damage: 324
Willpower: 24 Armor Rating: 126
Fortune: 11 Movement Bonus: 44
Class Abilities: Combat Abilities:
Phase Walk: 2 Eagle-Eye: 1
Tele-Heal: 1 Burst-Speed: 1
Temporal Form: 0 Rapid-Regen: 0
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Warfighter

Tap into your Divine heritage as God of War and call upon
the power of the godstone to become an even deadlier and
more efficient warrior! Warfighter increases attack
damage and improves your overall weapon proficiency.

Ability Type: Passive Combat Ability

Current Ability Level: One

Cost: N/A

Range: N/A

Level One Effect: Increase physical attack damage by 25% of its current value.

Level Two Effect: Increase physical attack damage by 50% of its current value. (Locked)

Level Three Effect: Increase physical attack damage by 75% of its current value. (Locked)
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Burning Aura

Tap into your Divine heritage as God of War, and call upon
the mighty power of Apollo to aid those in your party.
Create an aura of burning power around your warriors,
temporarily imbuing their weapons with supernatural
flame, which adds extra damage to every strike. At level
two, Burning Aura also increases battle prowess and
causes melee enemies to sustain damage while attacking!

Ability Type: Active Aura

Current Ability Level: One

Cost: 15 Divine Essence Points
Range: 15 meter radius from the caster

Level One Effect: +75 pts of Fire Damage to all friendly players in the area of effect (30 meters).
Duration, (20) minutes

Level Two Effect: +10 Strength to all friendly players in the area of effect (30 meters); Enemies
suffer 1/5 a point of damage for every point dealt within a 3-meter range. Duration, (1) hour
(Locked)
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Character Overview

Name: Euryleia | Gender: Female
Level: 5 Class Beastiamancer
Health: 440 | Exousia: 170
H-Regen/hour: 78 | Exousia-Regen/minute: 37
Attributes: General:
Strength: 40 | Attack Damage: 218
Intelligence: 12 | Shifter Damage: 374
Willpower: 26 | Armor Rating 222
Fortune: 12 | Movement Bonus: 50
Class Abilities: Combat Abilities:
Animal Summoning: 0 | Durability: 3
Animal Familiar: 1 Rapid-Regen: 1
Shift Form: 0 | Eagle-Eye: 0
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Character Overview

Name: Jacob Merely | Gender: Male
Level: 8 Class: War God
Health: 260 Divine Essence Points: 158
H-Regen/hour: 39 Divine Essence-Regen/hour: 58
Attributes: General Skills:
Strength: 19 Attack Damage: 224
Intelligence: 55 Miracle Damage: 143
Willpower: 35 Armor Rating: 65
Fortune: 10 Control Limit: 47
Current EXP: 2,050 Undistributed Attribute Points: 0
Next Level: 14,800 Undistributed Ability Points: 1
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Character Overview

Name: Jacob Merely | Class: War God
Level: 10 Divine Essence Points (Total): 188
Health: 330 Divine Essence Points (Current): 113
H-Regen/hour: 53 Divine Essence-Regen/hour: 69
Attributes: General Skills:

Strength: 24 Attack Damage: 240
Intelligence: 63 Miracle Damage: 165
Willpower: 40 Armor Rating: 79
Fortune: 12 Control Limit: 57
Current EXP: 7,750 Undistributed Attribute Points: 0
Next Level: 18,760 Undistributed Ability Points: 2
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Character Overview

Name: Antiope | Gender: Female
Level: 5 Class: Battle Warden
Health: 572 | Dynami: 332
H-Regen/hour: 123 | Dynami-Regen/minute: 79
Attributes: General:
Strength: 46 | Attack Damage: 301
Intelligence: 12 | Frenzy Damage: 498.5
Willpower: 20 | Armor Rating: 266
Fortune: 12 | Movement Bonus 56
Class Abilities: Combat Abilities:
Tron Skin: 0 | Durability: 1
Burst Speed; 2 | Rapid-Regen: 0
Frenzy Mode: 0 | Weapon Master: 0
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Craftsman

Tap into your Divine heritage as God of War and call upon the
fnsight of Tleplaestus wo drasticallv veduce the cost of cradiing
objects—including infrastructure—increase productivity, and
enhunee the efTecrs of ceatled ten,

Ability Type: Passive Ability
Current Ability Level: One
Cost: N/A

Range: Touch

Level One Effect: Lower production costs when creating warriors, weapons, armor, and
infrastructure by 20 percent. This also lowers the amount of Essence and Thymos Crystals required
by 15 percent.

Level Two Effect: Lower production time for all crafted items by 18 percent. (Locked)

Level Three Effect: Increases all magical and stat effects on crafted items by 25 percent. (Locked)
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Artemis’ Blood

Tap into your Divine heritage as God of War and call
upon the might of Artemis to increase the power of your
Amazons! This ability raises the level cap of all Amazons
by five levels for every point invested!

Ability Type: Passive Ability
Current Ability Level: One
Range: N/A

Level One Effect: Increases the level cap of all Amazons
by five. (Basic Amazons: Lv. 10; Generals: Lv. 15)

Level Two Effect: Increases the level cap of all Amazons by five. (Basic Amazons: Lv. 15;
Generals: Lv. 20) (Locked)

Level Three Effect: Increases the level cap of a/l Amazons by five. (Basic Amazons: Lv. 20;
Generals: Lv. 25) (Locked)
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Character Overview

Name: Hippolyta | Gender: Female
Level: 2 Class: Battle Warden
Health: 362 Dynami: 194
H-Regen/hour: 72 Dynami-Regen/minute: 46

Attributes: General:
Strength: 31 Attack Damage: 214
Intelligence: 12 Frenzy Damage: 346
Willpower: 15 Armor Rating: 199
Fortune: 11 Movement Bonus: 35
Class Abilities: Combat Abilities:
Iron Skin: 1 Durability: 1
Burst Speed: 0 Rapid-Regen: 0
Frenzy Mode: 0 ‘Weapon Master: 0
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Character Overview

Name: Loxo | Gender: Female
Level: 1 Class: Huntress
Health: 100 | skia 10
H-Regen/hour: 7 Skia-Regen/minute: 3
Attributes: General:
Strength: 10 | Attack Damage: 102
Intelligence: 10 | Stealth Damage: 170
Willpower: 10 | Armor Rating: 92
Fortune: 10 | Movement Bonus: 12
Class Abilities: Combat Abilities:
‘Whisper Step: 0 Durability: 0
Shadow Cloak: 0 Rapid-Regen: 0
Sneak Attack: 0 Toxic Blade: 0
0

Cartography (Special):






images/00019.gif
Shockwave

Tap into your Divine heritage as God of War, and call upon
the mighty power of the War Blade, unleashing a devastating
lightning storm to slay your enemies!

Ability Type: Active Spell; Weapon
Usage: Once per (24) hours
Cost: None

Range: Line of Sight

Effect: Lightning Damage (3 x Miracle Damage) + 100 pts
Electrocution Damage/sec; duration, 15 seconds.
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Ballista

Weapon Type: Engineered; Siege
Base Damage: 450

Weapon Durability: 500/500
Fire Rate: 1 bolt/10 seconds

Secondary Effects:

Basic Projectile; + 25 pts Shrapnel Damage

Lightning Javelin; + 50 pts Lightning Damage

(Locked)

Explosive Javelin; + 75 pts Shrapnel Damage,

+ 25 pts Fire Damage (Locked)

Ice Javelin; + 35 pts Frost Damage, 50% Movement Reduction (Locked)
Fire Javelin; + 50 pts Fire Damage (Locked)
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Healing Touch

Tap into your Divine heritage as God of War and call
upon the power of Apollo to heal your warriors wounded
in battle! At level two, Healing Touch can be cast at a
distance, while level three allows you to heal multiple
warriors at once!

Ability Type: Active Spell
Current Ability Level: One
Cost: 11 Divine Essence Points
Range: Touch

Level One Effect: Instantly heal all damage on a single target

Level Two Effect: Instantly heal all damage on a single target at a distance (Locked)

Level Three Effect: Instantly heal all damage on multiple targets at a distance (Locked)
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Lightning Lance

Tap into your Divine heritage as God of War, and call upon the
power of Zeus to aid you in battle against your enemies by
unleashing a devastating burst of potent electrical energy! At level
two, Lightning Lance has a chance to leap from enemy to enemy,
causing mass damage to several opponents at once.

Ability Type: Active Spell
Current Ability Level: One
Cost: 9 Divine Essence Points

Range: Line of Sight

Level One Effect: Lightning Damage (2 x Miracle Damage) + 25 pts Electrocution Damage/sec:
duration, 10 seconds

Level Two Effect: Lightning Lance has a 50% chance to arc to nearby enemies (Locked)
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Character Overview

Name: Jacob Merely | Class: War God
Level: 6 Divine Essence Points (Total): 116
Health: 240 Divine Essence Points (Current): L6
H-Regen/hour: 35 Divine Essence-Regen/hour: 42
Attributes: General Skills:

Strength: 19 Attack Damage: 216
Intelligence: 43 Miracle Damage: 111
Willpower: 27 Armor Rating: 61
Fortune: 10 Control Limit: 30
Current EXP: 5,025 Undistributed Attribute Points: 0
Next Level: 11,080 Undistributed Ability Points: 2
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Character Overview

Name: Jacob Merely | Class: War God
Level: 4 Divine Essence Points (Total): 33
Health: 170 Divine Essence Points (Current): 2
H-Regen/hour: 21 Divine Essence-Regen/hour: 8
Attributes: General Skills:

Strength: 14 Attack Damage: 195
Intelligence: 13 Miracle Damage: 49
Willpower: 13 Armor Rating: 47
Fortune: 10 Control Limit: 12
Current EXP: 1,275 Undistributed Attribute Points: 20
Next Level: 5,440 Undistributed Ability Points: 0
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Innovate

Tap into your Divine heritage as God of War and
call upon the wisdom of Athena to build
extraordinary items, unseen to the world! This
ability opens a variety of different crafting options
and allows the war god to draw upon prior
knowledge and experience to craft weapons,
armor, and structures which would not have existed
during the reign of Ares, the original God of War.

Ability Type: Passive Ability
Current Ability Level: One
Cost: N/A

Range: Touch

Level One Effect: Allows you and your Rune-Casters to incorporate various technological
advances from around the world, up through the Middle Ages.

Level Two Effect: Allows you and your Rune-Casters to perform greater feats of innovation,
incorporating various technological advancements up through the American Revolutionary era,
and to build a variety of steam-powered items. The war god can also use Thymos Crystals and
Divine Essence to craft miraculous structures (Locked).

Level Three Effect: Allows you and your Rune-Casters to perform incredible feats of innovation,
incorporating various technological advancements up through the modern era, and to build a
variety of steam-powered items. The war god can also use Thymos Crystals and Divine Essence
to craft a greater variety of advanced miraculous structures (Locked).
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Beasle Forged

Tap into vour Divine heritage us God of Wae and call upon
the power of Tephaestins o cratt superior weapons wd armor
that are stronger, deadber. and mere durable than thae
ordinary connterparts! This abilite also applies 0 all Rune-
Caslers within vour control,

Ability Type: Passive Forge-Working Ability
Current Ability Level: One

Cost: N/A

Rupsges Touely

Leved Ove Effecs Durability of all tens mercased by 30%5; crafied weapon damage nercased
by 30%; crafted armor rating increased by 30%

Leved Two Eifecr: Durabilify ot all ftens mereased by 90%: cratied weapon dumage merensed
by T cralled armor rating merensad by T30 Locked)
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Character Overview

Name: Jacob Merely | Class: War God
Level: 1 Divine Essence Points (Total): 10
Health: 100 Divine Essence Points (Current): 10
H-Regen/hour: 7 Divine Essence-Regen/hour: 1
Attributes: General Skills:

Strength: 10 Attack Damage: 39
Intelligence: 10 Miracle Damage: 34
Willpower: 10 Armor Rating: 33
Fortune: 10 Control Limit: 3
Current EXP: 0 Undistributed Attribute Points: 0
Next Level: 2,810 Undistributed Ability Points: 0
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Character Overview

Name: Myrina | Gender: Female
Level: 10 | Class: Battle Warden/General
Health: 910 | Dynami: 559
H-Regen/hour: 217 | Dynami-Regen/minute: 132
Attributes: General:
Strength: 70 | Attack Damage: 447
Intelligence: 23 | Frenzy Damage: 758
Willpower: 30 | Armor Rating 417
Fortune: 17 | Movement Bonus 90
Class Abilities: Combat Abilities:
Tron Skin: 3 Durability: 5
Burst Speed: 2 Rapid-Regen: 4
Frenzy Mode: 7 (MAX) | Weapon Master: 7 (MAX)

Authority (Special):

7 (MAX)
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Character Overview

Name: Asteria | Gender: Female
Level: 10 | Class: Beastiamancer/General
Health: 590 | Exousi 267
H-Regen/hour: 120 | Exousia-Regen/minute: 52
Attributes: General:
Strength: 50 | Attack Damage: 275
Intelligence: 20 | Shifter Damage: 500
Willpower: 38 | Armor Rating 267
Fortune: 17 | Movement Bonus 70
Class Abilities: Combat Abilities:
Animal Summoning; 2 Durability: 3
Animal Familiar 4 Rapid-Regen: 5
Shift Form: 7 (MAX) | Eagle-Eye: 7 (MAX)
e
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Character Overview

Name: Jacob Merely | Class: War God
Level: 2 Divine Essence Points (Total): 21
Health: 130 Divine Essence Points (Current): 21
H-Regen/hour: 7 Divine Essence-Regen/hour: 6
Attributes: General Skills:

Strength: 4 Attack Damage: 50.5
Intelligence: 3 Miracle Damage: 45
Willpower: 3 Armor Rating: 43
Fortune: 0 Control Limit: 8
Current EXP: 3,200 Undistributed Attribute Points: 0
Next Level: 4,120 Undistributed Ability Points: 1
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Character Overview

Name: Phoebe | Gender: Female
Level: 10 | Class: Rune-Caster/General
Health: 332 | poniria 393
H-Regen/hour: 60 | Ponirid-Regen/minute: o1
Attributes: General:
Strength: 23 | Attack Damage: 192
Intelligence 64 | Engineered-Weapons Damage 376
Willpower: 35 | Armor Rating: 444
Fortune: 18 | Movement Bonus 43
Class Abilities: Combat Abilities:
Smithing: 3 Durability: 4
Rune-Craft 4 Rapid-Regen: 3
Siege Engineer: 6 Engineered-Armor: 5
Authority (Special): | 7 (MAX) | Engineered-Weapons: 7 (MAX)
Mind Delve (Special): | 7 (MAX)
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War Blade

Weapon Type: Legendary Sword
Base Damage: 150
Weapon Durability: Indestructible
Primary Effects:
e (Locked, Level 6) Lightning Blade
—75 pts Lightning Damage
(Locked, Level 10) Divine Blessing
—Divine Essence Bonus = + 3 x Character Level
(Locked, Level 15) Warrior Strength
—Strength Bonus = + 3 x Character Level
(Locked, Level 15) +1 to Warfighter
(Locked Level 20) +1 to Bloodlust

Active Effects:

e (Locked, Level 8) Once per day, unleash: Shockwave
e (Locked, Level 18) Twice per day, unleash: Polymorph, Greater Lycanthropy
e (Locked, Level 25) Spectral Blade

—War Blade can fight on its own, functioning as a Level Seven Battle Warden






