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Summary
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A MARINE TURNED GREEK God. An Army of Beautiful Amazons. One Final Battle against Death Itself.

Jacob Merely has secured the ultimate weapon against evil, the Crystal Scythe, and now it’s time for him to bring the fight to Hades himself.

Unfortunately, Earl Necro Earl and his undead forces stand in the way, so if Jacob is going to defeat the god of death, he’s going to have to take out Earl first. Knocking Earl’s teeth into the back of his throat? Yeah, Jacob is totally okay with that.

And when a mysterious new woman arrives unexpectedly at their gates with no memory of who she is—but seems to know of a secret passageway into the heart of the Temple of Hades—Jacob finally has the last piece of the puzzle. But with every new battle won, Jacob is tempted to give into the rage and arrogance that consumed Ares.

Can Jacob resist the temptation to become a total douchebag? Can he and his Amazons unravel the mystery behind the ancient Olympian War and finish a battle as old as time itself? And what new demons does Hades have to throw against the War God?

Continue reading War God’s Mantle by James A. Hunter, author of Rogue Dungeon and the litRPG epic Viridian Gate Online, and Aaron Crash, author of the bestselling American Dragons series.
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WANT TO KEEP UP WITH all of our great books? Then visit Shadow Alley Press and subscribe to our mailing list!
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Resurrection Fun
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THE GORE WAS STILL drying on my skin.

Let me be perfectly clear—it wasn’t my blood, but viscous monster blood coating me in a fine sheen. I’d waltzed through a hundred enemies, killing them all with my new Crystal Scythe. That was one badass weapon. Not only could it cut through pretty much anything, it harnessed the power of time itself. Without a doubt, all our prehistoric Greek myth hijinks had been totally worth it.

But back to the blood on my skin. I looked like I’d crawled through a monster slaughterhouse, but I didn’t care. Not one bit. I felt no remorse, no fear, no worry, no horror. Those things were monsters, and if they didn’t perish, the human world would. Besides, thrashing werewolves in magical armor with a weapon that could kill a god had been almost too much fun. Then I’d given a big speech and basked in the adoration of my army. Now I had work to do.

I jogged across the walls of Lycastia City and down the steps, a breeze from the western beach whispering across my skin. My generals—Myrina, Phoebe, and Asteria— followed me. Loxo, my Huntress, had disappeared with Sophia, my Teleporter, to run recon. We had to make sure we’d taken care of all the 6 a.m. baddies that had laid siege to our town. We had another eight hours before the next batch of Hades’ nightmare army hit us again, crashing against our gates with clockwork precision.

Just the thought of another battle made me grin. The fist-sized diamond in my chest glowed. Its power overwhelmed me. The gem wanted those bastards to come every four hours. No, every fifteen minutes. It wanted battle, all day, every day. To maim and kill and bask in the glory of what it meant to be a god of war. Then I had the idea of finding a bed and hooking up with Asteria, Loxo, and Phoebe. If the godstone couldn’t have battle and bloodshed, it would settle for sex.

I hit the cobblestones of Lycastia City and kept on going, my cloak fluttering behind me like a battle standard. Phoebe limped, trying to keep up. She had a withered leg, and even with her mechanical steampunk brace, she was slower than the rest of us. Asteria helped her out by turning into a mighty blue mare for her to ride.

The wind picked up again, carrying the smell of the ocean and the acrid odor of a charnel house thanks to the battlefield nearby. And, underneath those smells, was the scent of all my Amazons. That, at least, was one smell I didn’t mind in the slightest. In fact, the godstone and I loved it. I should take them all and attack Hades straight on. Kill the god of death.

I stopped, hunched over, hands on my knees, and tried to clear my head. 

Dammit, the godstone was loud in my head. The noise from it, the eagerness, nearly drowned out my own thoughts entirely.

“What is it, War God?” Myrina asked. “What is ailing you? Were you wounded?”

Asteria shifted back into her human form and caught Phoebe before she fell. Black hair fell across the Beastiamancer’s blue skin and her dark eyes showed worry. 

The three generals crowded around me. Myrina was tall, muscled, and blond. Her icy blue eyes showed her warrior spirit. She was the toughest of my Battle Wardens—the frontline soldiers who were stronger, faster, and better than simple humans.

Standing next to her was Phoebe, a Rune-Caster, a type of mystical steampunk engineer. She was girl-next-door gorgeous. A willowy brunette, she had striking gray-green eyes, a quick laugh, and a love of sarcasm. Totally my type. 

Asteria, though, had captured my heart as well as my body, and it wasn’t because she had blue skin and could shapeshift into anything—the list was growing longer by the day and even included a Tyrannosaurus Rex. She’d picked up that little ability not hours before. No, Asteria was carefree and liked to laugh. 

A trait of hers that I couldn’t get out of my mind. 

Phoebe sent me a worried message. She preferred to use the gaming system to talk since she could communicate faster and use more twenty-first-century slang. Something up? Seems like there’s something just a little off about you, my dude. 

I straightened and rolled my eyes at Phoebe. “No, I’m fine. It’s the godstone in my chest.” I absently itched at my sternum, even though it was covered by a metal breastplate. “It likes the Crystal Scythe a lot. Maybe a little too much.”

It should, Phoebe sent. You went through those werewolves like they were a third grader’s papier-mâché project.

Myrina let out a pissed off sigh. “Phoebe, I know you can message Jacob directly, but it is rude. Please speak to him so we can all hear. And we still have Antiope to consider.”

Fucking Antiope, the spy who’d killed Sabra and nearly killed us. Stole some really cool magical items from us as well. 

“Fine, I will use my speech,” Phoebe conceded. “Though I do not like it. No, I don’t like it. I will use contractions. Dammit, I’ll use contractions. Ugh, my mouth is so slow and stupid. Like how I walk.”

I felt a flash of guilt, here then gone like a bolt of lightning. That was my fault. I’d messed up her leg when I’d first created her. I’d been new to the god game then and hadn’t realized what I was doing. Still, Phoebe was the one who had to live with my mistake. She was a consistent reminder that what I did as god of war had real, lasting consequences. 

“Enough of this nonsense,” I spat, pushing the thoughts away, feeling annoyed. “We have to get Sabra back from the Underworld. We must not tarry lest we lose her soul to Hades.”

“Jacob,” Asteria purred. “Are you feeling ... well? You do not sound like yourself. Perhaps a good meal of hay would ease your belly?” 

“Seriously. Dude, you used the word ‘lest,’” Phoebe said. “Something’s definitely up with you.”

Myrina frowned at me. Was that concern in her eyes? Or was it fear?

I squinted. “Uh, yeah.” I shook my head. “I’m not sure where that came from, ‘lest’ and ‘tarry’ and all that.  But we do have to hurry.”

I pulled away from them and jogged toward the forge. The godstone had taken over for a moment and the strange thing was, it made me sound like Ares. I guess that made sense, since his essence was in the gem. 

We moved past the statue of the Greek god of war towering over a fountain that splashed cold drinking water into a wide marble basin. Behind him was the temple proper. Inside that was another Ares statue—the guy was nothing if not a world-class narcissist—marked with the sigil that kept the gate to the Underworld closed. It was why Hades and his armies weren’t pouring out to destroy the earth. That sigil was cracking, though, and wouldn’t hold for long. Our end game was for me to level up enough to redraw it and seal Hades away forever—preferably before he breached the surface and came at me head on. 

And all that was assuming the monsters comprising Hades’ advance raiding force didn’t break through the walls and destroy the sigil first.

Yeah, level up. Since Ares couldn’t give me all his power at once, not without driving me batshit crazy, he’d created a gaming system. That way I leveled up gradually, slowly growing into his godhood. I accessed it through my helmet. I was a level twenty-five war god and gaining more experience points every day. Already, I could do some amazing shit, like build walls and create people.

Hippolyta, Myrina’s second-in-command, had kept the walls defended, but they needed some serious rebuilding. We’d dug trenches, and I’d created razor-wire, which laid in rolls in front of the stone ramparts of our city. But after the ceaseless onslaught, that needed some re-touching.

We headed south to the forge, nestled between Phoebe’s workshop and my decadent palace. On the north end of Lycastia were the barracks, the eating hall, and the training grounds. Above that, we had fields and livestock to keep us fed. Near the north wall splashed my Mountain Dew fountain, which kept us all heavily caffeinated and ready to rumble at the drop of a hat. Since my life had turned into a real-life video game, I needed all the energy I could get.

But I was at that tipping point you reach in games where you aren’t a newbie, and yet you haven’t maxed out all your abilities and skill trees. No god mode for me, not yet. However, with the Crystal Scythe, I was close. Close enough to seriously consider taking a run at Hades, but maybe close enough that Ares’ influence was also starting to bleed through.  

I remembered the look in Myrina’s eyes when I’d lost control of my mouth. Yeah, it was fear. And she had reason to be afraid.

When Ares had been in charge before, he’d gotten them all killed and had lost the temple. And it hadn’t been because of some weakness in strength; pound for pound, Ares was stronger than Hades. No, it had been a weakness in Ares’ character. His pride and arrogance had gotten the better of him, and his near death had been the end result. If I turned into Ares 2.0, the same thing might happen. I knew I was stronger when I used the Amazons instead of wading into battle myself, and yet that was what the godstone wanted me to do. To go in, hacking and slashing, ending my enemies and reveling in the massive amounts of destruction I could dish out.

I burst through the doors of the forge. Phoebe’s assistant, Steropia—another Rune-Casters—jumped in surprise.

“War God,” Steropia backed away. “Is ... is everything all right?”

“We have to bring Sabra back.” I glanced around. The forge had coals, so we wouldn’t have to start from scratch, but the flames were nowhere near hot enough. On one side of the room were shelves that held various jars, glass bottles, skins jugs, and small boxes, everything labelled. A huge anvil sat in front of the forge with the Hammer of Hephaestus lying next to it. That was a big beast of a tool with etchings of Athena on one side and Aphrodite on the other. That perfectly encapsulated my ’Zons: beauty, battle wisdom, and strength.

Phoebe limped in after me. “Steropia, bring fuel. Jacob, I shall gather what we need to forge Sabra again.” She paused, a quizzical smile on her lips. “I shall? Or I will?”

“Just use contractions,” I growled. “I’ll get the forge roaring.”

Fuck it, she sent. I’ll get some shit together while you flame on, Johnny.

“Nice,” I said. “But Myrina is right. No more messaging until we can tweak the system so Antiope can’t hear us.”

There’s not a snowball’s chance in hell that she’ll get your many modern-day cultural references. Then Phoebe spoke. “But you’re the god of war, and I’m just your crippled Rune-Caster. So I’ll follow along. Look at how smoothly I’m speaking your English. Or is it ing-glitch? Do I have a glitch in my ing?”

“Whatever that means.” I grabbed the bellows and pumped them, once, twice, three times, until the coals were glowing. Steropia tossed in big lumps of coal that quickly caught fire. We’d need the fire at a balmy two thousand degrees Fahrenheit. Using my helmet, I checked the gaming readout that appeared in my vision. I went to the “Create Amazon” submenu, located in the MANAGE AMAZONS tab.

I saw my options for Elementalists:

<<<>>>

Amazon Class Specialities

1. Elementalists: 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. 


<<<>>>

I then saw a checkbox I’d not seen before marked “Fertile.” It was unchecked by default. What the hell? There were a ton of menus and options, so I understood how I’d missed it, but it was still moderately irritating.

It also showed me the temperature of the fire and the various components I needed to create a person, specifically a Dasikí Mágissa. Using my thoughts, I put in the name: Sabra. She had been a high-level Forest-Witch until Antiope cut her throat. Unforgiveable.

I hoped to pull her soul out of the Underworld. Hopefully, Hades hadn’t found her spirit. According to Loxo, who’d died and come back once before, when an Amazon journeyed into the deep darkness of death itself, Hades searched relentlessly for them. If he found them, he could torture them and turn them against me, thus creating a Dark Amazon. A Dark Amazon just like Antiope. Charon, the ferryman of ye olde lore, tried his skeletal best to hide away the souls so they wouldn’t be tortured, but his efforts weren’t always enough. I didn’t plan on dying any time soon, but when I did, I planned to shake Charon’s bony hand.

Phoebe was shaping the little figurine made from the sacred clay we’d taken from our supply. We’d exhausted the pits near the southern gate, but we’d found a good source of the stuff near waterfalls on the southern end of the island.

My lead Rune-Caster fashioned a little heart out of animal fat and pressed flower petals into it. She then wove grass and twigs into the doll and sprinkled it with a mixture of diamond powder, pollen, and Thymos Crystals—the powerful natural element that fueled most of our mojo. Asteria had found a huge cache under the ocean waters, so we had plenty to work with. For now. 

Myrina strutted in. 

I slammed the bellows down. I had to laugh at how strong I was now. Back when I started, my character sheet (yeah, I had a character sheet—don’t ask) said I had a Strength of ten, which was equivalent to an average human. Now?

I pulled up my character sheet in my display.

<<<>>>

[image: A screenshot of a cell phone  Description generated with very high confidence]

<<<>>>

NOW? MY STRENGTH ATTRIBUTE was over eighty. Part of that was my own muscle, but part of it came from a magical ring called the Might of Hercules, which added five points to my Strength. Even better, the heavy War Mammoth Cloak on my back gave me a 0.5 bonus for each character level, which, at level twenty-five, was an extra 12.5 points stacked on to my already massive frame. In the end, I was strong as fuck, and we all know how strong fuck is.

My muscles creaked as I easily slammed down a thousand pounds of pressure. The flames swept up and the heat increased, uncomfortably warm against my face.

“Hey, Phoebe, what does the Fertile checkbox do?” I asked, still working the bellows.

“If you want us to get pregnant when we do the deed, you check that. Ares probably kept it off because he wanted us battling and not eating pickles and ice cream.”

Yeah, that would be for the best. But I could turn it back on if I wanted to have little rug rats running around on the island. No wonder we never talked about birth control.

Myrina marched over, face smeared with blood, wounds still on her skin. She reached out a hand. “Give me the Mirror of True Reflection. I will make sure Sabra hasn’t been turned. If she has, I will end her life quickly.”

It was the only option, but bringing her back only to kill her again would waste our supplies of sacred clay, Thymos Crystals, and my own Divine Essence. Rage filled me. The godstone flared in my chest.

“I will end her life myself,” I snarled. “I have the weapon for it, the Crystal Scythe I myself won from the god of time!”

“Contractions,” Phoebe muttered. “Paging Jacob, paging Jacob. We want to talk with Jacob, former Marine, not Ares, the former god of war.” She adjusted the little clay doll on the anvil. 

Her words, though delivered lightly, stung. I shook my head again, trying to cast off Ares’ obvious influence. Apparently killing that many creatures that quickly had really brought his essence to the forefront of my mind. “Yeah,” I finally said, fishing the mirror out from my pack. “Good thinking, Myrina.” Almost reluctantly, I handed over the artifact.

Again, Myrina gazed on me with uncertainty—no, not uncertainty, outright fear—in her eyes.

An alert flashed in my gaming display. The fires were hot enough. “Stand back,” I warned before hefting the golden hammer high. “I hope this works.”

I had to hit Sabra’s doll three times. With a grunt and a heave I brought the hammer crashing down, slamming into the doll with absolute precision. I could afford no mistakes, or the reborn Sabra would pay the price. The figurine grew three feet long as the weapon landed. Basic human features appeared on her face. I laid down a second stroke. I’d done this a hundred times and I’d gotten good at it. The motion felt right and natural, like I’d been born to work these fires and build this army. 

After the second strike, a human woman lay on the anvil, head and feet dangling from the edges. She had a nose, eyebrows, and a mouth, but she still wasn’t fully formed. I swung the Hammer of Hephaestus a third and final time. Sabra, our very own Sabra, thick-thighed, big-breasted, and brown haired, tumbled from the anvil. Phoebe and Steropia were there to catch her. Myrina angled the mirror so she could see Sabra in the reflection.

I seized the Crystal Scythe and the godstone grew hot in my chest. The gem wanted bloodshed. It wanted Sabra to be a Dark Amazon. It had been quiet when I’d wielded the hammer because it wasn’t about creation; the godstone was all about destruction.

Sabra was breathing hard, her eyes wide and wild, and she didn’t look right. The Forest-Witch, before, was calm, peaceful, and so kind. This woman was positively terrified and as edgy as a caged animal.

The godstone whispered to me, Do it. Kill her. She’s not right. Hades got to her. Can’t you feel it in your gut? She needs to die. DIE.

“Myrina, what do you see?” I demanded, hands tightening around the shaft of the Crystal Scythe.

Another pause.

“She is our Sabra,” Myrina finally declared with a sigh of relief.

I, too, let out a deep breath I hadn’t even been aware I was holding. I then stopped and picked up Sabra. She was a big woman with lots of soft curves, but I was a whole lot bigger and a helluva lot stronger. She’d gone from terrified to sorrowful. She wept in my arms like her heart would break. I pulled her in and held her tightly against my chest. “I have you, Sabra. You’re back with us. I’m so sorry I didn’t protect you before, but we brought you back. You’re safe.”

“For now,” Phoebe said sarcastically, folding her arms across her chest.

I shot her a warning glance. She just smiled and batted her eyelashes at me, innocent as a blue jay.

I kissed Sabra’s head and then moved her to the straw. This next part was going to hurt, but I needed the Forest-Witch at her best. From a pouch at my side, I took a hunk of Thymos Crystal the size of a softball—enough to build a fucking siege tower. It glowed as my Essence filled it with Divine energy. I pressed it to the Amazon’s chest, just above her heart. Shimmering, the crystal vanished into her skin. My head grew light as the raw power surged out of the godstone, down my arm, and into her chest. A hundred and seventy-five Essence Points were sucked out of me, about a quarter of my max. The nausea was even worse than when I power-leveled up Ariadne, my Minotaur Beastiamancer. 

I’d only slammed her up two levels, but with Sabra, I was bringing her abruptly to level eight. 

She let out a shriek, the gem in my chest flooded my senses with agony, and we both wound up in the straw, writhing in pain.

Phoebe dashed over. What did you do, you giant knucklehead?

I couldn’t talk, not through the agony, but I could message. Leveled her. I felt bad. Needed combat Forest-Witch. Fuck. I can’t do that again.

No, you can’t. I’m surprised you’re still conscious. Phoebe grabbed an oily cloth and wiped the sweat from my brow.

However shitty I felt, I wasn’t done yet. In my gaming display, head swimming, I managed to distribute her Attribute and Ability Points.

Once I was finished, I reviewed her character sheet.

<<<>>>
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<<<>>>

I NODDED IN APPROVAL. She’d died at level ten, but at least I’d gotten her to level eight. And, with the constant attacks, I figured she’d regain the last two levels in no time flat.

I crawled over and scooped Sabra up in my arms. She came around, thankfully, then reached up and touched my face. “Thank you, War God. We do not have much time. Hades found me seconds before you brought me back. My salvation was ... it was a near thing indeed. And now, I bring grave tidings—a warning of darkness and dire death.”
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The Madness of the Godstone
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I WAS IN MY PRIVATE quarters, leaning against the marble balcony railing, watching waves break on the beach far below. Gauzy curtains fluttered in the sea breeze behind me. At one time, I found the ocean view beautiful, but now, the darkness in that water seemed sinister. 

I couldn’t shake Sabra’s warning ...

With the Forest-Witch’s words lingering in our ears, Phoebe and I forged additional Amazons, using more of our Thymos Crystals, sacred clay, and my own Divine Essence Points. Steropia was there, of course, but Brontia, another Rune-Caster joined the fun.

At level twenty-five, I could manage an army of 113 Amazons and we only had ninety on hand. Phoebe decided to stop using Greek names and went into my memories of various shows I’d watched on Netflix over the years. We wound up with an Earth-Witch named Jojo and other Amazons named Kimmie, Sammi, Deana, Asuna, and Kira.

We kept forging warriors until my vision started to blur, the world reeling around me, my legs threatening to betray me at any instant. It had been nonstop battle and then work for hours on end. I needed a break, so finally—reluctantly—I returned to the palace.

My room had a nice big bed, a table with a model of the city on it so we could plan, and another table with Hestia’s Cup and Hestia’s Bowl. The cup provided an unlimited supply of fresh drinking water, while the bowl gave us olives and cheeses without end. We’d picked them up during our travels in Nyx. Another item, the Sower’s Glass, sat on the table near them. The big bronze hourglass was two feet tall and a foot wide. Phoebe had devised a handle for the Sower’s Glass, as well as a strap that let me use it as a shield. What better thing to use than something that was indestructible? 

Even better, the Sower’s Glass could stop time for ten minutes once per day if it was in the hands of a god, which I was, thank you very much.

I remembered the battle when I first utilized the strange artifact. Freezing time around me. Winding my way through statue-still enemies, minutely adjusting the world around me in my favor. I wanted more of that. I wanted battle and bloodshed.

Whatever. I needed sleep before the next attack, but I couldn’t quiet my mind. And the godstone wasn’t helping. Some part of me wanted to venture into the tropical forests to practice more with the Crystal Scythe. In all my combat training—I’d been a Marine, so I’d had a fair amount of MCMAP—the drill instructors never focused on a big stick with a curved blade on the end. If I’d grown up on a farm—well, an ancient farm, maybe—I’m sure wielding the scythe would be second nature. I’d probably have been cutting down fields of wheat, or whatever, since I could walk. 

No ancient farms for me, though. Which meant I was going to need a bit of practice.

And then I thought of Necro Earl. Why not practice on him? the godstone ever so subtly suggested. I thought about our last brawl. I’d beat the shit out of him, no doubt about that. For a moment I smirked, thinking about how he’d begged for his life at the end. How he’d argued that the craziness we’d found ourselves in wasn’t real—that this whole experience was some kind of mental delusion. Some enormous psychotic break. Tell that to Sabra. Her tears had dried on my chest, and the experience had been all too real for her. 

Thinking of Earl, and his escape, filled me with primal fury. The godstone burned hotter in my chest with every passing second. 

Before I crashed my plane on Lycastia, when I was in the Marine Corps, I’d fought, I’d trained, I’d passed every test along the way, but that hadn’t been enough to earn the respect of blue falcons like Earl. I wasn’t your typical kill-’em-all jarhead, and while some of the COs saw that as a plus, it hadn’t helped me with assholes like Earl Echo Earl, who thought of himself as some Ricky Recon badass—despite the fact that he’d never done a mission with Force Recon or even been SOC qualified. Hell, I was more of a badass, at least on paper. 

Earl had busted my balls then, and he’d been a pain in my ass ever since landing on this island. I’d beat the shit out of him, sure, showing I was the real warrior, but he was still out there. And that? That was unacceptable. That douche canoe bro-hole needed to die. And why shouldn’t I take up the Crystal Scythe, march south to the Temple of Hades, skate right in, murder anything in front of me, and cut off Earl’s head? I was powerful enough to do it. And once I finished off Earl—and Antiope, I couldn’t forget about her—then I could go and march across the Earth killing anyone who looked sideways at me.

I raised a fist and lightning curled around my knuckles. I possessed the ability to manipulate time, I could become a werewolf, I had a sword that could fight on its own, and I could turn my skin into steel. No more Mr. Nice Guy for Jacob Merely. I was the motherfucking god of war now.

“Jacob.”

I whirled. My eyes blazed lightning. “What?” I demanded.

Myrina stood, tall and strong and blond, in the balcony entryway, the curtains fluttering around her like a gauzy veil. She raised her face to me. “I’ve come to speak with you about Sabra’s warning.” Her blue eyes searched my face, no doubt looking for signs of Ares’ influence.

I relaxed and nodded. I left the balcony and the sea at my back, made for a tall amphora of wine in the room proper, and filled up a glass. I poured one for Myrina and offered it to her.

We sipped the wine together. Rumor had it, when Myrina was drunk, she put on quite a show. I wanted to see that, although now was probably not the time. I figured a little alcohol might relax me some, so I could sleep before our afternoon battle. Two o’clock was about six hours away, and as much as the godstone hungered for death, I knew my body needed a reprieve.

I recalled what Sabra had said. “Okay, so basically, Hades is on high alert. If any of the Amazons die, he scoops them up right away. That’s not such a big surprise. We’ll just have to be careful.”

“But you cannot be careful with us.” Myrina’s jaw muscles tightened, her resolve and determination obvious. “We are pawns in your chess game. You must be willing to sacrifice us, and we are ready to die for your cause. You, however, cannot die, or we lose the life force that comes from the godstone in your chest.”

Yeah, it was my Divine Essence Points that kept them upright.

“The other news is more troubling.” Myrina paused, brushing an errant strand of hair behind one ear.

I nodded. Sabra had overheard Hades talking about the old gods. Zeus, Hera, Poseidon, and the rest of Mount Olympus’ finest. At least some of them were dead, I knew, while others had vanished. But the fact that Hades was interested in them could only mean trouble for us down the road—I mean, what if he knew something we didn’t? Shit, he’d been doing this a lot longer than me, so it was almost certain that he knew something we didn’t.

“The Olympian gods are powerful,” Myrina continued, “but we must not forget about the Titans. They are trapped in Tartarus, in the Underworld, and Hades could free them if pressed. Already, we have battled such ancients and barely escaped with our lives. We were victorious, but not completely. Both Entomo and Cronos escaped.”

Cronos had been a tough fight, but I’d gotten the upper hand. He’d seemed like an okay god. But Entomo? My flesh crawled thinking of that mess of insect grossness. From Sabra’s memories, Hades had mentioned Poseidon, over and over, as if they might be partners. Ares, himself, before he died, thought that Hades might’ve been in league with Poseidon since the three portals had been on islands, in the middle of the ocean, which was the sea god’s domain. 

Myrina went on. “If Hades has the old gods—even a few of them—on his side, we won’t survive. They did not think too much of humans.”

“Yeah, but Sabra only overheard Hades saying their names, so that doesn’t tell us much. And we know that Ares killed Hephaestus, but we don’t know why or how.” I couldn’t believe the storybook legends I’d read about in elementary school were real. And I was in the middle of the drama. “Myrina, I think I should take the Crystal Scythe, walk right into the Temple of Hades, and end this. If I wiped out Earl and every single one of their monsters, we’d be safe for the moment. Plus, I’d level up. A lot. And once I get strong enough, I can fix the sigil.”

“You would do this thing alone?” Myrina asked, eyes narrowing in suspicion.

“I would,” I replied. “I can’t risk any of you now that we know Hades is waiting to torture you right away.”

Myrina moved over to me, and—surprise, surprise—she took my hand. For Myrina, this was like a sloppy wet kiss. “Look at me, Jacob.”

I did, gazing into her eyes, so blue, so beautiful. Ares had hurt Myrina badly, betraying any trust she’d had in him. He’d paralyzed her and had forced her to watch as her sisters were butchered by Hades. She’d wanted to stop him from engaging in the fight directly. When Ares had released her, it had been too late for them all.

“Jacob,” Myrina said quietly, “we have no idea how Hades and Earl are generating so many soldiers so quickly, so we must be careful. We must use our wits, not our muscle. You know I love unrestrained battle—I was made for it—but we are at a critical time. I fear you are losing your mind. Losing control to this.” She tapped a finger against my chest. “To the power. It is mighty, the godstone. Look at what it has done to your body. Do you not think it can change your mind just as drastically?” 

I wanted to laugh off what she was saying. But I couldn’t. It would be madness for me to try to take on Hades’ entire army on my own. Yet, that’s what the godstone wanted. Maybe it was really getting inside my head.

Myrina squeezed my hand. “It is worse with the Crystal Scythe, I think. Not even Ares had such a weapon. I spoke with Phoebe, and she agrees. We do not think you should use it in the coming battle. For two reasons. One, every time you use such power, you are liable to be seduced by it. The second? Hades and Earl have only seen you use the scythe once. If we keep it secret, it becomes a mystery to them that they cannot plan for. That gives us an advantage when you do decide to wield it.”

Then Myrina hugged me. She circled her arms around me, and I found myself holding her. I felt her skin pressed against mine, the strong muscles of her back, the smell of her hair. She’d bathed. She smelled clean and so good.

What was happening? Myrina was my general, my Battle Warden, and here she was, clinging to me. 

Then the moment was over.

She stepped away. A fierce light blazed in her blue eyes. “You and I cannot be together, Jacob. It must not be. At the end of the day, you are the god of war, and I could never trust you to be anything different. Nor should you be anything other than what you are. You created me to lead your forces and to defeat Hades. I will do that. Anything else would be unwise, for I will not allow myself to be hurt again. And you have others to satiate your ... other hungers.”

“Myrina.” I said her name, but I didn’t have any kind of follow-up.

She continued. “Think on what I have said. And rest while you can. You will need to fortify our walls.”

“Yeah, and I’ll review our defenses on the western walls. If Poseidon comes walking out of the ocean, we’ll need to stop him.”

Myrina’s face grew dark. “If that happens, I will bring you the Crystal Scythe myself. However, I fear if you use it to kill a god, you yourself will be lost completely to the godstone. You will stop being you, and you will be Ares. Jacob will be gone and, for what it is worth, I prefer you. I ... I love ...” Her voice broke.

She turned on her heel and strode away.

The whole encounter left my head spinning. Light glimmered off the Crystal Scythe. I’d stuck it in the corner next to the War Blade. Everything Myrina had said made sense. The godstone raged against her words, but now I saw it for what it was. The gem was Ares—he wasn’t dead, not really, just biding his time, which might have been the war god’s plan all along. After I grew in power, he’d come back and take me over so he could have a second life. Well, that wasn’t going to happen. He’d screwed the pooch in the end.

As Jacob Merely, not that arrogant dickhead, I could use my Amazons to their maximum potential. Working together, we were simply more powerful than if I went in alone searching for glory and feeding my ego.

A flutter of wings came from the balcony. Asteria had come to visit, and she hadn’t come alone. Phoebe came limping in with Loxo at her side, and Asteria slithered in as a snake before she grew arms and legs, turned human, and walked toward me.

“We were afraid you’d still be awake,” Phoebe said with a frown.

“And smelly,” Loxo added with a smirk. She was a gorgeous woman with dark skin and braided hair. That wicked smile of hers was like a torch thrown on the gasoline of my lust. “There will be songs written about the great stink of Jacob Merely, god of war!”

“Really?” Asteria asked innocently. “I would like to hear one.”

Phoebe rolled her eyes. “My sister must still have snake-brain. No, Asteria, Loxo is teasing. But we can help get Jacob to sleep. I added something to the rooftop of the palace that our stinky god might like.”

“Really?” I asked. “After days of running and fighting through swamps we’re going to talk about my smell? And I just had this intense conversation with Myrina. How I smell doesn’t matter.”

All three laughed. Phoebe threw an arm around me and kissed my arm. “We’ll take care of you. And, yes, Myrina was sent in to have the conversation. I don’t see any broken furniture, so I think it went well.”

“It did. You guys win. No more Crystal Scythe for me. At least not for now.”

“Good. Come with us.”

Asteria and Loxo led the way out of my room. Phoebe leaned on me as we walked up marble steps until we reached the rooftop. Flapping awnings cast shade on a series of empty pools carved into the marble. Statues of naked water nymphs stood over the pools, each holding an amphora.

A table full of various sweet-smelling jars stood next to the pools.

“Watch,” Phoebe said. She went to a nymph and touched a stone breast. “This was my idea. Loxo wanted the ‘on’ switch between their legs.”

Loxo’s smile broadened. “I stand by that suggestion.”

Asteria giggled.

Hot water gushed out of all the amphoras and filled the pools. Mist swirled across the top of the water under the shade of the awnings. Each pool filled until the water spilled off the edge of the roof, tumbling down onto the ramparts before plummeting to the ocean below. My Rune-Caster’s skill was truly remarkable.

Loxo slipped out of her battle armor. Phoebe dropped her tunic. Asteria was already naked, blue-skinned and beautiful.

Phoebe went to the table and dribbled bath salts into the water. She lifted a tray of sponges, soaps, and cloths and set it by the side of the largest pool.

Then she followed Loxo and Asteria into the water. 

“Oh, this feels so wonderful and hot,” Loxo said. “Come and join us.” She paused, chewing on her bottom lip, and quirked an eyebrow at me. “If you’re man enough.”

The godstone flashed, and I growled. “I’ll show you.”

I unclipped and unstrapped my armor until I was naked, then stepped down the steps into the pool. The water was hot and soothing. Phoebe soaped up my back, while Loxo and Asteria used sponges to clean me. The dirt, muck, and blood swirled away over the edge as the amphoras added clean water. Phoebe’s design must’ve had pumps bringing up hot water from below. I could smell the fires mixing in with the perfume of the soaps.

As they washed me, I felt worlds better, my muscles unknotting. Phoebe touched the gem in my chest. “Such a nuisance, this war business,” she said.

I turned to see Loxo and Asteria kissing each other. My libido sat up and took notice. 

Phoebe turned my head and kissed me. “You don’t mind, do you?” she asked.

“Mind what?” I asked.

“I would say a ménage à trois, to use the French,” Phoebe said. “But there are four of us. Does that make it an orgy?”

My mind was fuzzy, not really working, and the godstone wasn’t at all interested in semantics at that point.  

“Not sure, but I don’t mind,” I said. “Is this okay with you?”

“I’m old-school Amazon,” Phoebe said with a sly grin. “We have a more relaxed view on things. And it’s Loxo and Asteria. They’re sex-crazy to begin. Besides, when in Rome ...”

“You said you were Greek, not Roman.”

Phoebe shushed and kissed me again. This time her tongue was involved. And I loved it.

Asteria and Loxo slid over, their hands all over me.

I was clean, I was feeling more myself, and the godstone was quieter in my head, much quieter since it was getting a taste—even if only a small taste—of what it wanted. 

After Phoebe, Asteria, and Loxo wore me out, I left the rooftop baths and flopped onto my bed. Myrina would wake me up when it was time to fortify the city, and by then I would’ve maxed out my Divine Essence Points. With Thymos Crystals, I’d upgrade the city, and then I’d start the endless grind of blood and battles once more. Another day, another war.

I fell asleep quickly—worn out from the madness and exertion—and promptly slipped into a dream. I was walking across a complete flat stone plain with a mist swirling about, silver tongues lapping at my arms and legs, making it nearly impossible to see the way forward. Loxo, Asteria, and Phoebe were following me, weeping. We were searching for Myrina, but we couldn’t find her. 

Up ahead, I saw a white light pulsing.

Growing closer, I recognized the light was the gemstone in Ares’ chest. He stood tall, proud. Decked out in his breastplate, greaves, bracers, and horsehair helmet. In his hands glowed the Crystal Scythe. The War Blade was sheathed at his side.

Myrina lay dead in front of him, cut in half by the Scythe, blood dripping from its curved blade, forming a crimson halo on the ground before me.

A second glance, and it wasn’t Ares’ face under his helmet. It was mine.

I had killed Myrina with the godkiller. That jerked me awake.

I touched the godstone.

What was I becoming?
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Beach Blanket Battle Royale
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I’D ONLY SLEPT A FEW hours, but I was feeling much better. The city was quiet; my Amazons were hunkered down in the barracks, catching a little well-deserved shut-eye. It reminded me of the first time I’d walked across the cobblestones before I stumbled onto Ares and the video game I was now living in. However, there were some big differences. The north and south gates were sealed up tight. The smell of farm animals lingered in the air thanks to our livestock—not to mention our bears, bulls, and winged horses.

I strode through the silent streets, hot and dusty in the early afternoon. Storm clouds filled the horizon. It looked like we’d be fighting in a thunderstorm, which was fine with me. I was used to electricity. It was like my American Express card: I never left home without it.

I tapped the War Blade, drumming my fingers absently on the blade—it felt good to have the weapon at my side, but the godstone already missed the Crystal Scythe. I’d brought the Sower’s Glass with me as a shield and secret weapon. However, I wasn’t going to stop time unless I really needed to. Like keeping the attributes of the Crystal Scythe secret, this was one ace I preferred to keep hidden up my sleeve if I could.

Hippolyta dozed by the south gate, leaning against the stone, her spear resting on her chest. She was a tall, athletic woman with dusky skin and long, dark hair. She wasn’t sleeping on duty, since on the walls above her Battle Wardens were keeping watch. They stood ready near the ruins of the gatehouse tower. I sighed, thinking about that tower. The thing had been fucking amazing, all decked out with ballistae, flamethrowers, and a big ol’ steampunk Gatling gun. Even better, the tower had been able to rotate a full 360 degrees to keep up the nonstop destruction. 

Too bad Necro Earl had destroyed it with his Harrier’s bombs dropped by harpies. Damn, but that guy was seriously the worst. He ruined everything. 

When I tromped up, Hippolyta snapped to attention. “I apologize, War God. I should not have been sleeping.”

I shrugged. “No, your real crime is not sacking out in the barracks, but you’re fine. You’ve held our city, Hippolyta, time and time again.”

“Because you gave me the Shield of Perseus,” she answered.

“That’s true. But you had the courage to use it and stand your ground.”

She took my hand and looked into my eyes. “I have heard that you are finally easing into your role of war god. If you need any additional easing, I can aid you in that.”

I had to grin. The godstone liked the attention of all these beautiful women. “I’m pretty fine, but I’ll keep you in mind the next time I need, uh, easing.”

Ares had bedded every single Amazon he’d created without a second thought. I gotta say, I was growing more comfortable with the idea. 

“But for now, open the gates,” I said. “I want to check our defenses, repair any holes in the wall, and spin more razor wire.”

Hippolyta shouted to other Amazons, who cranked the wheels to open the gate.

Piles of dead monsters littered the battlefield. They were mostly burned away, but a little flesh was left to rot in the sun. We’d had to destroy them with fire to stop Necro Earl from using the undead soldiers against us. I noticed that Sabra and my other Forest-Witch had been out to restore our Burmese tiger pits and dig out the trenches. That was good.

I accessed the Path of the Builder Skill Tree.

<<<>>>
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<<<>>>

I HADN’T MAXED OUT any of the abilities, and that was okay for now. I’d done well to strategically choose which skills I dumped points into.

For example, with Craftsman, the level-one ability cut the cost of anything I made by twenty percent, so I used fewer Thymos Crystals and Divine Essence Points. Level two would allow me to build faster, which would be nice, but at this stage it wasn’t critical. Level three cut production costs by twenty-five percent, which only amount to a five percent bump. Again, nice but not critical.

Artemis’ Blood moved my Amazon level-cap up substantially, but at the moment none of my ’Zons were close to their max. Still, it was one of the more important skills overall, so I took a moment to pull up the description. 

<<<>>>
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<<<>>>

YEAH, EVENTUALLY I would get there. Just not yet. I mean, Aceso’s Blessing was badass, but I was really itching to use the Innovate and Elemental Smithing skills because then I’d be able to make modern weapons. And yet, the godstone blistered at the idea.

It forced me to pull up the Path of War Skill Tree.

<<<>>>
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<<<>>>

SADLY, I’D NEGLECTED a lot of these abilities—but, then, the plan was for me to lean less heavily on the personal combat side of things and focus more on helping my army as a whole. With Myrina’s prodding, I’d kept myself safe by maxing out Defender, which allowed me to turn my skin to steel.

You fear battle, the godstone whispered at me. Do not be weak. Do not lend credence to Earl Echo Earl’s words ...

“Screw you and the jeweler that cut you,” I muttered under my breath. “This is the plan, asshole. Besides, it’s not exactly like you did a whole lot better when you were calling the shots.” I wanted to redeem myself by showing the dumb gem the kickass shit I had on the Path of Miracles.

<<<>>>
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<<<>>>

“IF ANYTHING, I SHOULD really upgrade my miracles with any Attribute Points I get. I mean, come on, a zillion acid-drooling grasshoppers that can eat through armor? Yeah. That’s sick as hell. Way cooler than hitting something really hard with my sword.” For a moment, I seriously considered maxing out my Plague Locust miracle. Seriously, I loved swarming my enemies with destruction on a biblical scale. But I was also curious to see what Wrath would give me. As for the others, not a battle went by without me using the first three miracles on the tree.

The godstone muttered at me, and I told it to shut the hell up. I wasn’t going to stand around arguing with the diamond in my chest. I had work to do.

I waved away the Path of Miracles Tree and promptly accessed the MANAGE ISLAND tab, scrolling down until I came to the Defensive Structures option. There were a bunch of different options—classic Greek, some Medieval European—plus an OTHER tab, which wasn’t grayed out because of my Level 2 Innovate Ability. That was how I’d managed to create the razor wire. Just a tap on OTHER and the godstone interface pulled up an exhaustive 3-D modeling app, which would let me import designs, tweak existing structures, and fiddle with all kinds of things to my heart’s content. 

I walked along the rampart. If I saw a crack or a gap, I used Thymos Crystals and Divine Essence to raise the very ground itself to patch it until it was solid stone, whole and unmarred. It was simple work, but by the time I was done, I was sweating buckets and breathing hard. I felt like I’d just finished a marathon with a full rucksack on my back. Each time the Divine Essence rushed out of me in a wave, it almost felt like being wounded. Still, it was a small price to pay for safety. 

Better I feel the pain than my Amazons.

With the eastern walls done, I checked the gates and made sure they were solid. Above the north and south portals into the city, I crafted new towers. Even as I grimaced at the energy drain on me, I marveled at the spectacle. From the MANAGE ISLAND menu, I chose a tower and watched as the ground around me shivered, boulders dancing, dust and debris swirling up in a cloud. Light from the Thymos Crystals flashed as the dirt formed into bricks and magically came together above me to build a castle tower complete with arrow slits and slots for the ballistae. 

We didn’t have the resources to fill the towers with flamethrowers, but Phoebe was making new heavy-duty ballistae and we wanted to give the weapons some protection. Phoebe had plans for Thymos cannons, but that would have to wait until Innovate Level 3. For now, her ballistae were powerful enough.

I pulled one up to contemplate its lethal majesty.

<<<>>>
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<<<>>>

THIS WAS WHY I’D TURNED away from focusing on the Path of War. The Path of the Builder had some seriously epic aspects to it. I needed Battle Forge Level 2—plus a point in Elemental Smithing—to unlock the next-level abilities. Two measly Ability Points and then we could electrocute, blow up, freeze, or burn our enemies from a distance, not only with ballista bolts, but also with javelins and arrows. Damn, someday that would be sweet.

The godstone disagreed. You should eschew projectile weapons. There is only honor in being close enough to smell your enemies empty their bowels when you slay them.

“Gross. And once again, fuck you, godstone.”

I left the eastern walls to check out the western fortifications. As I walked through Lycastia City, out of the corner of my eye, I saw a woman in a gauzy dress disappear around a corner. That was odd. No one should be wearing a dress like that. All of my Amazons were heavily armed and armored. Dresses in battle might look sexy, but come on, it’s war, not a fashion show. Unfortunately, around these parts, odd usually meant bad. So, without a moment’s hesitation, I took off at a sprint, angling toward where I’d last seen the woman. 

When I skittered around the corner, though, the street was empty. Was I seeing things?

I wasn’t sure. With how loud the godstone was at the moment, maybe it was a flashback to one of Ares’ horny fantasies. “Gross again. And fuck you, Ares.”

I shook my head, trying to put the odd apparition behind me, and headed for the western side of the city, which faced the ocean. 

Terraces and tall walls rose up from the cliff edges. It was two hundred feet down to where the waves crashed against the rocks. A narrow set of stone steps crisscrossed their way up from the beach. We had solid fortifications down there, including a heavy gate. If our enemies managed to get through that, they’d have to scurry up those steps and duck some serious suppressive gunfire from the three pillboxes I’d built into the sandstone cliffs. We didn’t have advanced rifles yet—only the steampunk Gatling guns—but they were still a force to be reckoned with.

Again, I longed for Innovate and Elemental Smithing. The idea of Phoebe banging out Sidewinder missiles put a smile on my face. Or a fully automatic, heavy-caliber machine gun. Ammunition wouldn’t be an issue. I’d just turn Thymos Crystal into .50 caliber rounds—we’d see how creatures of the netherworld stood up against the might of the Ma Deuce.

Strewn across the beach below were a series of enormous Xs constructed of reinforced steel, known as Czech hedgehogs. Spun between the Xs was more razor wire. Between the wire, the spikes, and the Gatling guns, the beach was a total kill zone. It was probably why Earl hadn’t tried to send his troops in from the west.

We had a smaller fortified portcullis at the top of the western stairs, but our real defenses were the walls far below. I took a minute, found a seat in the shade on the terraces of my palace, and sat down. I needed to rest a bit and recharge my Divine Essence, since I’d be burning through points in the coming fight. 

After cooling my heels for a while—just staring off at the lapping waves, lost in my thoughts—I checked my stats again. Back up to my max, 476 Divine Essence Points. Regenerating 214 points an hour sure was useful. With a grunt, I roused myself, then traipsed down the steps and saluted the Amazons manning the Gatling guns in the pillboxes. They all sleepily saluted back. These ladies were fierce as hell, but the constant onslaught of attacks was definitely taking a toll on us.

At the bottom of the steps, I climbed up onto the top of the wall above the western sea gate. We only had a couple of Amazons there, both low-level Battle Wardens. It took me a minute to remember their names: Doris and Ianthe. They’d been stationed on our western defenses. Phoebe had suggested we name them after sea nymphs. Doris had jet-black ringlets framing a face with light green eyes, while Ianthe was tall and had darker skin and copper-colored hair. Both had a quiver of javelins on their backs, spears in their hands, and Greek short swords, otherwise known as xiphoses, at their sides.

Both saluted me.

“Are we good down here, ladies?” I asked, surveying the watery shoreline, which could hide untold dangers.

They exchanged looks. “We are not bad ... if that is what you are saying,” Doris said.

“We are skilled and dutiful,” Ianthe added. “Though we have not seen much combat. Still, we are ready to give our lives to protect the sigil in the Temple of Ares. Long live Jacob Merely, god of war!”

“Aye!” Doris agreed. “Long live Jacob Merely!”

“Not what I was asking, but thanks for that,” I replied with a sheepish shrug. “I guess I meant to ask if you’ve seen any sign of the next attack. It’s not due until two, but it’s always possible they could hit us early.”

I stopped. We still had about fifteen minutes until the top of the hour, but something was moving in the pristine blue waters. Three big shadows were carving through the waves and the ocean spray, heading straight toward us. Behind them, even more darkness spread through the sea like ink from an octopus. What in the hell is that? I thought. Some kind of giant sea creature? No, that was an incoming army. The 2 p.m. attack would be starting early.

I turned on the messaging system. I was loathe to use it, since it would alert Antiope to the fact that we knew the attack was on, but at this point there was no other option. I hit every Amazon in the city. We have incoming enemies in the western ocean, going for the beach. I need everyone up and at ’em.

And then the first of the huge shapes broke the surface. It was a forty-foot-tall monstrosity with a face like the Creature from the Black Lagoon, fish-headed with pink gills running along its neck. This thing also had four arms, all with webbed fingers and claws as long as two-handed swords.

In one of its hand, it held—I shit you not—a massive jellyfish. The damned ball of goo and tentacles was the size of a Volkswagen Beetle. The incoming abomination took aim and let the jellyfish fly, arcing the enormous blob high into the air. It was a doozy of a throw. The jellyfish struck the walls two hundred feet above, smacking into the stone with a great wet slapping sound that I heard even from where I stood below. The monster jellyfish’s flesh jiggled as it fixed itself against the wall, and then the stink hit us: rotten tuna fish and decaying seaweed fried in pig shit.

A moment later, the jellyfish’s tentacles exploded outward, shooting over the walls and dropping into the ocean like a bunch of gooey zip lines. Son of a bitch! That was how they were going to try to storm up our walls, by using the jellyfish tentacles to climb up. Nagas—scaly snake men with fat snake tails instead of legs—slithered out of the water and started their ascent, bows across their backs and swords at their sides. Those nagas had powerful arms to pull themselves up and their tails anchored them to the coils. I was surprised at how well they could climb.

The next two monsters emerged from the water. These two big kraken things were also forty feet tall. One was a scaled cyclops, six gill slits on his pale throat surrounded by green scales. He, too, had webbed hands and webbed feet. In one clawed hand he held a huge tree trunk studded with jagged chunks of razor-sharp coral. I couldn’t imagine getting hit with that club would be fun. Even worse, the Cyclops-Kraken had a bag of jellyfish and he was hurling them willy-nilly into the side of our western ramparts. There they stuck, splat, and promptly spewed out more of the fleshy zip lines.

The other kraken thing had the head of a man, complete with a huge seaweed-green beard, but instead of arms he had eight flailing tentacles, which he used to sweep the hedgehogs and razor wire off the beach. That was when the sea centaurs came rushing out of the surf like a charge of heavy cavalry. They had the bodies of horses, the torsos of men, and the heads of various ocean creatures—lobsters, crabs, sharks, octopi, and even a few stingrays. The sea centaurs had strange fins on the bottoms of their legs that helped them swim through the water, though they were just as deadly on land. 

The aquatic nightmare herd rushed up the beach toward the gate below me, Doris, and Ianthe.

The Gatling guns in the three pillboxes started up, letting loose a thunder of bullets, which strafed the nagas climbing up the jellyfish tentacles and the sea centaurs galloping across the beach.

But Hades wasn’t done yet. He’d also sent other soldiers. Werewolves broke from the surf, shook the saltwater out of their fur, and raced toward us—some on two legs, others loping along on all fours. They weren’t wearing their rune-encrusted armor, at least, which was a small mercy. They did, however, carry swords and battle-axes across their backs. Their paws were human enough to wield those weapons, but their claws wouldn’t let them climb the jellyfish tentacles, which was another small blessing.

Our luck, however, ended there. Harpies raced up and out of the ocean, scurrying across the sand. They raised their feathery wings, sleek and oiled, and took to the air. I blinked. Oh, shit. These weren’t the regular, run-of-the-mill harpies—these freaks had the heads of moray eels with a spiked fin running down the center of their backs. The sea-harpies banked hard, dropping down to scoop up the land-bound werewolves. Then, with deadly cargo in hand, they soared up our walls like flying fish.

I grimaced, watching the invasion unfold. We certainly had our work cut out for us. 

Especially when the Cyclops-Kraken stormed up the beach and lifted his coral club to demolish the gate below me.

Nope. That wasn’t going to happen. Not with me around. 

I whipped the War Blade out its sheath. We didn’t have the troops to hold the western gate—not yet, anyway—so it was up to me until reinforcements arrived. 

Suddenly, I was glad I’d brought the Sower’s Glass—though I wasn’t going to use it unless these aquatic assholes pushed me back into a corner. Instead, I had another one-off trick I decided to burn. I aimed the tip of my sword at the sky and used the once-per-day Shockwave function. Above us, the sky swirled with clouds; flashes of lightning and resounding peals of thunder followed in short order. Gale-force wind screamed down, driving the eel-headed harpies back for a second. One of the beasties lost its grip on a werewolf, and it went crunching onto the wall to our right.

Thunder boomed again, and a finger of lightning reached down and arced around my sword. Raw, elemental power danced across the metal and raced around my body, energizing my cells. I took aim at the beach. I was a level twenty-five war god, and the sword knew it. The beach shook, sand exploding up as bolts of lightning erupted from the ground in great geysers—each bolt dealing out three times my Miracle Damage, which was a whopping 1,320 points of damage. Most of the first wave of sea centaurs disintegrated in a flash, literally turning to ash around me. 

Snap your fingers, Thanos, and help a guy out.

Then it got even better. The lightning continued its merry jig across the sands, adding a 100 points of additional destruction every fifteen seconds. At the end of the interval, the creatures on the beach were taking 2,820 points right on the chin. All three of the kraken dropped to their knees, roaring in pain. The fuckers were wet, and that only conducted the energy better. The electricity ate through flesh and shocked them down to their bones. The smaller creatures storming the beach never stood a chance, not against me—they’d been reduced to sizzling statues. But the big suckers were just tough enough to survive.

I flung the War Blade off the wall, mentally ordering it to engage the four-armed Kraken from the Black Lagoon. Because of its Spectral Blade ability, it could fight as a level-ten Battle Warden without me. I then swiveled and used three rounds of Lightning Lance to take out some of our airborne foes who’d managed to escape the carnage of Shockwave. More lightning burst from my fingertips to fry eel harpies along with their werewolf cargo. Birds and beasts fell from the sky. They struck the beach in pulpy explosions of burnt flesh. All the while, the pillbox Gatling guns picked off snake men ascending the jellyfish tentacles.

Doris and Ianthe hurled javelin after javelin at the harpies, werewolves, and nagas crawling up the cliffs. Once they were running on empty, they sprinted over to a nearby weapon rack and retrieved English longbows and quivers of arrows, then took up the fight with feathered shafts.

The Kraken from the Black Lagoon was bleeding from a dozen wounds. It kept trying to reach for the War Blade, but the magical sword was having none of that shit. It slashed, feinted, darted right, then slashed again, carving deep furrows in scaled flesh.

The Cyclops-Kraken took up his race toward the gate, charging it like salvation just might lay on the other side. He flung more jellyfish, but these were for the lower ramparts, not the upper ones. Those stinking things slapped against the stone and shivered like spoiled Jell-O, unfurling more tentacle lines to the beach and waters below.

I couldn’t wait. I leapt down onto the sand and called the War Blade to me.

Meanwhile, Old Man Kraken had finally reached the wall. He used two of his tentacles to lift him up, and then he used the rest to try to bash Doris and Ianthe into Spam. Doris rolled out of the way and sent two arrows into his chest. He didn’t care a bit. The bearded monster raised another set of tentacles, bashing at the ramparts, frantically trying to crush my Amazons. Ianthe grabbed her spear and set its butt on the stone. Old Man Kraken impaled his own pink-suckered coil on her weapon. He let out a roar, but he was far from done.

The minute my hand touched the War Blade, I used its twice-a-day lycanthropy function to turn myself into a werewolf, fifteen feet long, several tons of fur and muscle, and as fast as bootleggers running from the law. To add a little spice to the mix, I triggered my Fury ability. They would pay for hitting me. Every time I lost 1% of my total Health, I’d increase my physical attack by 1%, and my Health would regenerate by 1%. Also, my armor rating would improve by 1%. Maybe I’d take a pummeling, but that would only add fuel to the fire. 

And if Lycanthropy and Fury didn’t do the job? Well, I had two other tricks up my sleeve.

I directed the War Blade to go help Doris and Ianthe against Old Man Kraken’s tentacles, while I turned my attention to the Cyclops-Kraken. With a beastly howl, I launched myself into the air, wind ruffling my thick fur. I landed on Cyclops-Kraken’s thigh like a fucking bunker buster, sinking my cruel fangs into rancid meat. It tasted like tuna gone all the way bad, but I refused to let go. The Cyclops-Kraken let out a bellow, equal parts rage and pain, then spun, flinging me free. I flipped ass over teakettle; he swatted me from the air with his coral club like a batter sending a pitch into the stands.

The blades of coral ripped into my skin and a bright white jag of agony sprinted through my body, carving away 200 points of HP in the process—nearly 20% of my total Health. Good. I felt myself powering up, growing thicker and bigger, and losing my shit. I didn’t need to think to tear the arms off this dickweed. I landed on the sand, clawed paws digging in as I triggered both Defender and Burning Aura. In a blink, I was down 100 Divine Essence Points, but now I was a stainless-steel werewolf, surrounded by a halo of fire. 

The Cyclops’ one eye widened.

Yep, bad move, asshole. 

I sprang onto him and the ripping commenced. I ripped his chest open with my front claws, ripped off a leg with my hind claws, and ripped out his throat with my fangs.

The bag of jellyfish rolled onto the beach and his club dropped from nerveless fingers.

One kraken down, two more to go. I’d blasted through the first batch of sea centaurs with Shockwave, but a second wave came kicking out of the rolling waves, galloping across the beach at full tilt. I wasn’t too worried about them, though, not when I had Black Lagoon and Old Man Kraken to deal with. Both kraken charged me.

That was when an icy blast of cold extinguished the burning flames swirling around my steel lupine frame.

A familiar laugh echoed across the beach.

Antiope. 

The Dark Amazon had come like a bitch blizzard, armed with the Vambraces of Boreas and a cold hatred filling her heart.
	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]




Cold Shoulder Grudge Match
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I TURNED.

Antiope blasted me again with another arctic wind flecked with bitter snow. Let it snow, let it snow, let it snow. The War Mammoth Cloak had transformed with me into my werewolf form. Though it no longer fluttered behind me, it still cut the cold damage by 25%, and because of Fury, every attack made me stronger.

Antiope was a short, muscled woman. Her haircut was part fauxhawk and part ponytail. Heavy bracers, their silver filigree glowing, covered her forearms. But she had a new weapon in tow as well: an ebony trident, carved with runes of fallout-green power and carefully worked underwater scenes. She was also sporting some fancy new jewelry. On her index finger was an onyx ring cover with more flickering runes. It all stank of necromancy, certainly. And all that silver and green luminescence made her look like a neon sign on the fritz.

She was surrounded by sea centaurs with bows. Their arrows bounced off me. No way would they be able to pierce my steel hide.

Growling, snarling, snapping, I went for the Dark Amazon’s throat—

I was too slow by half a heartbeat. One of Old Man Kraken’s tree-trunk tentacles slipped around me just an eyeblink before I ripped out Antiope’s jugular. Spiked suction cups sliced through my fur and bit into my skin, and then, before I knew what in the hell was happening, I was flying through the air before slamming face-first into gritty sand. Then I was temporarily airborne again, only to smash down onto the beach. Over and over, Old Man Kraken slammed me into the ground, finally tossing me away like a spent beer can.  

I tumbled and rolled across the beach, sand sticking to my bloody fur, before finally coming to a stop on my back. Damn, that dude packed a punch. I lay there for a moment, breathing hard as I surveyed the battle above me.

Nagas continued their climb up the cliffsides, wrapping their snake tails around the jellyfish tentacles as they hauled themselves up with their hands. Eel-headed harpies, clutching werewolves in their talons, hit the top of the cliff, but my Amazons had already filled the terraces and walls and were taking those fiends down.

However, other nagas had slithered out of the ocean and were climbing up the jellyfish stuck on the lower walls. Doris and Ianthe wouldn’t stand a chance against the sheer number of snake men they’d have to fight. And. to make matters worse, the Black Lagoon kraken had picked up the coral club and started toward the gate. A dozen arrows from Doris and Ianthe hit him, but he kept right on going, completely indifferent to their attacks.

With a tired heave, I rolled onto my belly and pushed myself up onto all fours—the position felt oddly natural thanks to my overlong lupine arms. Old Man Kraken was marching toward me, the ground trembling beneath his feet. A tentacle lashed out to grab me, but the War Blade darted in, a whirlwind of flashing steel, which quickly made him rethink his poor life choices. 

I didn’t have time to dick with OMK or Antiope. I had to help Doris and Ianthe.

Still in werewolf form, I spun and bounded across the sand. At ten feet out, I leapt, ploughing into Black Lagoon’s broad back, rending his meat with my claws. I slashed up his backside, then tore off one of his arms with my teeth. The sickly taste of spoiled fish filled my mouth, but I ignored the nauseating meat, focusing instead of inflicting as much damage as possible. The creature howled. Big cry baby—the dude still had three arms left to work with. 

Black Lagoon staggered and tumbled, belly flopping against the sand. I rode his back the whole way down. The War Blade whirled around and lashed out with a will of its own, carving a devastating wound in Black Lagoon’s skull. He wasn’t gonna survive that. Two kraken down, and one to go. 

Add one Dark Amazon to the list as well.

I was only there for a second when a fish-headed centaur charged up and rammed me with a spear. It didn’t break my skin, but it did send me thrashing and tumbling across the sand. But I was up and charging him an eyeblink later. I absolutely mauled the stabby asshole, ripping out his throat, and then kept on going. Other sea centaurs got in my way, but I was in full berserker mode. Every sword stroke or arrow point only fueled my fury. I clawed off tentacles, scratched out eyes, and bit through throats, until a dozen of the centaurs lay around me. The War Blade flashed next to me, doing its own grisly work. Another batch of sea centaurs bit the dust.

A third wave of the oceanic horse creatures were coming—a hundred strong, at least. I didn’t care because it was only a matter of time before my own personal cavalry arrived on the scene, and then we’d drive these freaks back into the sea. 

Unfortunately, my power-ups were lapsing. My body twisted, shifted, my skin returning to normal as I transformed back into a human and lost Fury in the process. Damn. Defender evaporated a heartbeat later, and I had a full five minutes before I could use the defensive buff again. Raising my hand, I caught the War Blade. 

Antiope streaked by me, using her speed ability, going for the gate. I Lightning Lanced her ass down. She struck the ground in a shower of sand.

Old Man Kraken plucked the coral club off the ground. Clearly, he was preparing to make his own run for the gate. 

On the top of the wall, Doris and Ianthe were fighting back to back, surrounded by nagas. The pillbox Gatling guns tore eel harpies out of the air and slammed nagas off the jellyfish ziplines. Then the gunners shifted to help the Battle Wardens atop the western wall. Their rounds cut down nagas in a spray of noise and gore. The snake men scattered but soon regrouped. If we lost the gate, those two Battle Wardens would be done for.

I grabbed a dead sea centaur—one with an octopus head—and hurled it at the last remaining kraken. Yeah, I was strong enough to throw horses. Old Man Kraken was a big ol’ son of a bitch, but getting hit was a goddamned horse is hard to shake off. The last remaining kraken was sent sprawling.

Antiope, though, had used her enhanced speed to reach the gate. She stuck her black trident in the sand and clapped the Vambraces of Boreas together. Boom. A wave of cold struck the gates head on, ice forming along the wood, hoarfrost creeping its way up the stones. She was going to freeze them, make the wood brittle, and then break on through to the other side. Around her clustered fifty sea centaurs, pawing at the ground or shooting arrows at my Battle Wardens on the ramparts—buying Antiope time and cover.

Screw that noise. 

Even at a distance, I could help. I checked my Divine Essence and saw I had enough for a round of Plague Locust and a little remote Healing Touch. I let the War Blade go; it hung in the air next to me. Gotta say, having a somewhat-sentient magical sword was awesome. I reached out my hands and fired a cloud of bugs from my fingertips. The creepy-crawly cloud hit Antiope and the centaurs like a Mack Truck. The locusts smacked into flesh, dug into eyes, and tried to squirm down throats. The Dark Amazon and her squad of horse monsters went apeshit, swinging and screaming.

Those locusts would only buy me so much time, but I used the time I did have to heal Doris and Ianthe from a distance. The best part was, I still had over 200 Divine Essence Points to play around with.

As the healing power left me in a wave, I broke into a sprint—beelining toward Antiope and whatever was left of her centaur army. Unfortunately, Old Man Kraken had other things in mind. The big bastard used the coral-studded club to gain his feet, then lurched right into my path, weapon raised and ready to deal some serious damage. I slid my hand through the straps of my Sower’s Glass shield and took a fresh grip on the War Blade. Then I let out a yell, equal parts fury and defiance, and charged the monster.

But I had my work cut out for me. 

Battling Old Man Kraken was like fighting a crab apple tree of living limbs. His tentacles circled my leg even as I caught the coral club on the Sower’s Glass. You’d think the glass would shatter under the sheer force of the blow, but nope. It took it like a champ—not so much as a scuff or a scratch on the glassy surface—though my arm went numb.

Ignoring that, I brought the War Blade around in a vicious arc, ready to slice the kraken’s head into sushi. Old Man Kraken moved with preternatural speed, jumping back and blocking the assault with his club. He jerked my legs out from under me—my back slapping into the sand—while two more tentacles closed in, wrapping around both my shield and my sword arms. Another slimy coil struck me with the club. Damn. The War Mammoth Cloak helped against slashing damage, but not against bashing damage. My helmet caught the blow. Pain blinded me.

Then I blinked and got pissed. Triggering Lightning Lance, I hit his legs and the electricity arced up his body. He was stunned for a second, the tentacles going slack. Using nothing but brute strength and sheer will, I ripped my arms free. Then I slashed the tentacle off my leg, rose, and cut off another coil. I drew my sword back to drive it through his throat when another icy gift from fucking Antiope froze my arm and my sword. Damn. Somehow, she’d escaped the wrath of my locusts and was on the move again. With a burst of magic-fueled super speed, she bolted for the water’s edge, raising her trident high.

Oh, shit. That was probably a bad thing.

Old Man Kraken stepped back and hurled his club through the gate, sparkling with frost. The brittle wood exploded, pieces of frozen shrapnel spinning off in every direction. The remaining sea centaurs charged through the gate and started up the steps. Some were bleeding from my Plague Locust attack, but others were fresh—reinforcements from the last wave that had galloped across the beach.

The game was far from over, though. Sure, they may have taken the gate, but they had some stiff resistance to go through before they made it up the stairs. 

Myrina and her Battle Wardens waited—shields at the ready, weapons drawn. And they weren’t alone. 

A shriek broke the air as a giant blue pterodactyl banked and dove, clawing eel-headed harpies from the sky. Asteria then descended to snatch centaurs off the steps, hurling them to their deaths with a flick of her feet. Next to the flying dinosaur, Toxaris flew in on Flutterhoney, a gleaming white Pegasus. The Beastiamancer archer was a blur of speed as she sent shaft after shaft into centaur hearts, her shots uncannily accurate. Flanking Flutterhoney on either side were a pair of other Amazons, mounted on winged horses of their own. They let loose a flurry of arrows. 

Every shaft found its mark.

I saw a puff of smoke on the top of the lower walls where Doris and Ianthe were fighting for their lives. They had some help now. Sophia, my teleporter, was ferrying Elementalists down, one after another. Calla was there, heating things up. Her fire erupted on the walls in a blaze of heat and light, plumes of acrid smoke curling upward. The recently resurrected Sabra unleashed a plague of vines, which covered the shattered gate in a tangle of thorns. Aella, my Air-Witch, used her winds to send snake men flying. She also summoned lightning down, electrocuting everything not friendly in a ten-yard radius.

My ’Zons were doing well, but part of me was angry that I wasn’t killing all of our enemies myself. It felt like they were taking the last slice of pizza, and it was loaded with pepperoni.

Then, again, I still had a nice slice of cheesy battle on my plate.

The stink of death filled my nose, and I turned to see the rotting corpse of Praxidike—the Fury I’d killed what felt like ages ago. But, of course, that douchebag Earl Necro Earl had brought her back to life. Chances were, Antiope must’ve summoned her with her new array of glowy, green Necro gear. Dripping with ocean water, the undead Praxidike unwound her whip and cracked it at me like a zombie Indiana Jones fresh from the grave. She lashed out with frightening speed, the snap of leather echoing across the beach. I shot right, narrowing avoiding the whip. 

One of Old Man Kraken’s tentacles snaked toward me at the same instant, but I ducked it.

Antiope turned from the ocean to speed across the sand, coming at me with the trident. The green runes on her ring glowed, leaking a nauseating smoke of rot and ruin.

It was three against me. Yum. They were just the tasty snack I wanted, however rank they smelled. 

Antiope stabbed at me with the trident. I spun and took the attack on my arm, shattering the ice covering it. Finally, I was free. The Sower’s Glass deflected her next two attacks. I could’ve used the indestructible hourglass to stop time. Yeah, no. I wanted to fight. I shoved Antiope back as Old Man Kraken tromped up, determined to get up close and personal.

I released the War Blade. It shot toward the Dark Amazon of its own accord while I turned my full attention on the last kraken.

I punched Old Man Kraken right in the middle of his beard. I then lowered a shoulder and rammed him back. Wheeling, I ducked the undead Fury’s whip. Ha. She was a lot less chatty in death than she’d been in life, which I counted as a win. Old Man Kraken struck again, tentacles whizzing through the air. I feinted right, and dove left, dodging suction-covered limbs. Rolling across the sand, I seized a Czech hedgehog and lifted it over my head. The fucking thing was heavy, but the Might of Hercules ring was helping me deal with the weight. With a grunt, I fastballed the thing right into Old Man Kraken. It caught the kraken in the chest—a direct hit—and punched through scale, skin, and muscle. 

It hung there, lodged firmly in his flesh.

Sprinting across the sand, I jumped and drop-kicked the big X into his heart. The ugly bastard toppled over, dead before he hit the ground. 

The battle wasn’t over, of course. The undead Fury whipped me. My skin wasn’t steel anymore, so it hurt, but I didn’t let myself get tangled up. Meanwhile, the War Blade soared back into my hand just as Antiope went to impale me like a piece of shrimp on a fork. I snatched my trusty sword out of the air just in time. I caught her trident with the cross guard of the War Blade. Weapons locked, she glared into my eyes and I glared right back.

“You’ve come far, War God,” Antiope spat. “There was a day when even the sea centaurs would’ve been able to destroy you.”

“Yeah, well, fuck you too,” I grunted and shoved her off. I slashed at her, but she had that damn enhanced speed—the speed I’d given her. The undead Praxidike whipped me again, trying to distract me so Antiope could pincushion me. I growled in frustration and unleashed a Lightning Lance, blasting chunks of rotting meat off her bones.

Naturally, Antiope exploited the brief opening, hitting me with a renewed wave of arctic air, but I shrugged the attack off. Truthfully, the cold felt good since I was overheating with all the fighting and the big War Mammoth Cloak on my back.

“To think I used to love you,” Antiope said in a fierce voice. “Now, I hate you. I hate you and all your Amazons.”

“Why is that?” I asked, facing her once more. We went back to clashing, sword against trident, circling around and around. Feint. Parry. Slash. Thrust. It was a nuanced dance of steel, interspersed with her attempting to impale me with spikes of ice while I tried my damnedest to electrocute her with my Lightning Lance. I had fewer than 200 points left, but I wasn’t worried. Antiope was quick, but I was good. We battled on. Occasionally, Praxidike would come at me, but I was able to stay ahead of her zombie nonsense.

Antiope hadn’t answered my question, so I asked it again. “Why do you hate us, Antiope?”

She looked confused and didn’t answer. Which is when it hit me: she didn’t know why she was fighting for the bad guys.

“Hades tortured you into hating us.” I dosed myself with Burning Aura, and her next cold attack turned into a hazy mist.

“I’d rather serve my Dark Lord than a weakling like you.” Antiope went low, trying to jam the trident into my leg, but she’d telegraphed the move. Myrina had taught me well. I parried her blow with the Sower’s Glass and then struck at her head. Antiope used the shaft of her weapon to bat the War Blade away, then dropped back a handful of steps. She retreated toward the water, trying to coax me closer, but I wasn’t going to take the bait. I wasn’t one hundred percent sure what capabilities that trident of hers had, but chances were, it got really nasty in the water. 

No way was I stupid enough to be duped like that.

Praxidike struck again, the tip of her whip biting into the back of one arm. She was turning into a real nuisance and I was starting to get seriously annoyed. I grabbed the leather, quickly wrapping it around and around my hand, and yanked the damn thing away from her. To think she’d been the big, bad villain not too long ago. With squinted eyes and a feral smirk, I tossed the whip aside, letting it drop to the ground.

“I’m weak?” I laughed at that. It had been five minutes, and Defender was available again. “Have you been paying attention?” I turned my flesh into steel, which dropped me down to 143 Divine Essence Points. I had to save some because once I killed every fucking thing on the beach, I would need to forge more Amazons and rebuild walls. 

I strode forward. “I took out your three kraken, and I’m about to take you down as well. Your attack has failed. You joined the wrong side, Antiope, and if you stopped to think, you’d know it.”

“Never!” Antiope shrieked, driven on by pain and irrational, blind rage.

She came at me, teeth bared in a snarl, eyes wild. I smashed the trident out of her hand with the flat of the War Blade and clocked her with the Sower’s Glass. She was stunned for a second, reeling where she stood. I dropped the hourglass and grabbed her wrists to keep her from bolting again. She activated the bracers at once, magical frost exploding outward, my sweat turning to permafrost, ice creeping up my hands and arms. I felt the frostbite in my fingers, but I didn’t let go.

Half-mad or not, she was my enemy—there was only thing to do. She’d killed Sabra, and now it was time for her to die. The godstone shrieked, demanding her blood. For once, I agreed.  

Her eyes widened, nervous sweat coating her brow. 

A sulfurous smell burst around us as Sophia appeared with Loxo in tow. Praxidike flew toward me. Loxo threw her magical dagger, Snow Claw, into the chest of the undead Fury. The winged she-devil went rolling across the sand. But apparently it was hard to keep a bad woman down. The undead thing was up in an instant, plucking the knife out of her chest. She didn’t bleed exactly, but black bits of ice dribbled out of the wound.

At the same time, a woman stumbled out from behind a Czech hedgehog. I recognized the gauzy dress at once. It was the same woman I’d seen rounding a corner in the city not twenty minutes earlier. Even from a distance, her beauty distracted me. I’d never seen anyone so gorgeous. That distraction was enough. 

Antiope wrenched herself out of my grasp. “I hate you!” There were tears on her face. She dove and collected her trident. 

At the same time, the undead Fury scooped up the whip and took to the air, leathery wings pumping frantically to gain altitude. Antiope caught the dangling length of leather, and the two went flying away across the ocean. It was like a bad rerun of Necro Earl getting away, almost the exact same scenario, which pissed me off to no end.

Nope. Not again. I caught Sophia’s eye. “Do it,” I barked. 

The teleporter acted in an instant, vanishing with a puff of purple smoke and reappearing in the air above the undead Fury. My teleporter unsheathed her katana even as she fell, cutting off Praxidike’s head with one furious, perfect stroke. The undead Fury went limp, her wings shuddering to a stop, her body plunging into the water. The Dark Amazon fell right along with her, tumbling into the waves as they crashed against the beach.

Loxo and I sprinted over.

Antiope got to her feet. She was knee-deep in water. She gave me a last glare, clutching the trident. Then the three-pronged spear turned into an evil green supernova. The ocean around her answered the call, turning that same color.

“Too bad we did not battle closer to the water,” the Dark Amazon called out. “Otherwise, this fight would have turned out very differently.”

That made me think of what Sabra had heard when she’d been in the Underworld. Hades had been muttering about Poseidon. Could that trident be a gift from the sea god?

The next wave picked her up, and she stood proudly on the water as though it were solid ground. The trident flared in Antiope’s hand and the wave beneath her grew—smaller waves feeding into the ever-growing behemoth beneath her feet. In another minute, that wave would be the size of a small skyscraper.

Sophia teleported in, sword flashing, but she was batted away by an arm of living ocean before her strike could land. She went skipping across the sea, bouncing along the surface like a well-thrown stone.

Beside me, Loxo had her bow out; she fired a barrage of arrows at her traitorous sister, but another sweep of water deflected them with ease. I flung the War Blade, but it too was knocked aside—completely ineffective. By what? The ocean? How did that work? What kind of sorcery was this? In the end, it didn’t matter. She was so close. I couldn’t let her get away—not now. Hell, if I had to swim through an ocean of lava to kill her, I would. 

I recalled my sword and threw myself at the growing wave. 

It hardened; instead of diving into the sea, it was like I had jumped into a brick wall. I fell back—caught completely off guard—landing on my ass in the wet sand, my face blazing and my head ringing.

“Better luck next time, War God,” Antiope gloated from the top of her wave. She shot me a wink then fell backward, arms outstretched. I watched in utter unbelief as the ocean swallowed her. Gone in an eyeblink, with no sign she’d ever been there. Well, except for the chaos and bodies scattered across the beach. 

I wanted more than anything to punch something in the face—preferably Antiope—but Hades’ forces were scattered. Dead, dismembered, or in the process of dying at the hands of my ’Zons. Slowly, I got to my feet. Sophia appeared next to me, then crumbled. I caught her before she hit the ground. Sophia was big and blond, like a Viking volleyball player. I was more than strong enough to handle Sophia, though, no matter how muscled and gorgeous she was.

Loxo turned on the strange woman who’d distracted me. My Huntress had her short sword out in one hand, Snow Claw gripped in the other. “Who are you?” Loxo demanded.

As though in reply, the ocean came to life and crashed down on Sophia and me. Momentarily, we were pulled under the surf, so I couldn’t hear the answer.

Still, whoever the strange woman was, the godstone liked her. It liked her a lot. 

I totally agreed with the gem.
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Goddamn Goddess
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SOPHIA GRABBED ME, and we teleported out of the surf and onto the sandy shoreline. The battle was waning around me. All of the harpies were dead, their bodies scattered across the beach and dotting the rocky cliff face. The few remaining werewolves were busy meeting their demise at the end of Amazonian swords and spears. The last of the sea centaurs were fleeing, making for the ocean as fast as their hooves would take them. At a glance, it was a rout.

My helmet had slipped most of the way off thanks to my tumble through the waves, so I yanked it off and threw it onto the sand, then shook the saltwater from my eyes. 

Despite the obvious victory, the godstone raged in my chest, furious that Antiope had escaped yet again. True, we might’ve won the battle, but the fact that she was still breathing was an egregious injustice. I wanted to scream, to call down lightning and unleash biblical plagues, but there was no one to turn my anger on. So, with an effort of will, I pushed the blind rage away and turned to the business at hand: taking care of my ’Zons. I called up my gaming menu to make sure there weren’t any serious injuries or damage I needed to handle ASAP. A pop up appeared immediately, and I scrolled through the various menus and reports. 

We hadn’t lost a single Amazon in the fight, which was great, and all three pillboxes were intact. Another win there.

Then, before I closed out from the gaming menu, the breath caught in my throat as I realized something. 

My helmet was on the beach, lying on the sand where I’d tossed it moments before. Suddenly my mouth was dry, my heart racing. I’d never been able to access the menus without the helmet before, which could only mean one thing: I’d levelled up again. I toggled through the options until I hit my character stats. Bingo. Level twenty-six. But this was more than just a simple level up. If I could now tap into the gaming interface without the helmet, it meant I’d finally become acclimated to the raw power of godstone ... 

Which was both amazing and deeply troubling. Needing the helmet was a major liability, so being able to use my abilities without it was incredible. But did that also mean Ares was gaining even more of a foothold in my mind? On that, I didn’t have an answer.

I dismissed the dark thought as I saw Loxo walking toward me with the beautiful woman striding next to her. I could worry about Ares and the godstone later. For now, it was time to get some answers.

Myrina marched down to meet Sophia and me—her face a thunderhead of disapproval, scratches and cuts littering her arms. She scowled at the gorgeous woman who strode forward. At least she wasn’t scowling at me. I knew a lecture was coming, one about how I should’ve waited and how I was more important than any of the Amazons. I was going to stop her in her tracks if she started that shit with me. I’d held the beach. If anything, I should chew her and the rest of my women out for arriving so fucking late. What in the hell had they been doing? Turning over in their sleep?

And for the love of fuck, we had to fix our messaging system. We couldn’t be afraid to communicate, especially not during battle.

Loxo drew close to us. The clouds still covered the sky, but there was no rain and no thunder. It was rather chilly, or was that the effects of Antiope’s bracers still affecting me?

The mystery woman wore a flowing gown made of some wispy material. She was barefoot, and while I’m not a big foot guy, she had the cutest toes I’d ever seen. My eyes travelled up her body, brushing over her nice round thighs and shapely chest, before landing on her face—creamy skin, elfin nose, full red lips, and green eyes the color of a verdant forest. Wait, no, blue eyes the color of the foamy surf. No, now her eyes were speckled like robin’s eggs, and then they turned a slightly yellow color before mellowing into a brown that grew darker until they were almost black. Then, they were green jewels again, as bright as emeralds. 

Her hair was the same. I’d swear it was honey-colored and smelled like perfume, until it became auburn—a dark red color, heavy on the browns—and then with a second look, it was brown, the exact color of Cindy Schultz’s when I was in the sixth grade. I’d had a crush on Cindy Schultz, partly because I sat behind her, and I’d memorized the color of her hair and the freckles on her neck. I couldn’t help but stare stupidly at this new woman for an awkwardly long time. Just studying her, enraptured by her looks. Her pose. The power radiating off her in waves, drawing me in. 

“Yeah,” I said finally. “She’s a goddess. Am I right? Total goddess.”

Loxo put her face in her hands. “Oh, Jacob. Smooth as always.”

“That’s me,” I said, grinning.

Myrina sighed.

“I’m Jacob Merely, god of war.” I went forward and reached out a hand.

The beautiful woman took it. Her skin was soft, though her hand was surprisingly firm—which is saying something because I was one strong son of a bitch. Her smell was sweet—equal parts lilac and lavender—and the best thing I’d ever smelled. My nose felt honored by it.

I had to swallow. The godstone wanted her—wanted her, like, yesterday. 

Down, boy, I thought.

“I know who you are,” the goddess said. Her voice was musical, and I could almost hear it in my bed, in the morning, after a long night of passionate sex. She’d smile at me and say good morning in that same voice. “The trouble is, I do not know who I am.”

Whoa. That put a fly in the ointment.

Then things got chaotic.

One of the sea centaurs, fleeing for its life, galloped by, then abruptly veered off course, charging toward us. He had a lobster head, and instead of hands, he sported a pair of flaming red pinchers big enough to lop an arm off without missing a beat. It was batter’s up for me, and I hit a home run. I took the War Blade and knocked his head, antennas and all, over our western ramparts.

“I will help with our final enemies,” Myrina said.

“You better,” I shot back. “I waited far too long for back up.”

The blond Battle Warden blushed and slipped away without a word. 

Absently, I touched the godstone in my chest. 

Doris and Ianthe sprinted up to me before I could turn my attention back to the mysterious goddess standing before me. Both were scratched to shit—Doris had a deep gash running down one cheek—but I solved that with a quick Healing Touch miracle. They fell into me. All thoughts of Myrina went out the window.

Before I knew it, I was kissing one, then the other.

“We held the wall!” Doris squealed. She gave me another big smackeroo, tongue and everything.

“And we must have leveled!” Iantha screamed in joy. She shoved her sister aside, grabbed me—none too gently, I might add—and squeezed me until I thought I might pop. My bones creaked. The kiss she laid on me was hot enough to start a forest fire. It all happened so fast, I couldn’t stop them.

And I was doing it right in front of this strange new goddess.

“Is that right? Leveling?” Iantha asked, after thoroughly checking my tonsils with her tongue. “We’ve heard the others say it, but we are not sure what it means. All we know is that after a large battle, we are supposed to go and speak with Phoebe. There might be an orb involved, yes?”

That made me grin. “Yeah, it’s the gaming system. You’ll be able to enhance yourselves—get stronger, better, tougher, even get special abilities. That kind of stuff.”

Doris’ mouth dropped open. “And we get to choose?”

“Yeah, you get to choose.” And then Doris was kissing me again, grabbing my butt underneath my linen armor.

The kiss went on. And on.

Loxo cleared her throat. “Yes, this is the war god,” she confided to our new guest. “He is congratulating his soldiers for their victory. He congratulated me earlier today. Twice.” My Huntress laughed at that one.

“Are you sure he’s not the god of love?” the mysterious new woman asked, quirking an eyebrow.

Maybe that was who this stranger was: Aphrodite, the goddess of love. That made some sense, but wouldn’t she have shown up naked, walking out of the sea-foam froth like when she was born? Wasn’t there a big clamshell involved? Or was that just a Botticelli painting? I’d dated an art history major for a minute back in college.

I gently pushed Doris back. “You and Ianthe better get back up to Phoebe. You’ll want to level up quick. We have another eight hours before the next attack, and I want you enhanced.”

“I just want you,” Iantha said, red stealing into her cheeks, her eyes boring into me. Hungry. Finally, she pulled away, gave me a wink, and then took off with Doris, both of them giggling like schoolgirls instead of vicious, battle-hardened Amazons.

The godstone approved of it all. And my own ideas about normal American morality were crumbling. If all the Amazons wanted me, why wasn’t I helping them with that desire? It seemed silly not to. Then again, I couldn’t lose my focus like I just had in front of the mystery goddess. This newcomer could be a spy, or a mole sent by Hades. Hell, with the right magic, she might be Hades. 

Ha, I’d sworn to fuck up Hades once I met him. Now, that might mean something different. 

Great, now the godstone was making bad jokes.

“Look, ma’am,” I said to the goddess, remembering my manners. “We need to keep you under guard. We don’t know who you are, and we can’t take any chances. Hold on one moment.”

Myrina trotted back to us. She gave me a face of stone. “We have secured the city. All of our enemies are dead, including the ones that attacked the east while you, Doris, and Ianthe alone held the western wall.”

“That’s why you were late,” I muttered. Yet I didn’t feel bad about how harsh I’d been. I should’ve felt like an ass, dressing Myrina down like I had when they’d been protecting the city from another attack. However, I didn’t. I felt justified. She was my Amazon, and I could treat her however I wanted.

That idea was troubling. I grabbed hold of my senses. Or tried to.

“Myrina,” I said evenly, “we’ll talk later. For now, I need you to guard our prisoner.”

“I think you mean our guest.” Loxo furrowed her brow.

Great, now I was pissing off everyone. Rage filled me, and the gemstone flashed in my chest.

The gorgeous woman gasped. “I have one of those. In my chest. See?” She dropped her gown to reveal perfect breasts, nipples pointing skyward. They were scoops of goddess ice cream in a vanilla sauce. And of course, my eyes dropped down her flat belly to the tuft of gold between her legs. That too went from a blond triangle to red to black.

She seemed to be ever-changing. Was that a clue?

I didn’t know. But buried in her chest was a pink gemstone, glittering like mad.

“So she is a goddess,” Myrina said. “But which one?”

At that moment, I didn’t care. I wanted her, right then, on the beach. Instead, I took hold of myself and stalked off, sheathing the War Blade as I went. I needed a minute. Then I’d go back to confront the new goddess in town. I had an idea of how we might be able to figure out her true nature, but before I could pursue that, I needed to get myself under control. Otherwise I’d end up doing something stupid, and when gods and goddesses were involved, doing something stupid was a good way to get dead. 

Around me, Amazons were piling up monster corpses, while Calla, my Flame-Witch, cremated them. Soon, we had huge stacks of bodies burning to ashes from my Elementalists’ magical fire.

I inhaled, loving the smell. I’d killed most of them, including the piles of kraken meat crisping under the flame. It was just as it should be. This is what the gods wanted, after all. Death. Sacrifices. Burnt offerings. 

I squeezed my eyes shut. Then I exhaled. “Okay, sure, yes, I’m the war god. But fuck you, Ares. I’m not going to turn into you. I’m going to apologize to Myrina for being a dick.”

I then opened the messaging system. I went through the options, and that was when I saw what I could do. I thought it was either a full-on “Reply All” to every single one of my Amazons or individual messages that may or may not be private. However, there was a group function that ensured privacy. I could put my Amazons into individual groups as well as an “All” group. If I left Antiope out, there was no way she could hear our messages.

I quickly made an “All Amazon Group,” a “Generals” group for Myrina, Phoebe, and Asteria, and then a single group for each of my generals.

I broadcasted to all my Amazons. Greetings, my warriors. I have found a way for us to communicate so that the Dark Amazon can’t hear us. Create a secret group and then add me and all your sisters to it. If you have questions, just touch base with General Phoebe—she’ll get you set up. And if you’ve levelled up, make sure to stop by the forge to distribute your stat points and choose your abilities using the gaming orb.

I paused. That was all I needed to do. My Amazons didn’t need words of encouragement or pats on the butt. They followed my every order. They lived to serve me, and I didn’t need to thank my slaves.

I blinked. Dammit, that wasn’t me. I sent another message. Thank you all for holding the walls, both the eastern side and the western. Special thanks to Doris and Ianthe, who should be honored for their exceptional bravery and steadfastness. Now, we must prepare for the next attack. Please find Otrere, or one of our other Water-Witches. They can use the Healing Touch miracle to help you. I will not be available. We have a prisoner. I mean, a guest.

I then clicked off and reached out to Phoebe alone. Hey, Phoebs, I need you to get down here. You still have the Mirror of True Reflection, right?

Yeah, boss, Phoebe sent back. Nice work hacking the messaging system. Though—dude, duder, Deuteronomy of Gath—you should’ve thought that up sooner. I mean, a secret group? Duh!

I grinned. Despite everything going on, talking with Phoebe always put me in a good mood and seemed to ground me from the influence of the godstone. I’ll send Asteria. See you in a minute. 

That done, I switched to my “Generals” group. Asteria, can you go pick up Phoebe? Then meet me down on the beach. 

Yes, man-thing, land-walker, but the flesh is warming my belly and the blood is quenching my thirst. I have eaten a dozen livers and I plan to eat a dozen more. The stink of it, the taste of it, the texture delights me. Centaur livers are delicious.

That was Asteria as an eagle. Kinda made me want to try a centaur liver.

I walked back to where Loxo and Myrina stood with our prisoner/guest.

Myrina couldn’t meet my gaze.

Oh, well. All thoughts of apologizing went out the window.

I turned to the goddess. “You said you know me. How is that?”

“You are Ares, the god of war,” she said innocently. “Your sigil is what keeps Hades and his armies from destroying the world. That is one of the only things I remember since I crossed the River Lethe.”

The River Lethe. That rang a bell in my head, though I couldn’t quite place it. Still, it seemed important somehow, even if I wasn’t sure why.

“Not Ares,” I said. “I’m Jacob Merely, but I am the god of war. The new and improved, 2.0 version.”

Asteria came floating down on her blue wings with Phoebe on her back. She landed, changed into a human woman, and caught Phoebe deftly. She then helped my Rune-Caster limp over.

After a brief round of introductions, I plucked the mirror out of Phoebe’s hand—the same mirror we’d used to verify that Sabra hadn’t turned Dark Amazon on us after her resurrection. I turned the mirror so I could see myself, and her.

Immediately, my reflection wavered. My face changed, shifted, giving way to a reflection of Ares, or at least how he’d looked before he’d been mortally wounded. It stayed that way for a long beat, then finally reverted back to my features. Still, seeing that change was troubling. Definitely a reminder that I was fighting to keep my mind and my identity uncorrupted by Ares’ influence.

I cleared my throat and shifted the mirror, so it now reflected the gorgeous goddess, skyclad on the beach. Immediately, she transformed into a hag with wispy hair clinging to her mottled scalp. Her eyes were colorless gray bits of flesh nestled deeply in sunken sockets. Her mouth gaped, showing no teeth at all. Suddenly, the beach was gone, and this hag in front of me was on a flat plain of rock, just like in my dream from earlier. That was the Underworld, I was sure of it. The realm of Hades.

I whirled with the War Blade.

“I refuse to let you trick us, hellspawn,” I roared, ready to carve that gem right out of her chest.
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I DROPPED THE Mirror of True Reflection into the sand. Before I could drive the War Blade into the chest of the mysterious goddess, she fell to her knees, right above the mirror. She gazed into the glass as I stood over her. I faltered, staying my hand for the moment ... The reflection was changing again. We both watched as the image went from hag to beauty queen—a luxurious mane of blond hair sprouting from her malformed skull, falling past her shoulders in waves and natural curves. Her sickly skin gave way to healthy flesh, while her gray eyes became startlingly green, the color of April grass.

What in the fuck is this? I wondered.

I watched, completely unsure of myself now. The woman’s appearance reverted again, cycling between hag and beauty queen, hag and beauty queen, every few seconds.  

My Amazons had their weapons out, ready to take my lead. If I went after the goddess, they’d back me up ... but all of a sudden, I wasn’t ready to make my move. There was something going on here that I didn’t fully understand, and it would be dumb to kill this woman outright before I knew more. I studied her as she, in turn, studied the mirror. Honestly, she seemed just as disgusted and shocked by the ongoing transformations as I was, which supported her claim that she really didn’t remember who she was. 

“Hold,” I barked to my Amazons, trying to process what I was seeing. It seemed her nature was to be ever-changing; clearly, she had ties to the Underworld, but if I had to guess, I’d say at least some part of her was inherently good.

Still bent over, she asked in a small voice, “Are you going to kill me?”

Is she a spawn of hell? Phoebe sent me. She is a hottie, after all.

I sheathed the War Blade, the rasp of leather and steel carrying in the air. “We don’t know who you are, and with the world on the line, we can’t ignore any possible threat. You said you crossed the River Lethe?”

“Yes,” the goddess sat back on her heels. She gazed up at us. “I’m very hungry, thirsty, and frightened. I can’t recall why, but I knew I needed to find you. To tell you things, secret things. And yet now?” She pursed her lips and shook her head. “Now I can’t remember.”

Phoebe’s voice popped into my mind. Dude, the River Lethe kills memories dead. That’s why she’s Miss Amnesia. I’d have to do some research, since I don’t know the long-term effects of magical rivers in the Underworld. However, there’s a good chance her memory will return if we give it enough time.

“How did you get into our city unseen?” Myrina asked, her words sharper than the tip of her spear. She was clearly displeased that the mysterious goddess had made her look bad. 

“I used green magic to scale your walls,” she replied. “But to get near enough to do that? I ... I came through a secret passageway under the jungles. Through many worlds ... the Submerged Labyrinth. The Ghosts of Minos Omega. The Olympian Library. The way was treacherous”—she shuddered, squeezing her arms tightly across her chest—“and it took me days on end, but I managed to find passage through the mazes without disturbing ... them.” She whispered that last word.

“Them who?” I asked, eyes narrowed.

The goddess lowered her face and wept.

Normally, I would feel awkward around her tears, but now they just pissed me off. I didn’t have time for a mystery on our doorstep when I had battlements to fix, Amazons to forge, and the clock ticking down until our next attack.

“Take her up to the palace,” I said after a time, mind working. “Give her something to eat and drink. But keep her guarded. I want a full contingent of Wardens on her at all times. I’ll talk with her once I’ve secured the city and handled business at the forge.”

Without another look at the weeping woman, I turned and walked away, reaching into a pouch at my side for more Thymos Crystals—making sure I had enough for the work ahead of me. I’d fix the western gate and check on the eastern wall. Then I’d swing back around to Phoebe’s forge, and we’d continue to pound out Amazons.

I jogged up the steps and worked my way across the city to the eastern wall. The north and south gate had been hit by more werewolves, but these hadn’t had the impenetrable mystical armor. My Amazons had also faced off against the ogreish meatheads with Gatling guns on their shoulders, operated by gimpy little imps. Battle Wardens were already stacking the bodies so that my Fire-Witches could burn them.

At least the two towers I’d created hadn’t been destroyed. Amazons were bringing up fresh ballista bolts to get them ready for the next wave. Always a next wave. I growled, and the gemstone in my chest flashed. Trying to win this war defensively just wasn’t going to work—not long-term. I had no idea how he was doing it, but Hades could create monsters at a far greater rate than I could forge defenders. He was grinding me down in a war of attrition. What I needed to do was lash out against Hades himself. Bring the fight to him. To Earl Echo Earl. To Antiope. But to do that, I needed intel, and I needed a plan.

I gulped down water from the fountain before heading over to the forge. 

Phoebe was already there, loitering near the anvil, sweat running down her back and along her arms from the roaring heat. Brontia and Steropia had gone to collect more of the sacred clay that I used to create my army.

Phoebe, noticing the sweat on my brow, motioned at a large goblet full of Mountain Dew. Thank goodness. I swept it up and gulped it down. “Okay, let’s get on with it,” I said. “We can create some more Amazons, and then we can go and interrogate our new goddess. Maybe a little torture might help her remember why she came.”

Phoebe gave me a long sideways glance. Dude, you have got to get a grip. You just suggested we torture the weepy goddess who only just showed up. The godstone is really dicking with you.

I paused, mid-drink. Shit. Had I really just suggested torture? It had just sort of come out of my mouth without even a thought. “Fuck me,” I said, lowering the glass and running a hand along my jaw. “You’re right. And, no, we’re not going to torture her. But, Phoebe, in the mirror, I saw her as this old crone in the Underworld. She was all nasty. She sure as hell looked evil.”

Some of us can’t be perfect. Phoebe motioned to her withered leg. Just because she isn’t exactly what she appears to be doesn’t mean she’s all bad. Not necessarily, anyway. She didn’t come at us with a thermonuclear warhead or with snake hair that spits acid. I looked, and I don’t see a cure for the River Lethe’s magic. I’m hoping, given enough time, she’ll start to remember things. She is a goddess, after all. But which one?

“She’s amazingly beautiful,” I said absently, drumming my fingers on my leg. “But I don’t think she’s Aphrodite. Or Artemis. I don’t think Hera cried that much, nor did Athena. And I don’t get that whole goddess of the hearth vibe from her.”

Yeah, probably not Hestia. She’s too young to be a MILF. Phoebe smiled at me. But she is hot. Are you going to make a play for her? Maybe it’s a Disney thing, and if you give her the kiss of true love, she’ll remember everything.

The Rune-Caster fashioned a figurine for a Beastiamancer and laid it on the anvil.

“How can you ask me that?” I asked. “I mean, you and I are romantically involved. Aren’t you jealous?”

Phoebe laughed. Jealousy is more of a god-slash-goddess thing. We Amazons are realists. We fight, we love. It’s just sex. Please. I thought you’d gotten over your Oedipal-sized issues?

“So, if I started banging the new goddess, you wouldn’t care?” I moved over and hefted the Hammer of Hephaestus, Athena on one side, Aphrodite on the other, perfectly etched into the metal. Though the new girl was smoking, there was no resemblance to either of the women depicted on the hammer—and since Hephaestus had been in love with Aphrodite, it seemed like he probably would’ve gotten her looks right. I faltered for a moment. Had Hephaestus been in love with Aphrodite? Or was that just some old myth I’d learned back in grade school?

As I thought about the god of the forge, the godstone glittered in my chest and a memory flashed through me. Suddenly, I had the War Blade in my hand. We were in a dark city ... at first, I thought it was underground, but above were stars. No, not stars. Impossible suns in some distant universe, maybe. Or were they simply twinkling gems set in dark stone? I couldn’t tell—everything was so hazy in my head.

I gripped a bearded man by the breastplate. His eyes were wide and wild. He was saying something, but I didn’t care. I was insane with rage. He jabbered at me—begging, pleading?—but the words fell on deaf ears. With a growl, I drove the War Blade through his heart, below a blood-red gemstone. He, like me, was a god. When he finally slipped from the tip of my sword, blood dribbling from his lips, I noticed one of his legs was thin and withered. Hephaestus, no doubt about it. 

Ares had killed the god, that much was clear. But why? I didn’t know, and the memory wasn’t telling me anything.

Phoebe was talking, but I was having trouble listening. I was so full of rage. Hephaestus, that bastard. Ares never had much respect for him, given the fact that the blacksmith couldn’t keep Aphrodite faithful to him. And what kind of god builds weapons for others to use? Not a god at all. A weakling. A wave of fierce pride washed through me. I was glad I’d killed him. Um, yeah, not me. Ares had killed him.

Phoebe snapped her fingers. Jacob, you there? Are you listening to a word I’m sending? Or are you pondering all the nasty things you’re going to do to Doris and Ianthe? I heard there was much kissing and rejoicing. 

I blinked. “No, I just had a memory from Ares, from when he killed Hephaestus. You don’t remember anything about that whole thing, do you?”

Phoebe shook her head. Sorry, man. We might as well have been dipped in the River Lethe, too. I only have vague recollections of my time as Phoebe 1.0. Speaking of which, Ares was dipping his wick in Hephaestus’ babe, so that probably didn’t really help relations. 

“No, it’s more than that,” I said. “I just don’t know what or how. Phoebe, I think as I level more and more, the pure energy in the godstone is affecting my thinking. That and the Crystal Scythe. Do ... Do you think there’s a way for me to access my god powers but still be me? Or is this just a losing battle?”

Phoebe thought for several long minutes, brows knitted. We could try to hack the gaming system? Maybe put in logic that gives you power but limits the telepathic components. I might be able to come up with something. A magical item of some sort. A necklace, maybe, that keeps the power below the neck but doesn’t affect your brain. Because you are losing it, and I like Jacob more than Ares. The former god of war could be a total frat boy dickbag at times. You’re just dorky. I like dorky.

“Thanks.” I frowned. Magical help would be nice, but I was worried it might hurt my power absorption. I needed to be at my best, my strongest, and if that meant losing my personality, it might be worth it. We were talking about the future of the human world after all. But, if there was any other way, I would take it for sure.

And just to answer your question from earlier about banging the goddess, which totally sounds like a new sitcom on Hulu, no, I wouldn’t mind. Jacob, all of  us assumed that you would be having sex with any woman that had a hole and a heartbeat. The fact that you’re clutching your pearls at the very idea is troubling. When you first created us but didn’t sleep with us right away, Myrina was all, “If he can’t man up in the bedroom, how can he god it up on the battlefield?”

That made me laugh. I could totally picture Myrina frowning, arms crossed, foot tapping, as she pondered that.

I exhaled a tense breath. “But now things with Myrina are all weird. She’s part mom, part daughter, all strangeness. At times, she wants to protect me from everything, other times she gets all glassy-eyed and stares up at me worshipfully. I snapped at her. I feel bad.”

Phoebe rolled her eyes. Ares used to yell at us all the time, and berate us. Especially Myrina. You’re super nice and we like that. But, if you’re asking for advice, I’d try and fix things with Myrina. We need you guys working together.

“I’ll do that,” I said. But I couldn’t come across as soft with my Battle Warden general. She wouldn’t like that. Of course, with the gemstone driving my rage, I didn’t think that would be a problem.

Phoebe and I got to work, crafting more Beastiamancers and Battle Wardens, since they were cheaper and easier to craft than Elementalists, Huntresses, and Teleporters. We also talked about how I could use some of our waning supply of Thymos Crystals to upgrade our Forest-Witches. I thought potions could be really helpful during battle.

We spent a couple hours in the forge before Phoebe pulled out her steampunk mech to walk with me over to the fields behind the barracks on the north end of the city. Phoebe’s mech was an incredible piece of machinery with four legs that could walk over anything. The enormous Iron Man contraption had two tree-trunk-sized arms, one with a bronze buzz saw and the other with a fully automatic crossbow that had an unlimited supply of bolts—a little container of Thymos Crystals under the arm turned into quarrels when she needed them.

Phoebe and I found Sabra, Hespera, and Aresthusa, the Forest-Witches. They were in the garden, pulling weeds, nurturing herbs, crooning at growing plants, and chopping up roots. They’d fashioned a table which was covered in vials, cutting boards, and a variety of pestles and mortars.

We would keep Sabra as our battlefield Forest-Witch—she was invaluable on the field. Hesperia and Aresthusa, on the other hand, would stay and be our master brewers, cooking up potions that could heal injuries, refuel me with Divine Essence, and give our spellcasters extra mojo to boot. Each of the Amazons used a variation of the Divine Essence Points. The extra speed, strength, and durability of Battle Wardens was due to the Dýnami in their systems. My Rune-Casters could magically craft impossible technology because of Poniriá. Loxo had Skiá to power her abilities, which helped her move silently and unseen. Exousía fueled the rest of my Amazons: Beastiamancers, Elementalists, and Teleporters.

Using some of my regenerated Essence, I leveled both Hesperia and Aresthusa up to give them potion abilities. That drained me. However, it wasn’t nearly as hard as powering up Sabra to level eight.

The new brewers got to work, mixing up magical concoctions that would power us along.

Sabra got close to me and kept brushing her curvy body against me. I was having a helluva time staying focused. She smelled so good—like the outdoors, mint, and a flowery perfume—and she looked like one of those old-school pinup girls. It didn’t help that I knew she was randy as hell, as were my other Forest-Witches. They were earthy girls, after all. But if I started with them, even just a kiss, it would distract me from my interrogation of the goddess, and that? I needed to get on with that ASAP. 

I mean, who knew what info she might have secreted away in her lost memories?

Phoebe powered ahead to the palace while I walked along the terraces, watching as the sun grew closer to the horizon, casting distorted shadows along on the western beach, still blackened from the battle.

Idly, I thought of Doris and Ianthe—not to mention the scores of other Amazons who looked at me with such lust in their eyes. I swore to myself, and to the horny godstone, that once we took care of Hades and the constant attacks—once I had a few days of downtime—that I would start giving the Amazons what they so obviously wanted. Once we did win, once we did remove the threat, seal the rift, and end things, what would my life look like? 

Beach parties? Heavy drinking? Endless pizza and a literal fountain of Mountain Dew? 

What about the real world? Would I want to find my way back to Earth and the Marine Corps? Honestly, I didn’t even know if I could go back to the real world. I’d spent so much time traipsing around Lycastia, yet I still wasn’t sure where the island actually was. Was it just a little spit of land, tucked away in the heart of the Mediterranean? That was what I’d originally thought, but then during my travels to Nyx, I’d started wondering. A huge cavern like that would’ve been seen by geologists, but there was no mention of the island or city in any book or database. So where was Lycastia exactly? Maybe the better question was, what was it?

Assuming I could find my way back, however, would I actually want to go home? I couldn’t imagine my life without my Amazons, but it’s not like we could all move to Utah and start our own little polygamous compound. Someone would notice that kind of thing, and it wouldn’t be too long before the government started poking around, which would spell trouble. Besides, what would my parents think? My mom would love Phoebe and tolerate Asteria, but she would lock horns with Myrina the first chance she got. And my dad, the quiet Presbyterian, would frown on my living situation. 

I almost died laughing at the thought. I could damn near see my dad’s face, beat red, eyes bulging, as he looked at the gorgeous women hanging off me.   

My laughter soon guttered and faded as reality settled over me. Assuming I reached level fifty, where I thought I’d have the power to remake the seal, would Ares have completely taken over my consciousness? It seemed likely. And if that happened, then things would go back to normal on Lycastia, with Ares in charge and his Amazons suffering through his rule. That certainly wasn’t what I wanted, either. I only hoped Phoebe and I could figure out the tech to keep the godstone from blotting out my personality forever.

Enough of these musings! the godstone erupted in frustration.

I had to agree. It was time to interrogate the mysterious goddess and figure out who the fuck she was and what the fuck she wanted.

And if I had to kiss her to find out? Oh, well. I could take one for the team if it came to that.
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Tears, Wine, and a Kiss
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MY PALACE HAD A GUEST room with a view of the Temple of Ares, his statue, and the burbling fountain below. I helped Phoebe limp onto the balcony where Myrina and our new goddess sat on crimson-cushioned divans. Above us a red canopy flapped in the breeze, filled with the smell of the sea and smoky leftovers of the funeral pyres. It gave us some shade as the sun dipped lower in the sky. A two o’clock battle meant we’d be fighting again at ten that night.

Below, my new bear riders and bull riders were getting ready for the impending attack, being drilled by Euryleia on her giant grizzly bear, Buttercup, and Ariadne on her bull, Thunderfoot. Overhead flew Amazons on winged horses led by Toxaris and Asteria, who couldn’t get enough of her dinosaur forms. She dipped and soared as a bright blue pterodactyl, then executed a series of impressively fast barrel rolls. The shifter could outfly the rest of the Amazons without even breaking a sweat.  

Myrina tipped a glass goblet of wine and frowned at the goddess. “Our guest remembers little, and what she does know she is reticent to discuss.”

I grinned. Myrina had used her Attribute Points to improve her Intelligence not too long ago. Using words like “reticent” proved it.

Phoebe took a seat, folding her legs beneath her—hiding her bad leg from view. She joked about her issues, but I knew her leg still bothered her. I stood, pacing back and forth. I wanted the interview over and done with so I could go bathe up on the rooftop. Maybe do a repeat of the day’s prior events with Phoebe, Asteria, and Loxo. Or maybe just me and Phoebe. Or maybe someone new. The godstone liked the idea of getting a little strange. Both Doris and Ianthe seemed willing. Or Sabra and the Forest-Witches might be fun.

But first, the mystery goddess.

I waved Myrina on. “How about you clue us in, since I can’t stand to see a goddess cry.”

The gorgeous divine woman had a glass of wine herself, and she seemed far calmer. She didn’t respond to my jab.

Myrina nodded, getting down to business. “She emerged from the Underworld in the Temple of Hades on the southern tip of the island. She travelled through a labyrinth to get to us here. She was able to get over our walls undetected because she has Dasikí Mágissa abilities, though she is unbelievably powerful. On a level of magnitude that far surpasses our own Forest-Witch, Sabra.”

“How could that be?” I asked. “The sigil keeps the Underworld closed.”

Yeah, if the sigil was working, Phoebe sent. But it’s cracking. It keeps Hades out, but we know shit is creeping through.

Makes sense, I replied. I asked Myrina, “Do we have any idea who she really is?”

The goddess—a brunette now, with dark brown eyes—let out an exasperated sigh. “I am here, and yet you speak like I am not. This is not acceptable. I am a goddess, after all.”

“Goddess of what?” I walked over to her, challenging her to answer.

She couldn’t meet my gaze. “I do not know. And while I came here to see you, I forget why. It seems my plan was faulty.”

Goddess of forgetting shit? Phoebe’s voice was laughing in my head. Goddess of bad plans?

Funny, I sent back. Then I said, “Okay. Well, maybe you can’t tell me shit about yourself or the Underworld, but you came from the Temple of Hades, right? So tell me what you can about that. What it’s like. How it’s fortified. Any potential weaknesses in its defenses.”

“Well,” she said, smoothing her gauzy dress. “It is very much like Lycastia, I suppose. A sister city, if you will. There is a central temple to the dark god, but around it, all the buildings have been destroyed. It is open, except for fountains fashioned from the rubble. That is where the monsters emerge from, every eight hours. They start small, but then the demigod of rot uses his power to mature them.”

“Does this demigod of rot have a big green mace with a skull on top?” I asked.

She nodded.

So, Necro Earl was the new demigod on the block. Fuck that guy.

I had an idea. “But you said you got out of there through some sort of labyrinth. Any chance you can get us back into the Temple of Hades by the same route? I want to chop the demigod of rot into little pieces and see if he can resurrect himself.”

“I can,” she said. “Perhaps that is why I came in the first place. I was not happy before. I loathed my existence. But I cannot fathom why. And I miss my mother.”

“You miss your mother?” I smiled. Everything clicked into place. “I think I know who you are.”

Phoebe messaged me. A goddess from the Underworld who changes all the time? Who has power over plant life? Who misses her mother? Duh, we should’ve known this right away.

Again, Myrina’s improved Intelligence showed itself. “She is Persephone, the goddess of spring, Queen of the Underworld, and wife of Hades.”

Sucks to be her, Phoebe sent. I can’t imagine that Hades would be very good in bed. Unless you like it cold and slimy. The Rune-Caster had been around Loxo too much.

“Does the name Persephone sound right to you?” I asked the mystery goddess. 

She paused, not answering, and canted her head to one side. 

I certainly hoped she was the Queen of Underworld. Her intel could prove vital to our operation. Yet, could we trust her? I was racking my brain, trying to remember why Persephone married Hades in the first place.

The goddess raised her eyes to mine. They were now a blue-violet and her hair was blond. I’d never seen such a beautiful face. I couldn’t tear my gaze away. I never wanted to look at anything ever again, just her and her perfect, gorgeous face.

Even the godstone was silent for once. The air was hushed and all that was left were those eyes on me.

“You find me beautiful, do you not?” the goddess asked.

Understatement of the millennium, Phoebe sent. You’re basically panting. Another five seconds, you’ll be drooling.

I ignored that, lost in the moment, though I was aware that Myrina was being very quiet. And she kept on guzzling that wine.

“I do find you amazing,” I said. “But can I trust you?”

“Maybe I am too beautiful. But now that Aphrodite is dead, I have nothing to fear. Her jealousy was treacherous.” Those words hung in the air. She smiled sadly up at me. “You said my name, Persephone, and that is who I am. Memories ae coming to me. Of the Olympian War and my husband, Hades.”

Wait—Olympian War. That sounded as if the gods and goddesses of the Greek pantheon had gone toe to toe. Ares hadn’t mentioned anything about that. I couldn’t help but wonder why. Antiope’s trident could’ve been Poseidon’s. Maybe, since she wasn’t a god, she could only access a fraction of its powers. A bunch of people had held the Sower’s Glass, but only I could use it to stop time.

“What do you recall of Hades?” Myrina asked.

Persephone closed her eyes. Then she put her hands over her face. “I am weary, and my mind feels fragile. I remember his hate and his loathing. I remember his monstrous armies of the dead. I remember that he stole me from my mother—an act I could never forgive him for. And I could never leave him. I ate six pomegranate seeds, and they kept me trapped.”

Yeah, I remember that part, Phoebe sent. That whole seed thing. She’d leave the Underworld to bring spring to the world, but then she’d have to go back, and Demeter would get all bummed, and bam, it’s a winter wonderland. This is why you don’t eat fruit. That and the carbs.

“If you were trapped, how did you escape?” Myrina demanded. “What is your purpose here?”

“I do not know. That, at least, is still lost to me. Please, let me rest.” Then the tears came, and Persephone wept.

“Ugh, more waterworks.” I grimaced, rolled my eyes, and turned away. “So, if we survive the attack tonight, we get the goddess of boo-hoo here to lead us through the labyrinth to the Temple of Hades. We destroy the monster generators, and we kill Necro Earl and Antiope.”

Ouch. Phoebe sent. Goddess of boo-hoo? That was part Ares being a dick, and part Jacob being dorky. I better get working on the dampening device sooner rather than later.

“Agreed,” Myrina said, standing, a little wobbly. She had to gaze up at me since I was so huge now. “If we can establish a presence in the Temple of Hades, we could deal with his forces when they first appear. We could give you the Crystal Scythe and you could kill anything that comes up from the Underworld. Perhaps Hades himself will try to follow his wife into this world and you can slay him. Otherwise, you will level up, you will redraw the sigil, and we will achieve victory. It is a good plan, either way.”

“Just one little hitch, maybe.” I paused and cleared my throat. “Thing is, I’m not sure I can wield the Crystal Scythe. I think it triggered my inner asshole.”

Myrina frowned at me. “Perhaps now it does not matter if we lose you to Ares. You will slay our foe with the ultimate weapon. Then you and I will never have to talk with one another again.” She gestured with her goblet, sloshing wine onto me.

She drained her glass in a long, glugging pull. Then she turned, grabbed the amphora of wine, took a huge swallow out of it, and stumbled out of the room.

“Stay with the goddess,” I said to Phoebe. 

I followed Myrina out into the hall. She stomped up the steps and onto the roof. The bathing pools were full of hot water. No one else was there. The sky was cloudy, as well as dark with twilight. Magical torches winked on around us, and paper lanterns, enchanted by my Rune-Casters, floated into the air, shedding firelight onto the ground below.

Myrina unbuckled her breastplate and let it drop with a resounding clang. She had a tunic on underneath, and that also fell away. As she undressed, she snarled at me, “What do you want, War God?”

I stepped up to her and started undressing. I wasn’t looking for any kind of angry sex. I just wanted to get clean and clear the air with my main general. “What is your damage, Myrina? I’m sorry for snapping at you on the beach. I didn’t know we’d gotten hit on the eastern walls.”

She blinked at me then grimaced in disgust. “What?” She slurred that single word. Okay, here we go. I’d heard stories about Myrina when she got lit.

“I’m sorry for snapping at you on the beach,” I repeated. Then I changed tactics. “Sure, you don’t care about that. Ares would always give you shit, wouldn’t he?”

Myrina bent to unbuckle a greave, but then she slipped and fell on her butt. She was laughing now. “I am drunk. It feels good. I have not been drunk in a very long time.”

I crouched and helped her get off her greaves. I was naked now, and she was getting there. The godstone laughed at my old sense of modesty, and I laughed along with it. I was the god of war. I had nothing to be ashamed of. I was cut and muscled, a literal Greek god.

Myrina laid back on the marble. “I hated Ares, even as I loved him. He was mighty and sure of himself. Then I met you, and you were so different. Weak, I thought. Insipid, fragile, and lacking confidence. How could this baby god ever hope to defeat our enemy? I couldn’t imagine it. Yet, over and over, you outsmarted our enemy, you used every resource, and you listened to reason. Most of the time.”

“Most of the time.” I went to undo a buckle.

She slapped my hands away. “I can do it, Jacob Merely. I want to bathe before I dress for our next battle. I did not expect you up here, frittering your time away with me.”

I caught her hands. “I can help. And I’m not frittering my time away. Myrina, you’ve saved my life time and again. You’re amazing. The best.”

Myrina pulled away, rolled back, and got to her feet. She unbuckled her last greave and kicked it away. Naked, she sank down into the hot water of one of the pools. She leaned back. “Not the best. You love Phoebe the best. What you feel for her, we would call philia. As for Asteria, that would be eros. Loxo, that would be ludus, or playful love. As for me? I don’t believe we have any kind of love between us. You find me troubling. No, that’s not right. You would call me a pain in the ass. Is that not correct?”

I chuckled. “Yeah, pain in the ass. That’s you. You’re either on my butt for working too hard or bitching at me to play it safe.” I walked around and got into the pool from the other side. 

We stared at each other through the water misting around us. The hot water was relaxing me, washing away the dirt, blood, and grime of the beach battle. The torchlight flickered across the water.

“Are you jealous of Phoebe, Asteria, and Loxo?” I asked.

Myrina gave me another one of her disgusted looks, patent pending. “You hang too much importance on sex. You think it is this magical thing. It is an appetite. I do not hate you for liking your Mountain Dew. Actually, I find that more repugnant than your dallying with your Amazons. No, you and I could never make love. For you are right. I am a pain in your ass, as you are a pain in mine. I finally get used to the clever-but-uncertain Jacob, and now you swagger about as Ares—just as strong and just as arrogant. What am I to think?”

She had a point. “Myrina, Phoebe and I are going to work on a device that will channel the power from the godstone into my body but leave my mind untouched. I still believe that I will win this as me, not as Ares.”

“Ares failed. You will not.” She let her words hang in the air. Then she gave me the strangest look. I couldn’t figure it out.

“What?” I asked. “Why are you looking at me like that?”

“I would kiss you,” Myrina replied, a little drunkenly.

I was confused. “You just said we could never be together.”

She shrugged. “You can tell me nay, but I have been curious. I have my own appetites, you see. And you have neglected them. Perhaps one kiss will tell us everything.”

“Yeah, I’m not sure any kind of romance will help us work better together,” I said. The Marine Corps had a no-fraternization policy for a reason. Compromise of the chain of command? Appearance of partiality? Potential for good order, discipline, morale, or authority to be undermined? Yeah, having sex with Phoebe and Asteria seemed to be fine. But with Myrina?

But then the godstone’s lust swept through me like a tsunami. Before I knew it, I was up against Myrina—her naked body, my naked body, lots of hot water, and a sunset in the distance. 

She gazed into my eyes. 

“How drunk are you?” I asked.

“Not too drunk to know what I am doing.” She touched my hair, trailing her fingers over the edge of my ear. A grin curved her lips. “I have thought of us like this. At times. When you were not being too dorkable.”

I didn’t correct her slang.

My heart pounded. My breath was coming quick. Myrina smelled like leather and sweat, and yet, she had a subtle perfume about her. I’d spent days fighting next to her, so I was familiar with her natural smell, and I liked it.

She wanted me to kiss me, so I kissed her. Her lips were full and soft, perfect, and she gasped as our tongues met. Then she growled, pulling me onto her, and the godstone flared. I knew that it would give me the energy to bed every single one of my Amazons and the goddess. Ares had been insatiable, and he’d passed that on to me.

Myrina was the strongest Amazon on the island, and I felt that as her muscles tensed and she gripped me to her. Our kiss was furious and passionate and filled with desire and longing. And then she tossed me back.

“What now?” I snapped impatiently. “Aren’t we going to do this?”

Myrina gave me a mischievous, knowing grin. “And there is the Ares in you. No, we are not going to do this. I said a kiss. You gave me a very good kiss, but, no, Jacob. Ares hurt me. I will not let you do the same. Perhaps if you were still Jacob, but now you are a mixture of the two.”

That all pissed me off. “Let me get this straight. You didn’t like me when I was human, a normal guy, a baby god. Now that I’m strong and more Ares-like, you don’t like that either. What the hell?” I slapped the pool. 

She stepped up and out of the bath, water dripping down her muscled body, firm in the right places, squishy in the better ones. This was not helping my lust or my rage. 

“What the hell?” She smiled wistfully at me. “In my heart, I am a woman. And a woman wants what a woman wants. And sometimes she wants the exact opposite. We are not meant to be, Jacob Merely. We are not meant to be.”

She walked away, perfect ass swaying.

I was left alone, mind spinning, the godstone super pissed at being left with blue balls.
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Insane Levels and Sane Jewelry
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WE ATE A HUGE MEAL in the mess hall with braziers and torches lighting up the place; more enchanted paper lanterns loitered along the ceiling, shedding dancing orange light from above. We’d get another attack at ten, and we’d need to get through it to launch our offensive. Sabra and our Forest-Witches had roasted up a dozen big sheep. The greasy mutton went well with flatbread, cheeses, and olives. Grilled marinated vegetables rounded out the meal. I think I ate a whole sheep, if not two, all by myself.

After dinner, our troops went back to their barracks to rest, but Myrina, Phoebe, and Asteria stayed with me. Along with Persephone, of course. No way were we going to leave her alone. It would have been great to have a full contingent of Battle Wardens on hand, but they needed rest—besides, if I couldn’t handle Persephone with the help of my top three generals, we had bigger problems to worry about. She didn’t seem like a threat, though. She’d grown a lot more comfortable around us, and her true self was finally coming out. No more crying. More smiles. Unfortunately, her memory still had the consistency of Swiss cheese—whole in some places, and extremely spotty in others.  

Sophie and Loxo went and ran recon along with Toxaris on Flutterhoney. The dumb names didn’t stop there. Phoebe had dubbed the mount of one our new bull riders Funkyhoof. I wish I were kidding. 

I could access the gaming system naturally now, without a helmet, but Phoebe still had to use her orb. We worked on our character sheets, since we’d all leveled up after the most recent attack. For every level, we received ten Attribute Points and one Ability Point.

Asteria thought the whole exercise was silly. She couldn’t care less about points. She’d eat, kiss me, dance around, and then become a snake to eat some more. Then she took a turn as a spider before becoming human again. A revolving door of different animal forms, interspersed with more kisses and more dancing. She said dancing as a human was only a little less satisfying than dancing as a bird—the blue-footed booby to be exact. I was glad Loxo wasn’t around because the words “blue-footed booby” would’ve set her off.

That girl had a mind dirtier than a Bangkok gutter.

“Asteria,” I growled, momentarily losing my cool, “you have to use your fucking points.”

“Fucking points?” Asteria asked, genuinely, adorably, sincere. “Do we get points for doing that? Perhaps your game is not as tedious as I first thought.”

Phoebe had to help her, but finally Asteria added an Ability Point to her Durability. She divvied out her Attribute Points to increase her Strength, Willpower, and Fortune. 

Her character sheet hung over the orb.

<<<>>>
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<<<>>>

SHE HAD NO DESIRE TO be smarter, which was mildly amusing.

“Intelligence would only make me sadder,” Asteria said in explanation. “I am very happy being me, though you think I am silly sometimes.”

Myrina nodded. She’d slowed down on the wine, but she wasn’t quite sober yet. “I do not think you are wrong, Asteria. Not at all. And now it is my turn to improve myself, so we may serve the war god better. Too bad I cannot change my hair or alter the color of my eyes. Then I might please Jacob more.”

Phoebe arched her eyebrows. “Jealousy does not become you.”

“I am not jealous,” Myrina muttered, folding her arms sullenly. “Jacob and I had a moment in the bath this evening. It was very pleasant for me. However, I believe I left him unsatisfied.”

“Focus, ladies,” I said. This was why doing anything with the Amazons was a risky proposition for me. We had a war to fight, the world was hanging in the balance, and it was only too easy to get caught up in personal drama.

Myrina touched the orb on the table and saw that, like Asteria, she was at level fifteen. Luckily, I wouldn’t have to max out Artemis’ Blood until she neared level twenty. Then I could expand the cap to twenty-five.

The Battle Warden increased her Durability and Rapid Regen before adding most of her Attribute Points to her Strength, which upped her Health.

<<<>>>
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<<<>>>

SHE NODDED AT HER CHOICES. “Yes, I believe that will do nicely. Thank you, Jacob, for letting us choose how we want to improve ourselves.”

“No matter how Ares I get, that is my master plan,” I said. “I want you Amazons at your best because we are stronger when we work together.”

Persephone, dressed in her gauzy gown, gave a little shriek. “By the Libido of Zeus, I find that surprising. You do not want the glory for yourself?”

“No,” I said, shrugging one shoulder.

The godstone opened my mouth. “Yes, I do.”

I wrestled back control. “No, really, I want to win the war. That is our mission. If I could sacrifice myself right now to seal off the Underworld, I would do it in a minute.”

And, bam, we die in the process, Phoebe sent. Remember, Jacob, you die, we die.

I had a question about that, I replied. Let’s say I left the island and went home. What would happen to you all?

That would fall into the category of things that make me go hmmmm. I have no data. I would imagine we’d be okay, but then again, I’m kind of fuzzy on Lycastia’s relationship to your world. So, yeah, you’re not gonna be able to duck out any time soon.

That’s just fine with me, I sent.

The sadness in her eyes was apparent. You say that now, but at some point that may change.

Myrina clapped her hands. “You two stop it. It is very rude. If you have something to say, say it out loud for us all to hear.”

“Glory doesn’t matter in this,” I said to the goddess. “That’s what I meant to say.”

Persephone filled up her wine glass and drank some more. “I find that very refreshing. A war god more interested in victory than in personal spoils. It is so new and delicious. I wonder what else has changed since I’ve been underground. I myself am positively silly with excitement to find out.” She’d gone from brooding and occasionally introspective to giddy with excitement in the span of about ten heartbeats. 

I raised my eyebrows. So the goddess of spring changed her personality like she changed her hair color. There you have it.

“Okay,” I said. “Phoebe is next.”

But she’d already adjusted her points.

I pulled up her character sheet and went through her choices. She wasn’t messing around. She’d poured all her Attribute Points into Intelligence, making her even more of a genius. As for her Ability Points, she’d upped her Rune-Craft and her Engineered-Armor. That was good. All of them were good. I had a plan brewing in my head.

<<<>>>
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<<<>>>

I WAS NEXT, AND I KNEW exactly what I wanted. Our next mission would be vital. Myrina was right. If we could destroy the monster generators, that would be one thing, but if we could also set up an encampment in the Temple of Hades, we could bottle Hades’ armies up at the source. To accomplish that, however, I’d need to battle at my best. So I was going to focus on the Path of War exclusively. Phoebe had the orb glowing, projecting my character sheet for all to see. Persephone looked on with dazzled eyes. Asteria had finally settled down, though she was frowning for some reason.

Myrina and Phoebe, however, were watching what I did carefully.

For the Attribute Points, I increased my Strength, boosting my Health, then added a few to my Intelligence, which affected my Divine Essence, and a couple to Fortune, which improved my attack and miracle damage, since a lucky blow was always welcome. Just ask any gamer who has rolled a critical hit during a key battle.

<<<>>>
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<<<>>>

NOW FOR THE ABILITY Point. I thought about my desire for Innovate and Elemental Smithing, but the godstone scoffed at all that. Without another thought, I chose Smite. And I was thrilled with the results.

<<<>>>
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<<<>>>
USING SMITE WITH THE Crystal Scythe? The amount of sheer destruction I could dish out would be epic. Legend—wait for it—dairy. I was curious about Bloodlust, but what I really wanted was the Colossus ability. I couldn’t access it until level thirty, but it would allow me to grow to the size of a Kaiju, and then nothing would stand in my way. I would be victorious, winning every battle and securing my own place in the history of the gods. I would be adored and feared by all.

The godstone burned in glorious affirmation of my every choice. As I modified my character sheet, I could feel tendrils of power—of insidious influence—reaching into my brain like skeletal fingers. Making it harder to think. To remember who I was, or what I wanted.

Myrina and Phoebe both looked at each other and then glanced down.

“Are you two messaging?” I asked them, my voice oddly cold. Almost detached, even to my own ears. 

Maybe, Phoebe sent. But you are the god of war, after all. I just hope you don’t regret your decision. Sure, that will help you in personal combat, but I’m not so sure that is the right course to take. I was hoping you’d go after Elemental Smithing or Innovate or something else on the Path of the Builder.

Or the Path of Miracles, Myrina put in with a little uncertainty. She wasn’t the best at using the messaging system. Plague Locust has proved useful time and again. And it keeps you back, out of the fighting, lest an errant blow bring you down.

I cleared my throat. “This is what I have chosen, my Amazons,” I growled. “I will lead us to victory.”

Persephone let out a laugh, though not a friendly one. “I have heard you say that before, Ares.” She’d lost her giddiness and now sounded like an eternal cynic. “But victory in the Olympian War eluded you, and many of the gods and goddesses were slain because of your arrogance.”

“What do you know of victory?” I thundered back, a snarl on my lips.

She shrugged and laughed more, unconcerned by my rage. “Oh my Zeus, perhaps you are right! What do I know? I have lost again and again, kidnapped by Hades, forced into marrying him. The list goes on. Even my grand escape failed. I had to go back because of gods-damned pomegranate seeds. You are right, oh great god of war. And yet, I have dined with heroes long dead. 

“I have seen good men and bad men laid low by death, and not by my husband, Hades, but by Thanatos, the primal god of death. I know defeat, surely, and the paths that lead there. I will not speak to you of your business, but know this—if the world was only won by the strength of a single arm, Hades would have already been victorious.” She smiled at her own long speech. Her face was flushed, since she’d been hitting the wine hard. Yet she locked eyes with me, and neither one of us looked away. I felt some kind of connection with her. 

Maybe it was just the fact that we were both living deities. Or maybe it was something else. Something more. She was so beautiful. I wanted her, and I thought of going for her right then. But no, we had to get ready for the ten o’clock attack.

“All of this talk is wearying,” I stood, grasping the hilt of my sword. “I prefer glorious battle over incessant prattle.”

Phoebe grabbed my arm. Dude, you’re rhyming, and the Greek gods were not meant to do any kind of rapping. You need to come with me, like, right now. Also, what did we talk about, huh? Words and phrases like wearying, glorious battle, and incessant are red flags. Or maybe Ares road flares.  

I ignored her words. “Farewell,” I said. “Myrina, secure Persephone before the battle. We cannot trust her.”

Persephone immediately protested. “By the buds of springtime, I would fight!” She sounded fierce now—a soldier ready to kill. “After lifetimes of throne rooms, a queen’s heavy crown, trapped in the heart of death, I would do my part. OMZ! I did nothing during the Olympian War, and I have regretted it for eons.”

OMZ? I wondered

Oh my Zeus, Phoebe sent back.

Well, at least Persephone was remembering more.

“Then you will fight with us,” I said, not a question but a statement of absolute fact. “And if you betray us, you will die a thousand deaths of—”

Dude! Seriously! Phoebe’s voice cut me off. You need to stop that, like, right now. This is getting outta control. Come on, wannabe Ares. You’re not gonna make friends and influence people with threats of a thousand deaths of anything.

There was still enough Jacob in me to listen, but only barely. Reluctantly—the godstone fighting me—I left with my favorite Rune-Caster. However, I saw Asteria watching me with a kind of sadness in her eyes. What was her problem?

I didn’t much care at that moment.

In the forge, Phoebe and I were alone when she removed my current necklace from my chest. I was wearing the Mind of Odysseus, an ancient amulet that gave me a +4 to Intelligence. 

I created a housing unit in the back of your armor, Phoebe sent. She clicked it into place. Thanks to my new Engineered-Armor, that was easy. This next part, though, is probably going to be harder. I’ve been thinking about this a lot, looking into the game options, and I think I can swing it. But, uh, it might get a little messy. Possibly painful. And you’ll have to trust me on this. 

Worry roiled in the pit of my stomach, but I nodded in agreement. 

She settled a new silver necklace onto my chest—the pendant on the front was a gold casing that almost looked like a giant pocket watch. She opened the face and, with tiny tools, adjusted the cogs and gears inside. I call this the Necklace of Asclepius, she said, tools still whizzing as she worked. He was a minor god of healing, and I’m hoping this will help fix your busted-ass personality disorder. Are you ready?

“Verily,” I replied, the word strangely right on my tongue.

Ugh, verily he says. Okay, Jacob, we need to access the gaming system. There is a setting for Rune-Casters. An optional setting. This is custom work. A total hack, and you’ll have to allow me access.

Phoebe turned and held up the orb while I accessed my gaming display. It was so nice that I didn’t need the helmet anymore. During our first battle with Praxidike, that had nearly been our undoing. The Fury had grabbed the helmet, and I hadn’t been able to work with my Amazons or use any of my god-level abilities. Now, Praxidike was gone. Beheaded. Good.

I went to the custom screens, saw Phoebe’s custom code, and clicked on it.

The Necklace of Asclepius flashed, as did the godstone.

Now, you’re going to have pump the necklace full of your Divine Essence. Phoebe directed. Give it everything you got.

A prompt to transfer my Divine Essence Points into the necklace appeared before me. Since I could regenerate the stuff so fast, I would still be fully stocked before the next battle. This was nothing. Not for the god of war. I transferred most of my Divine Essence into the necklace with a smug thought and the barest effort of will. The second I was done, the pain hit me like a sledgehammer to the back of the skull—it was exactly like when Ares had tried to give me all the power at once. Squeezing my eyes shut, I fought against the screams in my throat. I doubled over and promptly dropped to the ground, pulling my knees in against my chest as the pain raged like wildfire.  

YOU DARE THWART ME? Ares’ voice filled my head. I AM THE ESSENCE OF A GOD. YOU ARE NOTHING. NOTHING! A MORTAL PLAYING AT BEING SOMETHING MORE.

The pain was so intense, blinding even. It was as though my brain were being flayed by heat and sound and light. It hurt so much that I felt certain it would break something inside me. But no. I wasn’t going out like this, and I wasn’t going to be a puppet—some meatsuit—for Ares. I pushed back against the demanding voice. Struggled against the hurt. I wouldn’t break. Refused to. I gritted my teeth. Three words, assbag, I sent. Suck. A. Dick. The pain continued unabated for what felt like a lifetime, but the voice booming inside my head faded, receded—at least for now. 

A lifetime later, I opened my eyes, the agony gone. For the first time in a long time, I felt like myself again. More or less. 

“Damn, Phoebe, I nearly lost it,” I groaned, sitting up, leaning back on my elbows. “How long was I down for?”

She quirked her head quizzically at me. Uh. Like ten seconds maybe? You just started screaming, curled into the fetal position, then sat right up. A total trip, for sure. Why do you ask?  

I almost laughed, then waved away my question with one hand. “Doesn’t matter. So, if I lose the necklace, will Ares take over?” I asked.

Well, it’s not necessarily Ares, right? He died. But his gemstone has a lot of his personality still in it. It’s like you’ll become a hybrid. So, yeah, we keep the necklace on you, and that should keep the other half at bay. We’ll have to charge it up every now and again, though. Lightning Lance should do the trick.

In the gaming display, I saw that the necklace was at 100%, so I could keep track of its charge. I groaned. “Okay, yeah, I need a little nappy poo before I fight.”

There he is. Ares wouldn’t have called it a nappy poo. Welcome back, Jacob. She leaned over and caressed my hair. I like Jacob, not Ares.

I thought about my relationship with Myrina. Could we be together now that I was back to my senses? Or would that be a mistake?

The godstone hissed in my head—its voice oddly muted—wondering why I wouldn’t want to bang my Battle Warden general. But thanks to the necklace, I could see it for what it was: a lusty, battle-crazed maniac out for personal glory.

“It’s good to be back.” I took Phoebe’s hand in mine as she helped me up. The clockwork mechanism I’d seen inside the necklace had given me an idea. “Hey, Phoebe, could you make clockwork Amazons? I mean, full-sized ones that could walk. I wouldn’t need them to fight, only to be able to stand upright and move about a bit.”

A smile lit up her face. For when we strike at the Temple of Hades? So Necro Earl’s spies will see our normal city and not get suspicious. Yeah, boss man, I can totally give you some fake Amazons.

Damn, she was quick—those extra points to Intelligence were paying off in spades. “Cool. I’m thinking this is it. We take our entire force down through the labyrinth, and we hit the Temple of Hades with everything we have. Persephone can lead us there. She made that leg of the trek after she swam the Lethe, so she should have all those memories intact.”

I didn’t have the blind confidence I’d had before. Now I had some doubts about my plan. However, if Earl did discover that we’d left the city to clockwork Amazons and attacked, Sophia could always teleport me back in seconds. Armed with the Crystal Scythe and my new Smite ability, I could defend the Temple of Ares from just about anything if push really came to shove. 

Phoebe’s eyes widened. Wow, holy shit, I don’t think the necklace is working. Going all in on a suicide run is a total Ares move.

“It’s me,” I said. “But, as crazy as it sounds, I think it will work. I hope it will.”

Phoebe smiled, rolled her eyes, and kissed me again. You trusted me not to fry your brain, so I guess I can trust you not to get us all murdered horribly. Let’s do it, dude. 

After a quick break so I could get some of my Divine Essence back, we got to work. As a level twenty-six war god, I could finally use Aceso’s Blessing to inscribe a sigil of power on the weapons and armor my warriors used, granting a +5 bonus to any attribute. I spent an hour or so doing that, then switched over to help Phoebe with the clockwork women. Because of her massive genius as Chief Rune-Caster, Phoebe had managed to get a prototype up and working. In an hour. True, the mechanical Amazons couldn’t do much more than shuffle around on clanking metal feet, but from a distance, no one would know they were fakes. At least I hoped not. 

With a little help from Brontia and Steropia—Phoebe’s junior Rune-Casters—and a bathtub worth of high-caffeine Mountain Dew, we finished twenty-five of the steampunk androids before the ten o’clock battle. 

And speaking of the ten o’clock battle ... It came and went without a hitch. Seriously, it was a piece of cake.

The same old cast of characters turned up to play: gun-toting meatheads with demon-faced imps riding their shoulders. Snake-tailed nagas. Hag-faced harpies. Werewolves decked out in chainmail. Blah, blah, blah. They didn’t stand a chance. We held the walls. Persephone showed up, decked out in Warden armor ... except her battle streak had died away, replaced by occasional bouts of terror and joy. She clapped her hands for our small victories and squeezed her eyes shut when things got tense. I’m glad to say she did far more clapping than wincing.

For the most part, we let our new Beastiamancers and Battle Wardens level up by massacring the hordes of enemies that broke upon our gates. 

I played the game like I had before: moving troops, healing wounds, and casting miracles from a distance. Raining down lightning bolts here, dropping biblical plagues on the unwary there. It was fun, though not particularly challenging, which—after the escapade on the beach—was actually a nice change of pace. When things got a little too hot and heavy for our newb ’Zons, Myrina, Asteria, Loxo, and Sophia would get up close and personal. Still, though, we didn’t lose a single Amazon. Not a one. Through the entire battle, the godstone goaded me to use the Smite ability, but I ignored it. I’d be able to do some smiting soon enough. 

All of us got close to leveling, and I was dying to get more Ability Points to unlock the full capabilities of the ballistae.

Other than some experience points added to the pile, the only real thing the battle accomplished was convincing me that it was time to make our move. Sure, Earl Necro Earl might’ve had a damn near unlimited supply of troops, but mine were stronger than his. Quality over quantity. Chances were, if I played it safe, Earl’s forces would never breach the city. At least not until Hades finally broke free. But playing it safe was also a surefire way to lose in the long run—at least, that’s what my gut-level instinct screamed. And despite Ares’ meddling with my head, I believed it. 

We were going to launch our first offensive maneuver. 

We were going to zip through the labyrinth—through other worlds, according to Persephone—and come up inside the Temple of Hades itself. Then? Then, I’d use the Crystal Scythe to chop Necro Earl and his BFF Antiope into chum, and I’d turn the Temple of Hades into a fucking kill zone. Booby traps. Gatling guns. Amazon-manned fighting positions and pillboxes. Ballistic missiles and napalm, if I could swing it. That way if Hades escaped before I could seal the rift, he’d be walking right into a death trap. 

I only hoped that using the Crystal Scythe wouldn’t destroy the dampening necklace that Phoebe had built for me. I wanted a clear head when we finally won. Otherwise, who knew what the Ares part of me would do?

We left Lycastia City at eleven o’clock under the cover of darkness, with seven hours to go before the next attack. I had an even hundred Amazons of various classes and levels tagging along for the journey; the remaining fifteen, including a fresh-faced Rune-Caster, would stay behind with our simulacrum soldiers, keeping the lights lit in the city, making the rounds, ensuring the clockwork soldiers didn’t accidentally topple off the walls. 

Once again, Hippolyta would stay behind with our skeleton crew. She’d be the commander at arms and would carry the Shield of Perseus, which was worth its weight in gold. That thing had saved our asses more than once, and with it in hand, Hippolyta could take care of hundreds of enemies, turning them to stone in an instant. It was a once-a-day item, so it wasn’t a fix-all if things went sideways, but it would buy her enough time to alert us if there was a surprise attack. We’d left the city in good hands, and now it was time to bring the fight to Earl and Hades. 

Phoebe drove her steampunk mech while Brontia and Steropia piloted our two Death Harvesters, steam-powered tractors we’d created to harvest our crops. We’d modified the farming vehicles and added twin Gatling guns. Each vehicle pulled a long train of trailers, loaded down with supplies, as well as the ballistae we’d taken from the walls. As Phoebe had said, we were going all in for this attack. We were ready for anything. Most of my Amazons had new weapons—now super-charged with Aceso’s Blessing—and the vast majority were toting high-octane potions, brewed up by Hesperia and Aresthusa. 

Those potions were an extra dose of awesome for when the going got rough.

Turning, I gave a final glance at the walls. They were full of Phoebe’s clockwork Amazons in cloaks and helmets, holding spears. I couldn’t help but grin. From a distance, it was an awfully convincing illusion.

Not twenty minutes later, we found a hidden fissure in the northern mountain and started our descent. The Crystal Scythe lay heavy on my back. Using her Engineered-Armor skill, Phoebe had crafted a special housing for the weapon that fit over the War Mammoth Cloak. The housing allowed me to clip and unclip the scythe any time I wanted it. Additionally, I had the Mirror of True Reflection tucked away in my bag, and the Sower’s Glass riding my left arm.  The War Blade swung from its scabbard at my side.

Armed to the teeth, I left the night behind and led my army of Amazons down into the darkness.
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Staircase Through the Stars
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WE’D BEEN UNDERGROUND before—more than once, actually—and none of the experiences had been pleasant. The first time, I’d ended up going toe to toe with a murderous Gorgon by the name of Stheno. And the second time around? I’d run headlong into a primordial world stranded outside of time and space—the dwelling place of nightmare dinosaurs, prehistoric horrors, and Kronos, the god of time. 

Hopefully, this descent with Persephone was going to be way, way different. 

This time we were armed to the teeth, ready for anything that might come our way. We had a caravan of steam-powered vehicles pulling ballistae and trailers, each about five feet wide and ten feet long. Thymos Crystal lanterns and brilliantly flickering firebrands lit our way through the dark, dispelling every shadow, ensuring nothing would get the drop on us. We’d brought every Beastiamancer in the stable, so we had a small army of bears, bulls, and winged horses at our disposal. We were a hundred strong—a hundred and two actually, if you counted me and Persephone—and we’d brought enough weapons to equip every single Amazon twice over.  

We’d come to kick ass and chew bubblegum, and we were fresh out of bubblegum.

The drawback, however, was that we crawled along slower than molasses and we made as much noise as a screaming freight train.

Still, despite that, our spring goddess said we should be okay until we hit the Submerged Labyrinth. She’d talked about that and two other places when we’d first interrogated her.

Phoebe, given her obsession with the modern world, said it sounded like a Dora the Explorer episode. First you go through the Submerged Labyrinth, then past the Ghosts of Minos Omega, and then you’ll get to the Olympian Library. ¡Ándale, ándale!

According to Persephone, once we reached the Olympian Library, we’d be able to find a way into the Temple of Hades at the southern end of the island. Then I’d get my chance to skull-stomp Earl Necro Earl once and for all.

The cavern, though descending, had a relatively even floor, and our wagon train was able to bounce and jostle across rocks, squeeze through crevices, and break through stalagmites without much trouble. At one point, we had to tilt the Harvesters to get past two huge stalactites, but with Myrina, Ariadne, and me, we had the strength to lift the machines and slide them through on two wheels.

We’d dropped about five hundred feet, well below the ocean floor, when the tunnel hooked sharply right and widened into a gigantic room, the walls rough, the ceilings high and studded with rocky protrusions like sleeping bats. I’d gone to see Chicago Bears games at Soldier Field, and this place was easily as big as that. After the narrow passageway down, I appreciated the wide-open space, though it was a little disconcerting—all that space. And would the stalactite ceiling come tumbling down on us?

Surprisingly, the cavern floor was a colorful mosaic of the Olympian Gods and I recognized all your old favorites—everyone from Apollo and Artemis to Aphrodite and Hephaestus. Hermes was frozen in flight, one arm outstretched, winged sandals adorning his feet. Then there was Hera, looking dour and moody as always. Zeus snarled, a lightning bolt grasped in one oversized hand. He was the spitting image of the man I’d seen when I fought Cronos.

Our caravan rolled on, the heavy wheels crunching over the dusty floor, and approached a temple built into the far side of the cavern wall. Columns, friezes, arches—the whole nine yards. It reminded me of Petra in Jordan, only about a hundred times bigger. You could be fifty feet tall and strut through the columns without having to worry about ducking. Enormous, ornate statues marched off to either side of the temple—the chief members of the Greek pantheon present and accounted for, including yours truly. An intimidating-looking group.

Loxo and Sophia slipped away from the rest of the caravan to run recon and check for any nasty surprises that might be waiting for us. They made a good pair. As a Huntress, Loxo could move like a whisper and blend seamlessly into the shadows, effectively becoming invisible with a thought. And if she got into too much trouble, Sophia would grab her and teleport her out of harm’s way. It was one of the reasons why Loxo hadn’t been killed in the Caverns of Entomo when we’d fought the prehistoric Titan. 

While we waited, I surveyed the long line of statues—Zeus, Hera, Poseidon, Demeter, Athena, Apollo, Ares, Artemis, Aphrodite, Hephaestus, Hermes, Hestia, Dionysus, Hades, and Persephone. If there had been a battle among the gods, I couldn’t help but wonder how the lines had been drawn. Ares and Hephaestus must’ve been on opposite sides, and surely, Hades had fought against the War God. But who else had fought with the god of death? I had no idea. From the blank look on Persephone’s face, neither did she.

She caught me glancing at her and blushed, red creeping up her cheeks and down her slender neck. “OMZ, I cannot believe the artist made me look so thin. I should be a great deal more thick.”

Phoebe was right there with a quip. Thicc with a “c?” Isn’t that what you would say in modern times?

Something like that, I sent back.

“My mother looks spot on, however,” the spring goddess said, pointing to a woman holding a sheaf of wheat in one hand and two sickles in the other. That would be Demeter.

“So who fought who in the Olympian War?” I asked.

She paused for a second, eyes distant and hazy as though she could almost remember, but only almost. “My mother was for Zeus,” she finally said. “I remember that. It was why I couldn’t fight for my husband. Well, that and a billion other reasons. No, never. I could never try to hurt my mother. So, I stayed in the Underworld while they travelled to various battlefields across time and space.”

“Across time and space,” I echoed her words, thinking back to my time in the land of Cronos. I wanted to follow up, but the wet plop of Funkyhoof pooping made me forget about the Olympian War.

Kimmie, a freckle-faced redhead on the back of the bull blanched. “Sorry, War God,” she muttered, sounding rather mortified.

Loxo and Sophia emerged from the temple entrance a moment later, looking none the worse for the wear—which probably meant the coast was clear. 

“I hope you appreciate stairs,” Loxo said. “For there are a great many stairs that ... well ...” Her voice faded. A combination of frustration and fright flashed across her face in turns. 

“What is it?” Myrina demanded.

“It is very strange,” Sophia said, when it became clear that Loxo was having trouble speaking. “The steps are wide enough for our vehicles, but there is no explaining them. You should come and look.”

“Yes, I recall the steps. I keep very fit in the Underworld,” Persephone said. “I have a daily exercise regiment and very precise diet to keep me plump.”

Shit you can’t explain? Engineers love to hear that. I’m so there! Phoebe walked her mech through the columns. Myrina and I hurried after her, Persephone trailing a short way behind us.

Asteria—currently in the form of a blue saber-toothed cat—looked incredibly bored; she was busy licking her paw and swiping it over her head, a deep purr rumbling in her chest. She hadn’t reverted to her human form since before dinner, when we’d divvied up our points and worked on levelling. If she went complete cat on us, she’d be forever distracted.

Persephone, my generals, and I followed Loxo and Sophia through the columns and under an archway, and then we started down the steps. The rest of the army would wait while we figured out just what the issue was.

On instinct, I drew the War Blade. The crackling lightning wreathing the sword offered us light. The staircase was about a dozen feet across, plenty wide enough for our vehicles, and the stairs themselves were only about six inches tall. The wheels could maneuver down them without an issue since my Rune-Casters had equipped each wagon with a magical suspension system. There was plenty of vertical clearance, so that wasn’t an issue either. The walls around us were smooth, completely polished stone. They reflected the light of my sword, and I could see our faces mirrored there.

Loxo materialized out of the scant shadows. 

Persephone yelped, clutching her gauzy dress as though she’d just seen a pesky mouse.

“I apologize, goddess,” the Huntress said, dipping her head. 

“Doesn’t look too weird yet, Loxo,” I said, shrugging one shoulder. “Why are you freaking out?”

“For the record, I am not freaking out.” She gave me a half-lidded glare and then retreated, disappearing completely.

“Don’t use all your Skiá,” I warned, voice echoing off the ceiling. “We’ll need you to do more sneaking around.”

“I have plenty,” a disembodied voice whispered. “Besides, I got a vial of Skiá. I sipped it. Not bad.”

Myrina, completely ignoring our banter, trudged forward, forehead scrunched as she studied the passage. She’d come loaded for bear. On her back was her triple threat of javelins: ice, fire, and lightning. Clutched in her hands was a brand-new spear, which I’d engraved with Aceso’s Blessing. When she used it, she had five points added to her Strength. I’d also imbued her xiphos—the short sword hanging at her side—with a power rune.

We descended farther, Phoebe’s mech easily taking the stairs on its four spider-like legs. The smell of her engine burning a combination of coal and Thymos Crystals lingered in the air like a smoky perfume. Suspended from the front of the mech was a retractable arm bearing a blazing lantern. Her face was screwed up in concentration—chances were, she was surveying the angle of the steps, running the numbers in her head, deciding whether the vehicles could make it down. The stairs snaked gently to the left, rounding a bend ... 

The breath caught in my chest.

Around us, the walls fell away, and suddenly, we found ourselves standing on a wide landing etched with glowing golden runes. Darkness stretched off in every direction, interrupted by glimmering lights and swirls of rainbow color.  

My jaw nearly hit the deck as I saw the bizarre scene in front of us. It was no wonder Loxo and Sophia hadn’t been able to describe what they’d seen—shit, I was seeing it right now, and I still couldn’t believe my eyes. Dead ahead was a host of staircases and walkways hanging in the air like an LSD-fueled M.C. Escher painting. The staircases joined together at impossible angles, defying every known law of physics, some leading up, others jutting off to the left and right in a tangle of impossible architecture, while more spiraled down, disappearing out of sight.

The stairs were absolutely everywhere, and nothing held up the stone steps nor the walkways. Not a single damned thing.

Each of the staircases were wide enough to accommodate our wagons, but the sheer dizzying impossibility of it all froze me on the spot.  

Well, this is an architect’s fondest wet dream or his worst nightmare, Phoebe sent. But look at the walls? Or are those walls? Are those diamonds twinkling?

“I think those are stars,” I whispered, squinting as I studied the lights and the odd swirling, glowing clouds. 

Movement to my right caught my eye. I wheeled around, ready to strike as a massive chunk of ice and rock hurtled past us like a race car, trailing a tail of ice and gas behind it. The ball careened into the stairs, phasing through them as though they were ghostly apparitions, then promptly continued right on its merry way. Unless I was terribly mistaken, that was a fucking comet. Like a real-life comet. Like in space. Which meant the glinting lights really were stars ... Which meant the swirling balls of colors had to be galaxies, spinning round and round. 

What in the hell was this place? 

Phoebe’s voice hit me. How long did skinny here take to make the trip from the Temple of Hades? She’s immortal, so she might’ve walked for centuries. We have less than six hours.

Persephone saw the concern on our faces. “It’s not too far now. Four more hours, tops. We just need to travel down a short way. There’s a landing below that should connect to the doorway I emerged from.” She pointed to where the spiraling steps levelled off to become a straight line, far below us. It ended at a landing, which, in turn, connected to a host of other haphazard, oddly joined staircases.

“The Stair can reach any number of places,” the spring goddess continued, “and it is easy to get lost.” She stopped and grinned excitedly. Did she clap her hands? Yep, she did, just like a schoolgirl getting that ever-elusive A+. “Oh my Zeus! A memory. The Stair, yes, I remember the gods talking about it. The great Olympians used it to walk across the universe. It can be a dangerous place if we aren’t careful. There are things on the Stair, hungry things, unknown to god or man.”

“Good,” Myrina said flatly, one hand clamping down tightly on the shaft of her spear. “Jacob could use more battle to get his experience points. He squandered his last Ability Point on Smite. He should’ve increased his Plague Locust. Once he levels up, he can then choose more wisely.”

Phoebe’s face went slack, and I knew she was messaging Myrina. Probably warning her not to needle me about this. 

It was super annoying—like third graders whispering secrets behind a friend’s back. I felt the godstone heat in my chest; the motors inside the Necklace of Asclepius whined, and the amulet vibrated on my chest like a cell phone on silent getting a call. I wanted to explode, to defend my choice, to grab Myrina by her armor and shake her. 

A sobering thought hit me—how often had Ares done that to her?

Uh, you’re vibrating, War God, Phoebe sent. Need to slow your roll. She didn’t mean it. Just take a few deep breaths and let it go. 

Finally, the whining and the buzzing died down as my anger faded away. The necklace was working. I didn’t fly off the handle, and I could talk like a rational human being without falling into a Ye Old Shakespearian dialogue. “Myrina, we’ll see how the Smiting works. I think once you see it in action, you might change your mind.”

The Battle Warden frowned at me. She slipped up closer to me and traced a line of sweat trailing down from my brow with one finger. “You are a bit red in the face, Jacob. Are you feeling well?”

I winked at her. “You bet I am. I mean we’re going down an M.C. Escher staircase through space. Nothing wrong with that. Not sure where the oxygen is coming from, but, hey, Greek gods made this shit, I’m thinking. Right, Persephone?”

She’d seen my interchange with Myrina. A smile played across her lips. “The truth is not known, War God. Legend has it that Acmon, also known as Aether, found this staircase and walked up out of the darkness—though this was a very different universe than what we know today. There was only darkness then, but floating in that darkness was an egg. A massive thing of gold and silver and light. Some say Acmon had two brothers, Erebus and Chaos, and the three of them together smashed the egg, giving birth to the worlds. Other stories say that Acmon built the Stair out of his own flesh to escape bloodthirsty demons, nameless, forgotten. This would have been before he had relations with Gaia, which ultimately resulted in the birth of Uranus.”

I waited for Phoebe to make a joke. Because, come on, Uranus. When none came, I messaged the Rune-Caster sitting in her mech. Really? Nothing?

Kinda too easy, boss man. I wasn’t going to do the butt joke. Too obvious. Phoebe laughed, then stopped to concentrate. Here’s a new one. From what I’ve studied, and from what you remember from your interwebs, Uranus might come from a word meaning urinate. It definitely had something do with rain. Total sky god stuff. Bwahaha. Rain is God peeing.

“Stay classy, Lycastia,” I said to her. Then to Persephone, “So it could be that the Stair was always here. And there are older things than the primordial gods. Interesting.” Naturally, I had a very Lovecraftian moment. Old gods. Eldritch beings. Things that go bump in the multiverse.

Myrina rounded on me. “Stories will not help us get our vehicles and animals down through this strange place. Phoebe, come with me, and we’ll gather our forces.”

I was left alone with the spring goddess, who was very blond, very blue-eyed, and rather thicc at the moment—and yes, that’s thicc with two C’s. Maybe her diet and exercise program were working. She had cleavage for miles and an ass you could park a Buick on.

And what was that look in her eye? Did I detect a measure of lust?

The godstone wanted me to take her and squeeze her hips to check weight, density, and smoothness. Of course it did. That gem didn’t care about the ticking time bomb our lives had become. Abruptly, my necklace whined again, gears whirring. This time, though, I ignored the warning, because this was one urge I didn’t particularly care to fight.
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Where Are We Exactly?
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PERSEPHONE CAME OVER and took my hand in hers. The two of us stood on the landing outside the cave entrance, staring into the expanse of space while my generals went to gather our army so we could start our descent.

It was a very surreal moment. I was alone with an ancient Greek goddess, the wife of Hades, on the landing of an infinite staircase. The impossible steps rose and descended, carving their way through a universe of spinning galaxies, shooting comets, and something fiery that seemed to be approaching us. It didn’t seem to be as large as a sun, but then distances weren’t exactly helping me with my perspective. I took a deep breath, air filling my lungs even though I knew for a fact there couldn’t be any air here. None of this made any sense—not really—but then that didn’t matter. 

It was beautiful here, and I was with a gorgeous woman. For the moment, that was all that really mattered.  

“So, Jacob, I see the way you have looked at me,” Persephone said, breaking the peaceful silence. “And I feel the pull to be with you. Do you feel it too?”

I caught her eyes with mine and didn’t look away. “Yes, I do. If we had more time, and maybe if you weren’t married, we could see what that pull would to do us.”

“Married?” Persephone laughed bitterly. “Oh, what I have with Hades is not a marriage. It is a prison. I hate him. You hate him. That should not stop us.”

A smile crept over my face—I had to say, the idea definitely had some appeal. And if she had no problem with it, then why in the hell should I? “You’re right,” I said. 

The goddess gripped my hand harder. “But what about your Amazons? I think perhaps Myrina might be jealous of me. If you and I were together, would she understand? Or would there be more bickering? I admit I have a desire, but I don’t want to cause more trouble for you.”

I winced. “I wouldn’t say we bicker. I see it more as friendly banter. We’re comrades in arms.”

“No, you are the god that created them. They are yours to do with as you will.” Persephone eyed me, a long, measuring look.

That look, combined with her words, just didn’t sit right with me. “Look, I’m a different kind of god, Persephone. Believe it or not, I do see my Amazons as comrades. As equals. They are some of the best friends I’ve ever had.” Phoebe wasn’t around to add they were friends with benefits, though that was certainly true. Still, just because I was sleeping with a bunch of my Amazons didn’t diminish the respect I had for them. 

“Then your comrades would not mind if I did this?” 

She reached up, sliding her fingers through my hair, then pulled me down into a scorching-hot kiss. Her lips were soft and wet, and our kiss deepened to include our tongues. Her scent invaded my nose, filling my head, and then worked its way down to my groin. Yowza. I held her close to me, her breasts pillowed against me. I realized she’d grown to be as big as I was. More of her to enjoy. I dug my fingers into her hips and before I knew it, we were grinding, both of us gasping.

She pulled back and scooped up my hands, placing them on her breasts, which were growing fuller by the second. I pulled back in surprise. She had midnight hair now, dusky skin, fuller lips, and soulful brown eyes. It was like I’d started kissing one woman and ended up with another mid-French. That would definitely take some getting used to, though at the same time, it would spice things up. 

She smiled and reached beneath my pleated battle skirt. What was she thinking? Did she think we’d have sex right on the landing?

That was when Phoebe cleared her throat. There she sat, in her mech, with a good portion of my troops standing around her. Myrina stood with her arms crossed. Asteria shifted from a tiger into a huge gorilla, blue-haired and snorting. Wow, now I knew what a gorilla sounded like when it laughed. Doris and Ianthe were there as well. Both the Battle Wardens grinned. 

The Death Harvesters behind them wheezed out steam, relieving some of the pressure but only adding to my own awkwardness. 

I lamely lifted a hand. “Uh, hey.” 

Persephone laughed musically and nimbly took off down the steps; her gauzy dress swirled and billowed around her ever-changing body. 

Loxo appeared from nowhere and kissed my cheek. “You are quite the lover, War God. And so very, very smooth.”

She followed the spring goddess down. Sophia teleported after her, appearing on one step, then the next, then the next.

Our wagon train followed in short order. 

The staircase was wide enough to accommodate our vehicles, though the odd angles put some strain on the hitches and tongues of the trailers. After half an hour of tedious progress, Asteria—still in gorilla form—Myrina, and a contingent of Battle Wardens just picked up the trailers and ballistae and manhandled them down. Meanwhile, I forged ahead and experimented with the staircases that jutted off into space. Some small part of me thought I might simply plummet into the cosmos when I set foot on a zigzagging, upside-down staircase. But no. As soon as my foot landed, gravity itself seemed to shift, and suddenly I was sticking to the staircase without an issue.

Badass. Though I had no real desire to explore the Stair any further.  

Fifteen minutes and a whole swimming pool full of elbow grease later, we reached the landing where the steps leveled off onto a straight pathway. Myrina’s arms glimmered with a thin sheen of sweat, and her heaving chest caught my eye. My mouth went dry. Myrina was pretty anyway, but pumped up and glowing, she was breathtaking. And after my intense—but ultimately unfulfilling—encounter with Persephone, it was hard not to want to tackle my general on the spot. 

Which is precisely when one of the Harvesters let out a shriek, followed by a sharp jangle of gears breaking and the angry hiss of a bursting pipe.

Phoebe raced over in her mech, crawled off it, and limped to Brontia’s vehicle. She hit a switch and the steam engine vented all the pressure.

“No worries,” my master Rune-Caster said. “I’ll get her running with a few quick repairs. You guys go ahead.”

My Battle Wardens, Beastiamancers, and spellcasters picked their way past us and kept going.

I turned to Myrina, “Do we bicker?”

“Of course,” the Battle Warden said matter-of-factly. “It is because of the sexual tension between us. And like I said, we are both asses full of pain.”

“Not the right idiom,” Phoebe said as she grabbed a wrench from Brontia.

Myrina walked off without another word to join the others. The second Death Harvester, with Steropia at the wheel, chugged onward, pulling trailers and ballistae.

I wasn’t sure what I was supposed to think about all that. Myrina had seen me kissing Persephone. Did that bother her? Probably not. Chances were, it was just me being weird about sex again. Damned Midwestern, puritanical guilt.  

I watched as the army continued down the passageway. Yellow flames from regular torches and blue-white fire from Thymos Crystal lanterns threw shadows over the collection of humans and beasts. Smoke from Steropia’s Harvester rose into the air only to freeze as it left the steps behind, entering the expanse of the universe. It was like someone had glued the smoke in place. Was that where the vacuum of space began? Not sure. I didn’t have any research physicists with me, and Phoebe was busy repairing the engine of our Harvester.

Asteria scuttled back to us, now in the form of a cobalt-colored black widow the size of a pony. In a blur, she shifted once more, spider legs retracting as hair sprouted and the gorilla form took shape. She offered me a big goofy grin and threw an arm around my shoulders. Asteria wasn’t very good at messaging, so she accidentally messaged me and a bunch of others. However, she was smart enough not to include Antiope, the Dark Amazon, in her list of recipients. This place is very strange, my mate. I do not like it. There is darkness, but there is no wind. There seems to be stars, but I do not feel the sky. It is not a right place. Not a place for animals.

“Nothing green can grow here,” Sabra offered in agreement from nearby. She sniffed and folded her arms. “There’s not even any dust. Not a place for plants, nor people either.”

Asteria grunted and shuffled over to the edge of the pathway to stare at the light show. That red fireball was coming closer, and I wanted to get off the Stair before it became an issue. We just needed to descend another set of steps. Assuming Persephone’s mind wasn’t completely shot, there should be a doorway down there somewhere that would lead us to the next leg of the journey. After trotting through the universe, however, I couldn’t help but wonder if the next leg would be on Lycastia or in some alternate Twilight Zone world. 

Okay, I can hear you thinking, Jacob, Phoebe sent as she threaded a new pipe onto the Harvester.  Hit me. Let’s hash out this less-than-ideal planetarium experience. It’s worse than Laser Zeppelin.

What? Laser Zeppelin? How did you know about that? And for the record, I preferred Laser Floyd. It was true. My friend had an uncle who loved to go to the planetarium in Chicago, and we’d do the two-hour drive there and back. Beer was involved.

Interwebs, Phoebe explained. Remember, I can hack into your memories. But then you liked the planetarium growing up. That whole outer space thing. 

But we’re not really in space. Yet I was staring up at what might be a nebula above us.  The swirling purple gases churned and ebbed in the distance, while distant stars twinkled above the cave entrance that led to Lycastia City. And the sigil. Where Hippolyta was keeping guard.

Phoebe tightened a nut next to the wheel. We can breathe. So, no, we’re not in space.

I frowned. The real question is, where exactly is the island of Lycastia? I was on Earth. I came zooming out of the clouds during a storm and wound up in a place where monsters, gods, and Titans are real. But there’s no fossil record of a harpy. Nor a cyclops. Nor any of the stuff we’ve been fighting.

Phoebe rubbed her face and left a smear of grease. She was adorable. 

You thought you were in a pocket dimension before, right? she replied. Maybe that storm had a mystical aspect to it, and it sucked you into another reality. One where harpies existed, and you could forge super-hot Rune-Casters.

Don’t you mean Amazons? I asked.

I know what I sent. Phoebe shot a finger gun at me and winked. 

I pondered some more. Maybe Nyx was another pocket dimension. Maybe Lycastia and the Earth where all of this is possible is like a crossroad among the worlds. A special stop on the Stair. Maybe Ares was having me save a world that wasn’t mine.

This was something I hadn’t considered before. Maybe Echo Earl Echo and I had been pulled into some other reality. And if that was the case, were there other humans in this other version of Earth, where gods walked? I had no idea. Hell, even if there were humans, for all I knew they could still be in the Bronze Age. Would I want to save the people on a world that wasn’t mine? 

No brainer. Yeah, I would. 

Wanna have your mind blown even more? Phoebe asked. Maybe on your version of Earth when people die, they stay dead. But on the Lycastia version, they are dragged down into the Underworld. So it’s not just our physical bodies that are different, but our souls as well. Or, what if Hades’ Underworld is connected to all worlds. And when anyone dies, anywhere, they go there? 

My mind kinda came unhinged. Okay, if that were true, and if the Underworld was another version of the Stair, wouldn’t there be other cracks he could go through?

She shrugged noncommittally. Who knows for sure? Maybe the Lycastia version of Earth is super important, a keystone world, if you will. Regardless, if Hades gained access to Lycastia, he could find the Stair, and then, I think, all worlds would be threatened by him, including yours.

I got mad at the thought and found myself absently touching the godstone. Well, we’ll just have to make sure that doesn’t fucking happen.

Gorilla Asteria came over and frowned. Jacob, my mate, do not like this place. We need to hurry. Is Phoebe almost finished with her silly machine?

“So silly,” the Rune-Caster replied. “And so finished.”

I smelled sulfur and then saw a flash of purple light in the corner on my eye. Sophia had returned, carrying Myrina. The Battle Warden looked angry, and a bit frightened. But mostly angry. 

I held up a hand, stopping her before she unloaded on me. “Phoebe is done. We can go.”

“Can I speak now?” Myrina asked, exasperated.

“Yeah, but no bickering,” I said. “I don’t like the idea of us bickering.”

That didn’t make her any less exasperated. She glowered at me—a look that could curdle milk. “Then do not make me. Loxo has found the entrance to the next set of caves. The straight stairs are far easier on the Death Harvester. Unfortunately, we must move quickly.” She paused and waved toward the glowing yellow-red ball creeping steadily closer to us. “It is a rogue sun, drifting toward us. We must move now, or risk being burned alive by its power. I will stay behind, but I would have Sophia teleport you to safety. We cannot afford for you to take such unnecessary risks, War God.”

I grimaced and turned, studying the enormous ball of light careening toward us—the sucker was huge and definitely picking up speed. Since the comet I’d seen earlier had simply phased through the Stair, I figured this behemoth would do the same. That didn’t mean, however, that the approaching doom ball couldn’t hurt us if we were in its path. Regardless, I wasn’t about to leave Phoebe, Brontia, Sabra, Asteria, and Myrina behind.

“No,” I replied with a shake of my head. “I’m staying. And there’s no point in arguing with me. Now, we’ve already wasted enough time talking, so let’s haul some ass, shall we?”

Myrina threw up her hands. “This is why we bicker!”

I couldn’t help myself. “I thought it was out of sexual tension.”

I just wish you two would get it over with, Phoebe sent as she tromped away in her mech. Seriously, that must’ve been some kiss.

I sent back, None of your business, Phoebs. Sorry.

Brontia had the Harvester trundling after the mech. Sabra clung to the side. Myrina caught hold of a trailer and hauled herself in.

Asteria turned into a huge blue mare and I knew what she wanted. Without a thought, I climbed on. Riding bareback, I galloped after the vehicles. Sophia teleported here and there, staying close to us, as we beelined for the steps. As we moved, a powerful wave of uncomfortable heat washed over me, a coat of sweat instantly breaking out across my face and trickling down my chest and back. I laid into Asteria’s sides with my heels and glanced back over one shoulder as we rode. Yep, the sun was moving with some real speed now. At this rate, we didn’t have long before it smacked into us head-on.  

Asteria and I pulled up even with the trailer, which was now working in overdrive, bellowing out a thick plume of smoke as its engine labored. 

Myrina’s mood hadn’t improved. She shot me a disapproving look.

“Should we have just taken an overland route?” I asked. “This is all kinds of funky.”

“I do not know what that means,” she shouted back. “But no, these are secret ways. We will be able to reach the Temple of Hades undetected. This was the right decision.”

I hoped she was right.

When we reached the steps, Asteria shifted beneath me, my ride vanishing in an instant. But before I could fall flat on my face, a pair of blue-haired gorilla arms enveloped me; carefully my shifter caught me and set me back on my feet with a huge simian grin. 

Myrina slid off the trailer. She cracked her knuckles. 

The three of us working together lifted the trailers, giving the Harvester a break. Brontia adjusted the brakes and kept the Harvester upright as we hurried down the steps.

We were in the home stretch—only five hundred stairs to go—though the sun was dangerously close now, the heat no longer uncomfortable but actually painful. We could totally do this, though. I was sure of it. We picked up our pace, legs pumping, arms straining, my breathing ragged from the effort. But now I could see the landing and the entrance of another cave—a dark mouth carved from a wall of rock. It was like the temple that had been built into the grand chamber above us. Only a façade, really. Petra without the pretty, just some rock with a hole in it.

With a huff, we cleared the last of the steps, and not a moment too soon. The red sun, irrationally, mind-bogglingly huge, was nearly upon us, and my Health was falling in fits and starts as the painful heat began to extract its toll.  

As one, we gunned it for the exit and our only real chance of salvation. Beside me, Asteria blurred and shifted; taking the shape of a shaggy-furred saber-toothed cat, she put on an extra burst of speed.

“You should’ve gone with Sophia!” Myrina growled as we sprinted side by side. As strong as I was as the god of war, Myrina was matching me step for step, taking it in stride. 

“No bickering!” I shouted back.

Phoebe and her mech made it inside, followed by Brontia and the Forest-Witch on the Harvester. 

The heat of the encroaching star was nearly unbearable now—the temperature lurching fifty degrees in a matter of seconds. If I were a frail mortal instead of a living myth, I had no doubt I’d already be flash-fried.  

Myrina kicked on a final spurt of speed and raced inside the cave, giving me a sly grin as she beat me. Though she was as serious and grave as a tombstone most of the time, she had a competitive streak a mile wide. It was endearing. One of the few times when things felt right between us. 

I made it inside the cave a heartbeat later, blessedly cool shadows and a fine mist washing over me. God, but that felt like heaven. I pushed deeper in, getting well clear of the entrance before I finally slowed my steps. The interior of the cave was nothing to write home about, just rough stone, damp, gritty floors, and a chilly bite in the air, which I didn’t mind one bit. The hallway connected to a bigger chamber, which was where my Amazons were patiently biding their time.

Whirling, I saw that the Stair was lost in a red inferno of absolute hell. Fire filled the stony archway but stopped as if held back by a force field. Sure, it was hot, but it wasn’t like I was in my grandma’s oven.

However, I knew if I left the safety of the cave, that star would cook me up good. 

It seemed there was no going back the way we had come, not until the star had passed. I had a feeling, that could take a good long time, though. The average red giant is about four times the size of Earth’s sun. And our little yellow star is 864,938 miles in diameter. So yeah, even if the red giant was really cooking, pun intended, it could take hours for it to pass.

We didn’t have that long.

I turned around, offering my back to the exit and the blazing star now barring our way home. 

Myrina was standing in front of me, jaw tight, eyes hard as flint. “A new problem, War God. Insects.” She hesitated for a beat then sighed. “I dislike insects.”
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A Side of Mushrooms and Distrust
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“INSECTS? WHERE?” I asked.

“Come,” Myrina said, guiding me into a rocky antechamber. She stopped and hefted her spear, pointing the tip to a forest of colossal mushrooms towering over my ’Zons in the next cave over. Holy shit. There must’ve been miles of the enormous fungi. Some of the mushrooms had floppy caps a dozen feet wide with fluted stems. Others were the classic red and white, which looked like the offspring of a Mario mushroom and a Resident Evil game. More still burned with pulsing blue light. Moisture filled the air in a cold mist. Water dripped down the walls. It felt like it could rain, if not snow, at any minute. 

I swept the War Mammoth Cloak around me tighter.

I shivered, though it only had a little to do with the actual temperature. I’d seen a forest like this once before—down in the prehistoric world of Nyx. That had been just before we’d clashed with the monster Titan Entomo. Half centipede, half M1A1, all nightmare. 

Loxo emerged from the air behind me. Her face was gray, and she was shaking. 

“Is it Entomo?” I asked.

She closed her eyes, swallowing hard. I took her hand and gave it a reassuring squeeze. Then she did something that surprised the hell out of me. She pulled in close, clinging to me. I could really feel her trembling now, shaking like a leaf in a stiff breeze. “No, no sign of giant insects,” she sputtered. “Sophia and I checked. Just the forest. Just the mushrooms. The cold.”

I wrapped us both in the cloak. “What’s going on with you? How can I help?”

Myrina yanked her away from me. “Report, Loxo. Tell us what you saw. Now!”

The Huntress pulled herself together. Kind of. Her jaw tightened, lips pressed into a hard, thin line, but her eyes were still wild. “I apologize, General,” she finally said. “The way is clear. Sophia and I were not ambushed like before.” Still, it was clear she was struggling. And I knew why. She’d very nearly died the last time we had to wade through a mushroom forest. 

“Then there is no issue.” Myrina’s voice was hard. Unforgiving. “You and Sophia will continue to scout ahead. And you will be less emotional during your next report, understood? It is unbecoming of an Amazon to react in such a manner.”

“Yes, General.” Loxo slid back into the mushroom forest and disappeared.

Sophia had witnessed the whole scene.

“Is she okay?” I asked my Teleporter.

Sophia shook her head, worry burning in her eyes. “No, she is not okay. Such a word, I find strange. O. K. Regardless, this place has brought back memories for Loxo. But we will serve you, War God. We will not be weak.” With that, she teleported away, leaving behind the smell of slightly rotten eggs. I was left alone with Myrina in the antechamber.

“Sophia, she at least understands the need for strength,” my general said. “She understands that weakness must be punished. There is no other way. If Loxo lets her fear take her, we can pull her from reconnaissance duties. We also have Bambi. She is not as skilled, but she can scout ahead. Losing Loxo wouldn’t hurt us too badly in the end.”

I turned on Myrina, giving her a long look. “First of all, I’d forgotten we have a Huntress named Bambi. Feels too on the nose, but I bet Phoebe liked the irony. Secondly, Loxo is obviously pretty messed up being in a place like this. Not sure if you’ve ever heard of PTSD, but it’s a thing. So maybe you could be a little nicer to her, huh?”

“We do not have the luxury of nice,” Myrina snapped. “We need iron wills. Always.” Her eyes bore into me. 

I didn’t look away. Didn’t flinch for a second. 

After an uncomfortably long beat, she averted her gaze, backing down. “This is useless. We only have five hours. If not less. These caves must be safe enough. Persephone was able to walk through them unmolested. We will be fine, I am sure of it.”

“Did someone say my name?” the goddess of spring walked into the antechamber on bare feet. She went to the entrance to observe the fire of the wicked red star currently moving through the Stair. She reached out a hand. “Oh my, it’s hot. But the stones will not burn. Acmon’s craft was better than that.” She turned to address us. “The army is drinking water and resting. The animals are eating from the feed we brought in the trailers. But we must not tarry here. We must keep moving.”

“Because of what’s on the Stair?” I asked. 

She shook her head. “Because of what is in the Submerged Labyrinth, the Ghosts of Minos Omega, and the Olympian Library.”

“Out of curiosity, do we need to actually pass through the labyrinth itself?” I wasn’t sure how that was going to work.

“Thankfully, no,” Persephone replied, tapping her chin thoughtfully. “On an unrelated note, I heard your general say five hours, if not less. When I sneaked through the Temple of Hades, however, I heard the demigod of rot say it took eight hours to grow and train his new armies when they came out of their birthing chambers. He was angry. He wanted to attack more often. But it was the woman with him that said it was impossible. So you do have five hours. Probably not less.”

“Regardless,” the Battle Warden spat, “I will not drag our feet, and I will not be nice.” She lasered me with her gaze. Then her eyes fell to the necklace around my neck, the clockwork cogs spinning in the locket. She sighed heavily, turned on a heel, and walked out of the room, muttering under her breath the whole while.

The godstone glimmered, like it was laughing at me. She is regretting your wish to remain a weakling. 

I didn’t respond. I was going to break the habit. No more talking to my jewelry.

Persephone watched her go. “Is this about me?” she asked.

“If only,” I muttered with a shake of my head. “Come on. Let’s go hike through the enchanted mushroom forest.”

A smile quirked across the goddess’ face. “This is going to be the easy part. Wait until you see what’s next.”

Well, that wasn’t ominous or anything. 

When I brushed past her, she grabbed me by a strap on my armor. “But perhaps you and I can continue our little discussion as we walk. I was about to feel your ...” she faltered, a wicked grin ghosting across her lips as one of her hands darted toward my groin. I cleared my throat as her fingers caressed the bare inside of my thigh. 

“I think we need to concentrate on the mission, Persephone. Not that I don’t think you’re beautiful.” I didn’t add that she was both pretty and a huge distraction. Then I wondered if she hadn’t been sent by Hades all along as a distraction. Was she helping us? Or was she just a sexy honeypot leading us into a trap? The Mirror of True Reflection had shown us she had a good heart. But Antiope knew about the mirror, which meant Hades knew about the mirror ...  And since Persephone was ever-changing, it might’ve prevented us from seeing her true nature. 

She could appear sweet and heroic and then turn vile on us. We had to watch her, I decided.

If she was cheese in the trap, however, I was going to enjoy the Brie for a second. I pulled her to me. I loved how she tasted, how she smelled, and how she kissed. Her body was soft and perfect against me. Then, sadly, I eased away, and her hand fell from my leg. I was certainly interested, but now just wasn’t the time or place for it.

She threw me a pout before sashaying away, giving me a great view of her swinging hips and bouncing ass. The godstone wasn’t saying anything. Too disgusted with me, probably. I sorta agreed. 

I left the antechamber behind and moved through the troops in the mushroom cave. Eyes brightened when they saw me. I said hello to my main Elementalists: Aella the Air-Witch, Otrere the Water-Witch, Calla the Flame-Witch, and Sabra, sweet Sabra. Her sister Forest-Witches had stayed behind to continue to brew potions, and if needed, they would fight to protect the sigils. They were still Amazons, after all. A bit like Marines in that way—every Marine a riflemen, first and foremost. 

My Beastiamancers had just finished feeding and watering their mounts. Toxaris saluted me with her bow, Ariadne grinned at me while leaning on her ax with Thunderfoot behind her. Euryleia and Buttercup—a giant Kodiak damn near as big as an elephant—were both chomping down honey-covered ground nuts. They nodded their heads at me in unison. Aww, a girl and her grizzly. They were the cutest.

Doris and Ianthe were less subtle. They both stormed over and grabbed my arms. Before I knew it, their breasts were pressed up against me. Apparently, holding the western walls of Lycastia City had bonded us like nothing else.

“Thank you for allowing us to come,” Doris purred into my ear. “While we honored our duty to guard the ocean gate, we would’ve been very disappointed if we had stayed behind.”

“Hippolyta is a good commanding officer,” Ianthe added, “but we would rather serve you directly.” And by the look in her eyes, that service seemed to include kissing and exchanging body fluids.

I extricated myself from the Battle Wardens. Since they were so strong, it took a minute. “Yes, we are glad to have you,” I said. “At some point, Hippolyta will have to join us on an away mission too. Keep up the good work.” They looked more than a little crestfallen but said nothing. When I got a chance, though, I planned to fully rectify their disappointment. Business first, I reminded myself.  

Once I was at the head of the army, we moved off at a brisk pace. 

The mushroom forest was a nice break, but we had to get going. The ground was flat, so our wheels rolled over it without a problem. Bats fluttered above, but they weren’t monsters, just normal winged mammals. A few big centipedes squirmed around the mushrooms, but nothing that seemed interested in attacking us. Spiders the size of my head hung from webs, but there was nothing piggish about them. Fat flies buzzed past us but didn’t attack. Yes, they were large and disgusting, but not aggressive. And they gave the spiders something to do.

At any moment, I thought some creature would come swimming out of the swirling mist covering the mushroom forest. I kept expecting to smell some undead thing, but the air didn’t smell like anything, just wet rock and the light, earthy aroma of mushrooms. 

Asteria morphed into a giant blue bat and went winging through the cave, squeaking up a storm. 

After about twenty minutes of walking, Persephone found me at the front. “War God, I hoped you have enjoyed this peaceful stroll through the mushrooms. It’s about to end. In my race to find you, I was relieved at this point in my journey. From here on out, the way will be far more difficult. You must prepare yourself for what is to come. If you wish to spend any alone time with me this may well be our last chan—”

She was cut off as Asteria swooped in low with Loxo clutched firmly in her bat claws. Loxo dropped, flipped, and landed like a cat while Asteria shifted into a giant centipede. She climbed around me, all those hooked feet tickling any exposed skin. I wasn’t that creeped out, since it was only Asteria and I was used to her shenanigans. But why wasn’t she turning human? And Loxo still wasn’t herself. She didn’t fall apart, but she was pale, her eyes furtive. The real kicker? No sex jokes. Something was up with her. Definitely. I just didn’t know what it was.

“Jacob,” the Huntress said. “We might have a problem.”

She pulled me over to show me that the mushroom cave dipped sharply downward. All the dripping water formed into rivulets that swept down an incline covered in slick moss.

Loxo stepped away. “You know how nimble I am, but watch.” She then addressed the centipede that had me clutched to her in a hundred legs. “Asteria, are you ready?”

Asteria clacked her mandibles together. I guess in bug that meant, “Yeah, let’s do it.”

Loxo took three steps down the perilously steep decline. A second later, she was sliding uncontrollably into darkness. Asteria shot forward, transforming into a bat. She dove, wings folded against her sides, grabbed Loxo with skeletal feet, then circled back toward us. Asteria dropped Loxo once more and then went soaring down into the consuming black below.

My Huntress frowned. “See? We cannot walk it. The winged horses might be able to fly down, but the darkness and mist make it difficult to see.”

By that time, Myrina and Phoebe had joined us. The Rune-Caster bled a bit of the pressure out of her steampunk mech in a hiss of steam.

Phoebe gazed down at the slippery slope. Holy Slip ’N Slide, Batman. No way are we going to be able to take hooved animals down there. We have bulls, not mountain goats. And I left the suction cups for my mech at home.

Myrina was quiet, pondering.

“How did you make it up the passage?” I asked Persephone.

She squeezed her eyes shut, brow furrowed in concentration. “It’s hard to remember.” She rubbed absently at one temple. “I know I should know, since this was after I swam across the Lethe, but my mind feels compromised.”

Now that’s a flashing red light, Phoebe sent. We’ve dealt with compromised minds before. There was lots of screaming and bleeding, if I’m remembering right.

Like always, Phoebe and I were on the same page. I agree. But we can’t turn back. There’s a giant red sun blocking the way. Besides, this might be our only shot to get the drop on Earl and Antiope. We just need to stay alert. Sharp. Remember, she did pass the mirror test. And in the myths about Persephone, she was the victim. She has every reason to hate Hades as much as we do.

“You should use your magic, spring goddess,” Myrina said quietly, giving me a dirty look. She knew Phoebe and I had been having another conversation. 

The spring goddess snapped her fingers. “Yes, OMZ, how silly of me!” She waved her hands down and plant life sprang from the very dirt. Vines erupted, making a kind of ladder over the running water and the slick, slimy floor.

Persephone walked elegantly onto the greenery. She turned and smiled. “Of course! It’s simple when you are the goddess of everything green! I can stay up here and use my vines to ease the vehicles down.” She put a finger to her lips. “Hmm, I should’ve done that on the Stair. Going down the steps would’ve been far easier!” She fell into red-faced giggling.

Behold! The wife of Hades. Phoebe rolled her eyes. If she’s hiding anything, she’s doing a great job of it.

Or was that what she wanted us to think? Had she purposefully forgotten her green powers to slow us down?

I wasn’t sure, but we’d committed ourselves. We’d have to deal with things as they came.

While Persephone spun more plants into life on the slope, I sent a message to Hippolyta back in Lycastia City and got no response.

I wasn’t surprised. Chances were, we weren’t even on Lycastia anymore. We were stuck in a cave in some other reality. The sigil might even now be destroyed, all the Amazons I’d left behind dead, and the city in ruins.

I shook away my doubts. The clockwork Amazons would fool Necro Earl and Antiope. This would work. It had to. 

The bears went down first, easily climbing the unnaturally thick foliage to the bottom of the slope, which was about three hundred yards straight down. Once we could see the bottom, Asteria turned herself into a blue grizzly and went sliding down on her back, grunting with very bear laughter. The rest of us followed suit, carefully clambering down the vines. Phoebe spidered out her mech’s legs and worked the feet down over the plants to reach the bottom. As for our Harvesters, trailers, and ballistae, Persephone stood at the top. Alone, she spun thick support beams out of wood and winched them down over the path she’d created.

I made a mental note to use Persephone’s powers more—seriously, she was like Sabra, if Sabra had the raw strength of a dozen Forest-Witches.

In a surprisingly short amount of time, my army was assembled once more at the bottom of the slick cliff face. The water had collected and pooled, becoming an underground river about a foot deep. Stones cluttered the impromptu riverbed, which made walking treacherous. It would slow us all to a crawl, but we would still be moving along at a better clip than we had on the Stair. 

Persephone, however, offered me a grin and a wink. She flicked out her fingers and uttered a muffled prayer. More vines, leaves, and flowers bloomed from the stone walls, draping down to create a living carpet along the riverbed, which would make things much easier going. Not easy, of course, but easier. An Amazon in soaked leather armor came creeping out from the darkness ahead. It was a Huntress with curly red hair, a curved short sword at her side, and a bow slung across her back. My nieces had loved the movie Brave, and damn, the Huntress looked just like Merida, the main character. 

“Greetings, War God!” she said, a flush edging her cheeks. 

“Hey, you,” I replied, struggling to recall her name. With a thought, I pulled up the gaming display and went through the various soldiers around me. I clicked on the icon of the woman in front of me. Her character sheet popped up. 

“Bambi!” I said a bit too loudly and with a bit too much enthusiasm. “Yes, greetings and salutations to you.”

Behind me, Myrina groaned. We were just not getting along. Dumb sexual tension.

“Loxo sent me to report to you, War God,” the red-haired woman said. “Up ahead, is ... You should come see. We’ve arrived at a library, a strange place.”

I thought about our Dora the Explorer list of places to visit. I looked for Persephone to ask her, but she was nowhere to be found.
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Books and Waterfalls Don’t Mix
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I PUSHED FORWARD, AN uneasy feeling growing in the pit of my stomach. Where in the hell was Persephone? I let out a ragged sigh of relief as I finally spotted the goddess in front of us. She swayed as she walked—head fixed forward as though she were in some strange trance. Ahead was the dim glow of natural light. 

I hurried up to her. “Persephone, my scouts say there’s some kind of library up ahead. Is it the Olympian Library you mentioned?”

She turned, her eyes hazy and unfocused. “What? Library? No, silly, that’s at the top of Minos Omega.” She shook her head. “This is the Bibliokryptikon.” My enhanced Intelligence clicked into gear. Bibliokryptikon could roughly be translated as hidden library. “It lies near one of the entrances to the Grand Labyrinth,” she continued. “And, as you’ll soon see, it is submerged. There are monsters on the other side. In the water.” A shudder ran through her, doing some very interesting things to her body. “So, so many monsters.”

Well, shit. That didn’t sound good.

I followed the goddess into a room out of a damaged fairy tale. The water was deeper here, and though the vines continued to sprout from the walls—creating convenient handholds—they could no longer serve as a rudimentary walkway, which left me trudging through frigid, thigh-high water. Persephone, on the other, had no such problems. She trekked on, walking on summoned lily pads, which she used like stepping stones. I was tempted to climb up onto the lily pads, but, unfortunately, they withered behind her—dead the moment she lifted her foot into the air. 

The chamber was square, a hundred feet by a hundred feet, at least. The underground river gushed into the room but then poured out from the other side in a torrent. Hundreds of feet above, warm light shined down. Was that the sun of another world? Or maybe some bit of magical crystal? The last underground kingdom I’d been in had crystals reflecting the sun. Had it been my sun, though? No way to know, and no way to find out since the entrance to Nyx had been sealed off forever.

A thought struck me out of left field. 

What if Nyx hadn’t been completely lost? What if the Stair had a landing that led there? What if Entomo, Euryale the Gorgon, or Cronos had beat feet into another galaxy? Fun with worlds. The multiverse was a big place. It was an interesting notion for sure, but one that didn’t really help me at the moment.

The walls of the secret library were lined with bookshelves and nooks for scrolls, all carved into the rock of the chamber. Everything not a bookcase or a scroll nook was lost in waterfalls that tumbled from high above. In the middle of the room was a pile of wreckage, the leftovers of a battle it seemed—the ruins of a chariot, damaged armor, shattered spears, broken swords, and skeletons showing off cleft skulls.

“Yes, I remember this place,” Persephone said as she swished forward, dancing from pad to pad. “The entrance to the Submerged Labyrinth is through there.” She pointed to the exit on the other side of the room.

Straight ahead, Loxo clung to the wall next to a waterfall. She plucked a scroll out of one of its spots and threw it to me with a flick of her wrist. She didn’t make a single joke about the holes in the walls. Or about the possibility of Homerian pornography being stashed away there. Deeply concerning. 

I caught the scroll and opened it up. Most of it was so water damaged, I couldn’t make anything out. But I did see some jagged bits of text and an image of two bearded men, one with a lightning bolt in his hand, the other with a trident, fighting. That trident looked damned familiar. I’d see Antiope wielding it at the battle for the western beach. No wonder she’d been able to bend the water to her will. If she’d been more clever, she might’ve lured me into the waves. However, I hadn’t taken the bait.

I read through the Greek—what I could make out of it, anyway. By that time, Phoebe came into the room on her mech, followed by a long blue snake, swimming across the surface of the water with matchless ease. Serpent Asteria carved through the room, circling around and around the wreckage in the middle, her tongue flicking in and out like mad.

I tossed the scroll to Phoebe. Hey, we can read it at the same time, if you don’t mind me looking over your shoulder. And by that, I mean, looking through your eyes.

Don’t mind a bit. I’m used to having you in me. Phoebe winked.

Glad you are making sex jokes. Loxo is all gloomy. And while we’re talking about Huntresses ... Bambi? Really? No way I approved that.

Phoebe’s eyes widened as she offered me her best shit-eating grin. What can I say? When you give us Rune-Casters free rein, you’re liable to wind up with all sorts of unexpected wonderfulness. Bambi is one such example, my friend. Now, get in me and let’s do some reading.

In the gaming display, I was able to look through her eyes and even control her body. That had been how Ares had kept Myrina paralyzed during his one on one with Hades all those millennia ago. My chief general had made it clear in no uncertain terms that I was not to possess her. Ever. It had scarred her like nothing else.

Phoebe and I read the scrap of text:

And lo, Phoebus Apollo was felled by a blow delivered by the hands of the Chthonic god. The shining one’s father wailed in grief. And yet the fists of the salty ocean would not give respite and thus the battle waged on as the thunderous sky father, lord of the wind, engaged in a pugilistic contest against the master of tides and storms. Brothers no more, the contest was bitter, until the might of ... something ... smote .... someone ... and another Olympian was laid low by an errant blow ordained by the cruel Fates who cut the lives of all short and ended worlds and decided the outcomes of battles and affected the harvest and altered the rolling of the dice for kings, gods, peasants, and beggars alike.

A little long-winded if you ask me, Phoebe sent. Must’ve been paid by the word. Or they were trying to hit their daily word count for NaNoWriMo.

I splashed over to the pile of battle trash in the middle, toeing at things with my sandal. How do you know about National Novel Writing Month? Even I’m not too up on that. 

I keep putting my Attribute Points to Intelligence. Duh. And I find the modern society on your alien world fascinating. So many writers. And these interwebs. So. Much. Porn.

You do know it’s the internet, not webs, right?

I heard her grunt of annoyance in my head. Interweb, internet, potato, potatoe. Anyway, my dude, back to the past. If I’m reading this right, the Chthonic God is Hades, and he killed Apollo. Zeus is all kinds of torn up about that, but then he can’t really give in to a good cry because Poseidon comes storming in. Boom. They throw down. And then someone else is hurt because of, and I quote, an “errant blow.” You can probably find an “errant blow” for cheap in Vegas. 

“Funny,” I said. 

Loxo was digging through other scrolls, but the water damage had destroyed most of the texts. Persephone rose on branches she created, ascending toward the light far above. She wasn’t a part of our messaging system, so I couldn’t exactly ask what she was doing. Hopefully, she wasn’t sounding the alarm and bringing in Olympians who hadn’t been killed in the war.

Keep an eye on her, will you? I said to Phoebe while I mulled over what the scroll had said, what I already knew about the god wars, and what the possible implications might be. So now we knew at least seven of the gods had fought each other: Zeus, Hades, Poseidon, Apollo, Ares, and Hephaestus. Persephone had been out of the action. However, her mother, Demeter, had sided with Zeus. For obvious reasons. 

I thought back to what Ares had said, but now I wasn’t sure I could trust it. He’d claimed he’d wanted to fight Hades himself, not to save the humans, but for the glory of battle and for victory. He’d said the other gods didn’t care. Maybe they had. Or maybe he was talking about the fight after the fact. Maybe the Olympians had grown tired of war. That made a certain sense. I still didn’t know enough to put the whole picture together, but a few things were starting to click into place.  

Slowly, I approached the chariot. 

Thanks to the godstone, I knew exactly who it belonged too. The two large wheels were made from silver and iron. Serrated knives protruded from the axles. Very Ben Hur. On the side, carved into the gold, was a picture of a sunrise. I went around to the front and saw a golden sun outlined with diamonds. On the other side was a picture of a sunset. The platform of the chariot was big enough for two people, maybe three if they really squished into the back. I’d been doing this whole War God gig for long enough to know this thing positively screamed magic. 

I touched it and my suspicions were confirmed. 

<<<>>>
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<<<>>>

I DISMISSED THE DESCRIPTION with a wave of my hand. 

Unfortunately, the minute my hand left the chariot, the skeletons littering the room shifted, bones grating, water sloshing. Crap. I pulled the War Blade free, preparing myself. As I looked on, I realized the skeletons themselves weren’t actually moving—there was something inside them wriggling around.

From above, I heard Persephone shriek. She came plunging through her vines, snapping them as she fell. Something was climbing down after her. Something big.

But my eyes were drawn to the bony bastards around me. Six-inch-long centipedes writhed inside the skulls of the skeletons. The red-and-gold insects unraveled their segmented bodies from inside the heads and rib cages of the long dead. They then raced out across the bones, creeping out of mouths or crawling out of eye sockets. What the hell? 

I stepped back, raising the crackling War Blade. I thought about using Lightning Lance, but I was standing in water. Not a good idea. I had the Crystal Scythe on my back, but that seemed like overkill for a few skeletons full of bugs. More restless movement stirred the waters. 

Correction. Make that a dozen.

Before and behind me, gates rose from the waters, blocking the entrance and exit, ensuring there was no easy way out. Both of the crude portcullises were cobbled together from silver cables and endless bits of bones—femurs, humeri, ribs, spinal columns—all meticulously strung together. The thick cables hoisting the gates into place ran into a series of honeycombed holes, manned by more of the freakish centipedes. But on closer inspection, it was clear these centipedes weren’t your normal, run-of-the-mill insects. 

Through the smoky-red glass of their carapaces, bronze gears whirred and pistons fired. The little assholes were clockwork critters, scurrying about on clacking bronze legs. Well, this was certainly something you didn’t see every day. I watched, frozen in fascination as the skeleton-bound centipedes vomited gossamer, micro-thin filament from their metal jaws, creating sinew and muscles. The filament allowed the steampunk nightmares to control the skeletal bodies like grisly, undead puppets.  

Myrina and the bulk of my army were stuck behind the portcullis blocking the entrance. Myrina gripped the bone bars, but even with her prodigious strength, she couldn’t break through. 

I couldn’t worry about her, though. I needed to worry about me for the time being.

The centipede-driven skeletons were on their feet now and shambling toward me. One of the undead horrors reached into the waters, fishing out a rusty spear, which it hurled at me. I slapped the incoming weapon away with the Sower’s Glass shield. But in that split second, two more skeletons with short swords and shields had closed the distance. 

Phoebe’s buzz saw roared to life. She hacked into the steel muscles of the skeletons and through the bones underneath. Miniature gears from dying centipedes rained into the murky water.

Loxo fired arrows from her perch on the wall, but those were going to do fuck all against what we were fighting. 

I slashed an arm off a skeleton, but the centipede inside it merely puked out more steel fiber and pulled the limb back into place. In retaliation, I cleaved through a skull, bashing the bug inside to pieces, spilling more clockwork guts in the process. Another centipede wriggled inside to take control without missing a beat. More skeletons had joined the fray, hemming me in on all sides. I feinted left, then drove right, slicing a skeleton in half at the waist. The torso toppled with a splash, but the legs kept right on coming. 

I spun, narrowly avoiding a wicked thrust from a silver-tipped harpoon, but caught a sword blade across my left arm for my trouble.

I ignored the bright line of red carved across my tricep, booted the offending asshole in the chest, and battled on.  

Meanwhile, Phoebe fired crossbow bolts, quarrel after quarrel, pushing a skeleton back until she literally pinned it to the wall with feathered shafts. The whole time, her buzz saw screamed, slashing apart any skeleton ballsy enough to get inside her range. The problem was, the damned clockwork creatures just kept stitching the undead creatures back together. And worst of all, even when we managed to destroy the mechanical centipedes, the pieces were quickly pulled away by collector centipedes and reformed into new metal monsters.

I blocked an incoming strike with one bracer before cutting the skeleton down like a diseased tree. I backpedaled a step, scanning the room and doing a quick count. Thirty-six of the skeletons against the five of us, though I couldn’t find Asteria anywhere. Wait, make that six. Sophia teleported in with a flash of purple. She fought with a blessed katana that glimmered silver with enchantments. She cut off a head, disappeared in a cloud of smoke, then reappeared across the room, slashing through an insect. Those things were our real targets. Maybe if we could kill enough of the centipedes, we’d be able to destroy their puppets. 

But, damn, there sure were a lot of the bugs.

Crawling down from above us were two dozen more of the skeletons, similar to the ones we were currently fighting. And what I thought was sunlight? Nope. Not even close. It was a circlet around the head of one of the skeletons, glowing with a blinding light.

This skeleton was different than the others. Bigger. Badder. Meaner. And he didn’t have centipedes calling the shots. It seemed his limbs were animated by bad old-fashioned necromancy. The skeleton wore a rotting leather jerkin and carried two sickles, both of which glowed a sickly green. Screw Kermit the Frog. Green meant death magic.

That was the alpha skeleton, all right. Good. I was in the mood for some smiting.
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A Tasty Little Snack
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MYRINA CONTINUED TO pound on the steel-covered bones blocking her way into the secret library. She managed to bash through one section with her xiphos, but then the centipede machines spun more steel thread and repaired the damaged portcullis. They were industrious little suckers, no doubt about that.

So, for the moment, Loxo, Phoebe, Persephone, Sophia, and I fought the skeletons. There was still no sign of Asteria, which was no bueno since we needed all the help we could get. With a frantic thought, I messaged her on the fly. Asteria, we need you! Priority One. 911. Hurry the hell back!

It was getting so hard to see—that fucking circlet around the undead warrior’s head was blinding. Well, I was going to add to the light. First things first, I lit up Loxo, Phoebe, Persephone, Sophia, and myself with Burning Aura. It was a measly fifteen Divine Essence Points. I hardly felt the pinch. But the skeletons who faced me and my crew would feel it, since they would now take an additional seventy-five points worth of fire damage. Instantly, I saw some of the centipedes begin to smoke and smolder from the heat, the delicate gears unable to handle the rising temperatures. 

With a whisper of will and a touch of Divine Essence, I triggered Defender, transforming my skin to steel. The rusted weapons of the skeletons clanged against my arms and chest and slid away without leaving so much as a scratch. I wouldn’t want to try that against circlet boy, though. His dual sickles looked like they were packing some potent magic, which meant they’d probably be able to pierce my skin. Magic tended to defy physics and even common sense, so it always paid to play things safe when the arcane was involved.

Loxo was still on the wall, staying out of the reach of the skeletons as she fired arrow after arrow. 

Sophia bounced around the room, first one of her, then two, as she accessed her Temporal Form ability. Two Sophias for the price of one.

Phoebe, Persephone, and I were right in the thick of things. Phoebe used her buzz saw to slice, dice, and power chop the bone warriors, while Persephone tangled them up in layers of roots or ripped their arms and legs off with slithering vines.

I hurled the War Blade into the air, letting it fight on its own; it seemed to really like the idea. The blade immediately went after the geared-up centipedes, hacking them apart with uncanny precision while ignoring the bones completely. Smart sword.

While the War Blade fought without me, I raised my hands, palms up, fingers splayed wide. A cloud of three-inch-long emerald-colored insects exploded outward. Wings buzzed from their green backs as the upper portion of the library filled with enough locusts to overwhelm a subway car. My bugs were hungry and didn’t discriminate too much. They immediately set upon Persephone’s plants—chomping through stalks and leaves—then moved on to the skeletons and their clockwork passengers. The skeletons were stopped in their tracks as the preternatural locusts devoured steel muscles or ate through centipede carapaces. Even circlet boy had to pause as my bug buddies nibbled on his joints.

Meanwhile ...

Loxo had finally entered the fray directly. She had her xiphos and Snow Claw out, and while she parried blows with her short sword, she slashed with the magical dagger. The wet filament and bones froze solid, as did the centipedes. The centipedes were resilient against straight physical damage, but they didn’t handle elemental attacks well.  

Off to my right, there was a splash and a roar as Asteria finally appeared in answer to my distress call. She emerged in a spray of glory and turned into a blue velociraptor. She let out a ferocious, reptilian shriek and launched herself through the air, slamming into the nearest skeleton and bearing the creature to the ground. She laid into the undead minion with powerful, crunching jaws—it sounded exactly like my friend’s golden retriever chomping on dog bones. Crunch, crunch, crunch.

If she didn’t break a tooth, her choppers would be bright, shiny, and clean.

One of the Sophias teleported into the hallway, only to pop back in an eyeblink later, this time with Myrina in tow. The ornery Battle Warden hit the ground running, carving a path of absolute carnage with her blessed xiphos. Skeleton limbs flew, centipedes died. Finally, she was able to take her rage out on the monsters around us, and she wasn’t holding back.

Bones and bits of centipedes tumbled down on us from the damage my locusts were doing. Circlet boy, though, had somehow turned his bones into solid steel. If I didn’t know any better, I’d say he’d cast Defender, though I couldn’t begin to fathom how that worked. The skeleton let out a war cry of defiant challenge and charged me, sickles raised high in ossified fists.  

“He’s mine!” I growled.

I wasn’t taking any chances. We didn’t have time to dick around, and I wasn’t going to be taken down by some Ray Harryhausen extra dipped in steel sauce.

I dropped the Sower’s Glass shield, and it dangled from my armor by a leather thong. Then, without a second thought, I seized the Crystal Scythe from the housing on my back.

Finally! the godstone’s voice thundered in my head, elated and triumphant.

The skeleton with the shining circlet around his head leapt forward, swinging his weapons with the intent to carve me up like a Thanksgiving turkey. 

I struck first, using the Crystal Scythe and triggering my new Smite ability in the process.

Holy shit, this was going to be good. The item’s stats popped up in my consciousness.

<<<>>>
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<<<>>>

THE GEM IN MY CHEST was positively booming with laughter. The Necklace of Asclepius buzzed like a lost teenager’s cell phone on her prom night, but I ignored it, instead reveling in the sheer, delicious primal energy of the weapon in my hands. Around me, the air pulsated with power, and a droning sound filled the room. I targeted the incoming skeleton king and I Smote the motherfucker right and proper. The minute my scythe hit him in the chest that droning became a single, solid, apocalyptic boom!

Time seemed to lurch and stop as a metric shit-ton of damage hit the steel-boned skeleton like a freight train.

Let’s pause here for a little battle math. The base damage of the Crystal Scythe was 250 points plus another hundred for frost damage. The skeleton took an additional seventy-five points of fire damage on the chin—courtesy of Blazing Aura—then got a mean sucker punch by the frost damage when the scythe blade slammed into his bony ass. Fry ’em, then freeze ’em, that was our motto. And thanks to the Hecate’s Edge effect, I cut through the skeleton’s Defender ability like it was lime Jell-O, hold the marshmallows. Now, add in an extra three points to my Strength, which increased my base attack damage to a whopping 530. 

So, even before the Smiting began, I was doing 955 points of damage right out of the gate. To give some perspective, I had 1,135 Health points. So that one blow would’ve nearly killed me.

Now, add in Smite and double—yes, double—that number. An attack like that would’ve cut me in half without missing a beat. The skeleton took 1,910 points of damage. He fared no better than I would have. 

Circlet boy disintegrated on impact. Poof, gone, as though I’d simply erased him from reality.

The golden crown winked off and plunged into the water along with the pair of sickles the skeleton king had been holding a moment before. There was still some fighting to do, but instead of hooking and jabbing, I threw my head back and laughed like a maniac—the godstone laughed with me, drunk on the power I held.

The bone gate behind me blasted inward, sending steampunk creepy-crawlies and bone fragments flying in a hail of shrapnel.

The skeletons in the room, covered in steel and centipedes, exploded against the walls. Most had either been sliced by the War Blade, buzz-sawed by Phoebe, or Snow Clawed by Loxo, so those collapsed in a mess of cogs, bones, and filament. 

Because of the Crystal Scythe’s Leech Touch effect, I received five Divine Essence Points for every kill. That made me laugh even harder. I was stronger after the fight than I had been before.

Any skeletons that had survived the Smite were knocked to their knees, where Myrina dispatched them quickly, cracking through insects and hacking through cogs at a truly impressive rate.

Asteria chomped up the rest, spitting out a sword here or a buckler there.

As my laughter finally subsided, I bent over and fished the circlet from the waters, curious about its capabilities. As I thought, it was a magical item, and not just any crown either. It had belonged to Apollo himself.

<<<>>>
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<<<>>>

WAIT, WHAT DID THAT say? What was that first one? Increases the wearer’s level by one ...

I read and reread the description in utter disbelief, then flicked off my helmet and placed the circlet on my head. I opened my character sheet and found I was now a level twenty-seven war god. I even had ten Attribute Points and an Ability Point to play with. This thing was unbelievable. A tasty little snack, indeed.

The circlet had obviously animated the skeleton, and the creature had used its Ability Point to gain access to the Defender miracle. Clever, really. Just not clever enough to stop me.

Myrina came over and tried to pluck the Crystal Scythe out of my hand. She let out a shriek and fell to a knee in the water.

Her face wrinkled over. Her hair grayed until it was white. Her muscles atrophied before my eyes and her skin hung like curtains from her bony arms. She opened her mouth to reveal yellowed, chipped teeth.

My heart died in my chest.

I bent and touched her. The minute I did, her flesh thickened, the gold returned to her hair, and her face was unlined once more. She’d just touched the Crystal Scythe. What would happen if she held it for any length of time? I wasn’t sure, but I didn’t want to find out. That was some fucked-up shit right there.

Instead of being on the verge of tears at being crone-i-fied, she stood and pushed me. “We agreed, no more Crystal Scythe! What were you thinking!”

My new necklace shook on my chest. The gears whirred, creating a high-pitched whine. The godstone flared, pulsed, heat washing along my arms and legs. I didn’t say what it wanted me to say, which was something like, Back off, bitch! You’ve been riding my ass since I landed on this godforsaken island. 

Instead, I gave her a grin. “It’s me, Jacob. Still me. Still okay. No harm, no foul.”

Persephone reached down and pulled the two sickles out of the murk. She looked at them in wonder as tears tracked down her cheeks.

I splashed through the water to get to her. “Persephone, what it is?”

“These were my mother’s.” She choked back a sob. “If she lost them in the battle, she might have been killed. After all these centuries, I thought I’d steeled myself against the idea of her death. But I haven’t. Now I know I haven’t.”

I took her in my arms to comfort her.

Myrina let us have a minute and moved through the chamber to get to the portcullis blocking the other side. Those clockwork centipedes hadn’t been affected by my Smiting, and so they still held the bone gate closed.

At least they did until Asteria turned into a blue pachycephalosaur—an ancient lizard as big as an elephant with a big, bony skull and a long tail—and went to town. She was basically a battering ram on two clawed feet. My Beastiamancer swept her tail into the Helios Chariot, knocking it over. She then backed up, lowered her bony head, and charged, smashing through the gate as though it were made of toothpicks and dental floss. Myrina speared the remaining centipedes as they tried to fix the damage caused by the blue dinosaur.

Loxo also helped, freezing the bugs with Snow Claw.

Phoebe held back, watching from her mech.

Persephone continued to sob in my arms. Well, this was a new one. Never thought I’d be comforting Hades’ wife. “Persephone, we’ll figure out what happened to your mother,” I said. “This secret library was washed out, but the Olympian Library might have some information on what happened in the war. I mean, it’s possible she’s not dead at all. We just need to keep going if we want answers.” 

She only cried harder.  

After another few minutes, her quiet sobbing finally ceased and she pulled away, eyes red and puffy, streaks running down her cheeks. 

“Thank you, War God,” she said, swiping at her nose with the back of one hand. “All of this is just so much. The journey. The holes in my memory. Now this. It is just so very much to process.” She fell silent, her face changing subtly—jaw tightening, eyes growing hard with resolve. “This is Hades’ fault. All of it.” She nodded as though she had made some sort of decision. “I intend to make him pay for everything he’s done to me.” She held up one of the sickles, the blade glinting and shimmering with ancient power. “Everything.”

“Out of curiosity,” I said, “any chance I can see one of those? Just to check out what’s under the hood.”

“Of course, War God. Anything for you.” She offered them to me with a tight-lipped smile and a flutter of eyelashes. 

The minute I touched them, the gaming display showed me their properties.

<<<>>>
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<<<>>>

I READ THROUGH THE description twice, and for a long beat, I kinda wanted to play the finders-keepers card. Eight attacks with the weapons? And I could throw them? Damn. And with that Root Feet ability, I could turn my enemies into wheat and then mow them down. The weapons didn’t hold a candle to the Crystal Scythe, or even the War Blade for that matter, but they still had a helluva kick.

“Is it okay if I keep them?” Persephone asked as I finished my inspection.

“They’re your mother’s,” I replied, shrugging one shoulder. “There’s no way I could take them from you. To be honest, I can’t wait to see you shove them right up Hades’ ass. These are some sick sickles. Get it?”

She raised an eyebrow. “No. I do not understand how a weapon can be ill, but yes, I too cannot wait for retribution against my loathsome husband.”

Phoebe’s voice filled my head. Fun with idioms! Amaze your friends with your knowledge of American slang. Be the life of the party!

I grinned at the Rune-Caster and rolled my eyes.

The spring goddess sprouted vines around her waist, turning the magical foliage into customized holsters grown from tangles of vine and vibrant spring flowers. “This is bad business,” she noted idly as she slid the weapons home into their new sheaths. “Surely, Daedalus will know we are passing through his realm. We will not make it through Minos Omega without facing him.”

I had to think for a minute. Daedalus had been a mortal, but he’d been a genius—think Elon Musk, Steve Jobs, and Nikola Tesla all rolled into one. His ideas and engineering had astounded the gods themselves, though his creations had caused far more harm than good nine times out of ten. The question was, what was he doing banging around down here? There had been a battle in the Bibliokryptikon, clearly, and Apollo had lost, but how exactly did the mad engineer fit into the picture?

***
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WITH THE LOOT MOSTLY collected, I dismissed Myrina so she could get the rest of the troops ready to roll out, then sent Asteria, Loxo, and Sophia on to run recon in the next passage. Persephone opted to go with them. 

There was still one item that needed to be dealt with, however.  

Phoebe splashed her mech around the Helios Chariot and the remains of the alpha skeleton I’d killed. I’m wondering if the circlet gave the skeleton life, she sent. I mean, it basically made him a level-one god. As for the others? Yeah, those were engineered, probably by Daedalus himself. The dude laid a nice little trap for us. And we took it hook, line, and sinker. But we survived, so I figure we should at least claim our prize. Using her mech, she carefully flipped the gaudy chariot upright. So, are you gonna give Apollo’s chariot a try or what, my dude?

The answer to that was hell, yeah, squared. I shot her a wink and a finger gun, then climbed up into the driver’s seat, feeling the thrum of potent energy run up through my feet and vibrate inside my chest, resonating with the godstone. True, we might’ve been in the heart of some cursed lost world, but I couldn’t help but smile like a maniac. How many chances did a guy get to ride the chariot responsible for hauling the sun around? Time to take this puppy for a test drive.
	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]




Don’t Drink the Water
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THE THRUM OF POWER grew in intensity, and suddenly the Helios Chariot lifted off the trash heap and floated above the water. The wheels spun lazily. The poles, hitches, and harnesses hadn’t been on the chariot, but as it hovered in the air, all that changed. The chariot bled golden light from the chassis as white smoke boiled out from the wheels; poles, tack, and reins of golden energy appeared an instant later. The mist leaking from the wheels swirled and ebbed, forming the shapes of two enormous, shadowy stallions. Their hooves, manes, tails, and eyes burst into sudden and violent flame. 

Some of the Amazons inside the tunnel let out a gasp of shock. Others laughed in wonder.

A surge of adrenaline and excitement washed through me as I took up the reins, wrapping them around my fist. 

Wow! Talk about a chariot of fire! Phoebe sent.

I couldn’t answer. I was too busy learning how to fly the chariot that at one point might have dragged the sun across the sky. I gave the reins an experimental flick. Part shadow, part flame, the horses took off running, but we didn’t have very much room. They yanked me and the chariot toward a wall. I braced myself for impact, but they simply rose and galloped up the wall, their smoky muscles and great hooves of fire working. I was pulled up with them, but they soon turned around and descended. 

I held on for dear life. At the turn, the chariot banged into a bookcase and tomes went falling into the gushing water. We raced around the room on the wall at a ninety-degree angle, perpendicular to the water. Gravity didn’t seem to quite work like it should with the chariot. The horses jumped over the waterfalls but pulled me right through the gushing water. I was already wet, so it wasn’t a big deal, but it was cold.

Around we went until I shifted my weight and pulled up on the reins. The chariot bounced off a wall and abruptly I was parallel to the ground. I pulled up more and the horses stopped running entirely. I floated twenty feet in the air, as did they. I didn’t want to go careening down, but by pushing the reins toward my knees, I was able to levitate down. Raising the reins up above my shoulders took me, the chariot, and the fire ponies skyward. I was getting the hang of it.

I floated down until I was near Phoebe. How do you think I, uh, turn them off? I asked.

The Balrog horseys? Hmmmm. Maybe try wrapping the reins around the hook, she suggested.

Shadow and flame. Funny. I took the reins and followed her suggestion, looping them around the hook jutting from the chariot’s frame. The minute I did, the smoke and fire faded away, leaving only the distant smell of a campfire and the stink of the two wet horses. 

With a little more practice, I saw that I could adjust the settings of the chariot so I didn’t need two horses but could get away with one. From the description, it seemed I could have as many as six.

I pondered the ability to travel at the speed of light. Once per day. Okay, anyone want to take a trip around the solar system? Pretty cool, though I wasn’t going to be able to do the Holdo Maneuver, which was a little sad. But then, you couldn’t win them all. I could, however, blind my enemies or flash-fry their asses with the Helios Chariot. Add in my own weapons, miracles, and skills, and, well, I was feeling better and better about my chances of winning this little war. But maybe Ares had thought the same thing.

Speaking of which, I checked the Necklace of Asclepius in my gaming display and saw that the charge was down to twenty-six percent. I reached up and grabbed it, hitting it with a few rounds of Lightning Lance. The Divine Essence left my cells, transferring into the necklace. In next to no time, it was back up to 100%.

But the clock was ticking. We had to get going.

Myrina came sloshing through from the other tunnel. “War God, we have found the entrance to the Submerged Labyrinth. We have a serious problem, though. Come and look.”

I grinned. “Aren’t you going to comment on the fact that I’m riding in a floating chariot?”

She gave me the oddest look. Then she steeled herself. Whatever it was down there, she was even more dour than usual.

Phoebe laughed. “I will coordinate our troops and get them going again, Jacob,” she offered, her mech lurching into motion. She shot me a playful wink as she headed out of the chamber.

I chose the one-horse option, and a single stallion appeared. I was able to sink us down until his flaming hooves floated just above the water. I reached back a hand. “Get on, Myrina.”

She hesitated for only a heartbeat before accepting my hand and climbing into the chariot beside me. I gave the reins a flick and the horse broke into a slow trot, pulling us through the opening and down flooded steps to another room, this one square and smaller, only about fifty feet by fifty feet. The walls here didn’t have books but friezes of Theseus, the Minotaur, and a winged dude with shocking black hair, who had to be Icarus. The floor, once marble, was now just a waterlogged mess. Loxo and Persephone stood before a grand archway at the far side of the room. Carved into the top was a Greek inscription that didn’t exactly inspire confidence:

Welcome to the Infinite Labyrinth. The Wise Will Turn Back. The Foolish Will Die.

Even more unnerving was the fact that Loxo was sheet white and violently trembling, while the perpetually optimistic Asteria was curled up in a corner of the room, her legs tucked into her stomach.

What in the fuck had they run in to?

I banked the chariot around and came to a stop by Loxo and Persephone. 

The spring goddess frowned. “I forgot about the things ... in the water.”

Again, her loss of memory seemed too convenient. Was she purposefully trying to slow us down?

“Loxo?” I raised my eyebrows. “What’s going on?”

She pointed to the entrance, sweat bright on her otherwise ashen face.

“Fly your chariot into the passageway,” Myrina replied when Loxo didn’t immediately answer. “Then keep an eye on the water.”

I snapped the reins, took off, and slowly, carefully, maneuvered the fire pony through the archway. An odd metal mesh separated the water in the staging room from the water in the labyrinth. The tunnel itself was ten feet wide—the walls crafted from huge blocks of black granite—and the ceiling above was at least ten feet up from the water line. I glanced down into the watery depths below the chariot. It was hard to tell exactly how deep the water was, but, at a guess, I’d say the water was probably ten feet deep as well. It didn’t take long before I spotted the sleek shapes slicing through the depths with preternatural speed and grace.  

There were fish down there. A lot of them. 

“Watch,” Myrina said as she took a bit of smoked spider pork out of a pouch and dropped it. Immediately, what I thought were fish raced upward and the water boiled as the things fought for the food. The fish had bronze teeth, rows and rows and rows of them. There seemed to be a million of the suckers, and, holy crap, they were mean. One was pushed out of the water by the others. It writhed, a foot long, the gears of its clockwork body whirling even as it gnashed all its metal teeth together.

Steampunk piranhas. Of course that was what was in the Submerged Labyrinth. 

The worst thing was, there was no way my Amazons would be able to swim through that water. Besides, it was far too deep for our Harvesters to drive through. There was enough exposed space above the water for the chariot and the winged mounts to maneuver, but this would cripple our army. 

I watched, nauseated, as piranhas leapt from the water to bite at the hooves of my horse. Their serrated bronze teeth went right through him, but the fire didn’t seem to bother them at all. I extended a hand and hit the fish with a burst of Lightning Lance. No effect. In fact, I saw a few swell in size and thrash around even more violently. Almost as if they liked the lightning.

Looking down into the frantic, churning waters, I found myself at a complete loss. I mean, if there had been a big-ass squid in the water, we could’ve fought it, but there were millions of these things. How could we possibly contend with an enemy like that? 

Maybe with cold? I took the Crystal Scythe and touched it to the surface. Yes, it froze the water a couple of inches, but then the piranhas chomped through the ice in seconds and tried to gnaw through the scythe. Good luck with that.

So fire wouldn’t work, cold seemed about as useful as ejector seats on a helicopter, and lightning only made them do a happy dance. This was a quandary. I turned off my horse, shifted the chariot around 180 degrees, and then reactivated the fire steed. It took us out of the passage and back into the staging room we’d left behind a few moments ago.

As we flew, Myrna explained why Asteria was huddled up in the corner. “She hit the water as a dolphin, and then those creatures tore into her without mercy. She was fast enough to get free, but it was a near thing, even for her. Those fish could have eaten her—no, would have eaten her—in seconds. We must find a way through, but I am at a loss.”

Now the mesh at the entrance made sense. It let the water from the river flow through but kept the clockwork piranhas contained inside the Submerged Labyrinth.

“Yeah,” I agreed. “But it’s a maze. So not only are we dealing with the clockwork piranhas—compliments of Daedalus, if I had to guess—but we’ll also have to figure out how to get through the labyrinth itself.”

“That is part of what I do not understand, War God. Daedalus, he should be dead,” Myrina said firmly. “He was mortal. His presence in this place is beyond troubling. Perhaps the Queen of the Underworld would know?” She stole a sidelong glance at Persephone.

The goddess stood on a lily pad, elevated above the knee-deep water in the staging room. There were still tears on her face from when she’d wept over her mother. The plant holsters holding the sickles were working perfectly, and I hoped we’d find Demeter alive. Maybe she could tell us more about the Olympian War.

“There are countless souls there,” the spring goddess replied evenly. She seemed in a particularly stately mood at the moment. “I do not know if Daedalus is alive or dead. But I can tell you how I passed over the Submerged Labyrinth.”

“Please do,” I said. 

“Very well.” She strode across the water, conjuring lily pads as she walked, then stopped at the edge of the mesh retaining net. Laser focused, she lifted her hands and conjured plants from nothing. The greenery took root on the walls of the maze tunnel and dropped down, forming a rough bridge of vegetation, just as she’d done before. She stepped onto the lattice of vines and flowers she’d made and scrambled across it as quickly as her legs would carry her. Naturally, the clockwork piranhas below went positively apeshit, throwing themselves out of the water, grinding through the branches, eating the flowers. She turned sharply and headed back toward us at a jog, leaping off as the leafy bridge vanished into a multitude of toothy maws.  

I caught her before she hit the ground like a load of bricks. 

Phoebe’s voice filled my head. Okay, so we might be able to hustle some of our Amazons across Persephone’s magical rope bridge, but they’d have to move awfully quick. As for the Harvesters? Our ballistae? Our supplies? That’s just not going to work. And the animals would be too slow.

Sitting in the chariot, I thought about going myself. In the chariot, I could maneuver through the labyrinth just fine, and I could take Persephone with me to show me the way.  Asteria could spider along the walls without a problem. Phoebe’s mech could extend her legs to walk through the depths. She’d done it before on Nyx, and I doubted the steampunk piranhas could get through the reinforced steel legs. With Persephone’s plant magic, we could take a small contingent as well. That would leave us outgunned, but with the magical items we’d found—the circlet, the chariot, the sickles—we’d have a fighting chance at least. But the whole purpose of this strike was to throw all our forces against Necro Earl and Antiope. 

My Amazons all waited for me to speak, but I didn’t have an easy answer. “Okay, guys, this puts a damper on things,” I finally said, breaking the uneasy quiet.

Damper. As in damp. As in water. Funny. That was from Phoebe, of course.

I ignored the lame joke. “And we don’t have much time to figure this out. I think the best plan of action is to form a strike team and leave the reinforcements behind.” 

The women stirred, none daring to voice an open complaint, but it was clear they were deeply unhappy with the decision. 

“I know it’s not ideal”—I raised a hand to quiet them—“but I got a free level and free Attribute Points. I can put that into my combat abilities. Maybe double down on Smite. Or there’s Bloodlust to consider. Anyway, we can take a good number of our troops, but I just don’t see a way to bring the animals or the supply wagons. Better we strike now while we have an opportunity. Besides, we can’t go back. Chances are high that the red giant is still blocking our way back through the Stair.”

Everyone was quiet for a little while. Somber.

No jokes from Loxo. I thought about throwing her something, maybe use the word “moist” in a sentence. Even then, I wasn’t sure I’d get a response. I needed to find out what was going on with her, but my to-do list included saving the universe, so that took priority.

Myrina gave me the fish-eye. “Is the necklace working, Jacob? Because you are sounding like Ares.”

“No, I’m not,” I insisted. “This is Jacob Merely, coming at you live from the bowels of the mythic labyrinth. I’m fine standing behind my army, but the problem is, I can’t get my army through. So I’ll have to step up and be a badass. Which I can do. Easily.” I gave her a grin to show my bravado was just a joke. Well, mostly a joke.

Myrina went stock-still, her face an emotionless mask.

“Wait,” Phoebe said aloud. “Wait, wait, wait. I have it.” 

We all turned to her.

She blushed, suddenly uncomfortable at the surge of attention. “Well, we can’t ford the water, we can’t swim it, and we can’t bridge it. But what if the water just wasn’t there? Otrere is a Water-Witch—and a super awesome one at that. She can manipulate water, a lot of water if push really comes to shove. Normally she wouldn’t be able to keep up her strength long enough to see us through, but we brought a ton of Exousía potions along with us. If she can push the water back, then all those little fishies won’t be able to snack on us.”

I smiled and laughed. “Quick thinking, Phoebe. Seriously. Nice work.”

She returned the smile. See? The Intelligence points have given me more than just the witty repartee you know and love.

I messaged Sophia and Otrere, who appeared in the entrance chamber an instant later. Otrere had soft blond hair and rounded features, and she was chestier then I remembered. Then again, generally when I was around my Water-Witch, she was healing me from grievous wounds. Hard to focus on anything when you’re bleeding out or suffering through smashed ribs and broken legs. She wore vambraces on her wrists and greaves on her shapely calves. A hardened linen skirt protected her thighs, and a white-and-blue tunic covered her curvy frame. Her thick leather belt held a half dozen Exousía potions.

She approached and nervously swept a golden strand of hair behind her ear. “Yes, War God. Are you injured?”

“Not quite.” I motioned to the entrance of the labyrinth’s tunnel. “I was actually wondering if you could use your skills to clear a way for us through these waters?”

She seesawed her head back and forth. “I do not know. Let me try.”

Are you ready for some Moses shit, boss? Phoebe sent, mouth stretched into a wide grin.

Parting the Red Sea? Sure, I am, I responded.

Otrere moved to the archway, planted her feet, and squared her shoulders like she was preparing for a knock-down, drag-out. She raised both hands, fingers spread wide, a faint cerulean glow emanating from her palms. The water swirled and churned, slowly at first, and then all at once the water in the labyrinth tunnel split in half, creating a six-foot channel with walls of solid water to the left and right. The piranhas were still there, of course, thrashing violently in the twin walls of water, but they couldn’t touch us.

Even better, a set of slick stairs led down to the bottom of the labyrinth passageway, some ten feet below.  

The Water-Witch moved forward, sandals slapping against wet stone. The water almost seemed to flinch back at her approach. Finally, Otrere turned and offered me a shining smile. She wasn’t even sweating. “Is this what you mean, War God?”

Before I could answer, a piranha leapt from the water and flopped onto the floor of the labyrinth tunnel. I watched, captivated. The gears spinning in its side slowly came to a halt, guttering, then dying. It seemed the fishies needed water to survive.

Otrere stepped forward, heading down onto the stairs. “I should be able to keep our army on dry stone, but this will be taxing, and I must go slowly.”

That would be a problem. We didn’t have all day. Actually, we had four hours to get to the Temple of Hades or we’d lose everything. But there was a solution here, I could feel it. I mulled over the problem for a half a minute, rubbing at the scruff on my chin as I thought.

“We’ll split up,” I decided. “The Harvesters and the Beastiamancers will stay with Otrere. As for the rest of our forces, we’ll strike out first and take them across Persephone’s vine bridges. It’s not a perfect plan, and splitting the party is always dangerous, but this is the best we can hope for, I think.”

Loxo let out a sigh. “Into the labyrinth, a maze so complex even Daedalus, the man who created it, could hardly beat it. And we must not forget there will be a monster in the middle. I do not see how we’ll survive this.”

The fear on her face was apparent.
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Mortal Terror
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“FEAR NOT, LOXO,” PERSEPHONE said. “You forget that I have already traversed the labyrinth once. And, if you notice, along the walls are the remnants of my roots. We can follow them.”

“Also, I have thread. Lots of thread. I came prepared,” Phoebe said. She motioned to a spindle of silver thread on her steampunk mech. She cranked her walker up a few more feet, telescoping out the legs to an amazing degree. That was my Rune-Caster, amazing in all sorts of ways.

Loxo swallowed and nodded, but her knuckles gripping the sides of the chariot were still white. “Let me talk with Loxo a minute alone,” I said. “You guys start dividing up who is staying with Otrere and who is going with us. And Otrere,” I said, facing the Water-Witch, “that’s good enough for now. Save your strength until it’s go time.” 

The Water-Witch nodded and slowly backed up the stairs and into the staging room, letting the watery walls flood back into place. The piranhas immediately fought the current and swam up to the mesh barrier separating the labyrinth from the entrance room, but the fish didn’t even try eating through the metal. Must’ve had some sort of mystic properties to keep them at bay like that.  

I lowered the chariot. Myrina splashed off, giving my Huntress and I some privacy. Asteria was still in the corner, but she’d transformed herself into a spider and now loitered in a gossamer silver web. I took that as a good sign.

Loxo tried to smile. “I’m okay, Jacob. Really. This place, the Stair, the water, those fish, it just has me nervous. But I will continue to serve you.” Then she tried to get flirty. “In any way that pleases you.”

That fear, though, was still in her eyes. The flirting wasn’t working.

I took her hand. “Do you want to tell me what’s going on? Or should I guess?”

“Ha!” Her laughter was loud and brazen. “You can guess my feelings? You care? You are certainly not Ares.”

“I’m not,” I affirmed. The godstone grumbled a bit, but I shut that shit down. I was in charge around here, and I would treat my ’Zons the way I wanted—not the way it told me to. 

“Well, go on, then,” she goaded.

“You’re scared of dying again. You’re frightened that if things don’t go well, more of us will die, Hades will find the souls, and he’ll torture them until they are as evil as Antiope. You’re afraid that you’ll end up hating me, just like Antiope does—even though she doesn’t know why she hates me.” The words rushed out of me.

Loxo’s eyes shined with tears. Not a single one fell. “She doesn’t know why because her mind has been so damaged. I do not want that to happen to me. I remember the fear I felt but little else. Death was a cold experience, and the Underworld just as cold. Part of me has yet to thaw. When we make love, I can forget for a while, or when we are in battle. But this walking has given me far too much time to think.”

I pulled her forward and she came willingly into my embrace. “I promise you, Loxo, I will do everything I can to protect you and the rest of the Amazons. We have powerful magic with us, and another goddess who—at least for now—is on our side. We can do this. No one needs to die.”

Loxo kissed my ear. “Do not be foolish, Jacob Merely. This is war. Soldiers die in war, even with the best of plans. And Persephone doesn’t remember who she really is. What if when her forgetfulness vanishes, she discovers she has been Hades’ ally all along? The bonds of marriage are strong.”

I eased her back, kissed her lips, and then said with a grin, “In my world, the divorce rate is about fifty percent. And from all the stories I’ve ever heard, Persephone never wanted the whole marriage thing with the god of death to begin with. So, we have that going for us.”

Loxo nodded. “We shall see. I would imagine we’ll learn more about the Olympian War as we go. At least, we will if we survive the creations of Daedalus, who I think is still very much alive. I do not know how that can be, for he was mortal, as Myrina said, and lived millennia ago.”

“In which world?” I wondered aloud. “It seems there are a bunch. And all are just a bit different. Or maybe Daedalus is dead, and his creations have just managed to keep on going without him.”

“You might be right.” Loxo kissed me again, and this was no simple peck. It was passionate and left us both breathless. “I feel better, Jacob. I am glad that you have kept the godstone hushed. Ares would’ve struck me for being afraid. And that wouldn’t have helped. You, though—you have helped me.”

The idea of Ares smacking Loxo for any reason infuriated me. That bastard. No way was I going to let myself become such an abusive asshole.

Loxo slipped off the chariot and hit the water. She found the wall and the shadows and disappeared into them. Asteria shifted up in the corner. Okay, I’d figured out Loxo. But why was Asteria spending so much time in her animal forms? That was the next mystery I’d have to solve.

That, and Persephone’s splintered memories. 

But first, I had to distribute the points I’d been given by the Aegletes Crown. However, I had to be kind of careful. This was a temporary ability, and if I lost the circlet, I’d lose that skill. Probably not permanently, but I wanted to be careful.

Accessing the gaming display, I switched around a view of my abilities so I could take them all in at once to see what I had.

<<<>>>

[image: image]

<<<>>>

I WAS REALLY TEMPTED to either add another point to Smite or choose Bloodlust. If I added all my Ability Points to Strength, then I’d be a killing machine. One that could keep my Amazons safe even from the horrors we were bound to come across down here.

Yes! Unleash your fury! the godstone urged.

That sounded like a lot like “Use your anger!” from Star Wars. Uh, no, hard pass. I was not going dark side, especially not after my conversation with Loxo.

I had to use my head. I really wanted two points so I could unlock Elemental Smithing and get Battle Forge Level 2. With those skills, we could do a little battlefield engineering and turn our ballistae into true terrors. I would be able to imbue them with lightning, cold, poison, or fire damage. Same with arrows and javelins. I’d wanted to use the forces of nature since I first started building stuff in Lycastia. But would I be able to level up again before we faced Necro Earl? The answer really depended on how brutal our trip through the Submerged Labyrinth and Minos Omega turned out to be.

I frowned. At this stage, dumping points into engineering just didn’t make sense. No, I should go with the Path of War.

Again, the gem in my chest burned. Fucking thing. My new necklace vibrated, and the gear whined. I was glad for the constant reminder. Instead of just jumping into the first thing, I looked over the list of abilities again, then pulled up my character sheet.

<<<>>>
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<<<>>>

I SAW TWO THINGS. ONE, that Fortune attribute. I’d largely ignored it. I wasn’t much for luck. However, I saw that it not only increased my Attack Damage, but it also affected my Miracle Damage and Armor Rating. Hold up.

If I poured points into Fortune, it would improve every form of attack I had and keep my skin intact. This was perfect! I wouldn’t piss off Myrina, and it would help me across the board.

And there was still one combat ability in the Path of Miracles I hadn’t accessed: Wrath. This was my chance to see what it could do. Again, this was a win/win. I could deal out substantial damage from a distance and keep my people—as well as my own ass—intact.

I put all ten points into Fortune, upping that attribute to twenty-seven. Bam.

My overall battle stats improved. Not by much, but every little bit helped.

If I would’ve poured it all into Strength, it would’ve allowed me to dish out another twenty-three points of Attack Damage, but that didn’t really seem all that much, not after I hacked through circlet boy with a couple thousand points.

I took my lone Ability Point and dropped it in Wrath.

<<<>>>
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<<<>>>

I THOUGHT ABOUT WHAT I could do with the chariot. I could blind my opponents with the sheer brightness of my sweet new ride. Then, when they finally got their sight back, they’d want to come after me. That’s when I’d used Wrath. In a sense, it was a lot like a Medusa power, but instead of stone, they’d take damage. I wondered how it would manifest itself. Honestly, I couldn’t wait to find out. Then I wondered if a secret enemy in my midst would be hurt. I couldn’t say for sure without trying it out, but I had a strong suspicion that they would be. I’d have to see how Persephone reacted once I used it.

Eventually, Myrina returned with my Battle Wardens and my Elementalists. Bambi tagged along, smiling and blushing in turns as she looked at me. Doris and Ianthe saluted—their bearing a bit more formal than the last time we’d spoken—and I saluted right back. Sophia appeared along with Persephone, who took her position at the front. The goddess had lost her normally bubbly demeanor, instead adopting the steely pose of a warrior ready to charge an enemy line.

The plan was solid. I’d go first in the chariot with Loxo clinging onto the back, and Asteria would skitter along the wall with us in spider form. Sophia would teleport here and there, staying close in case we needed her. We were the tip of the spear, ready to clear the way if anything big and nasty popped up in our way. Phoebe would follow shortly behind us in her mech, mopping up any trouble we somehow managed to miss. 

Then Persephone would weave us a bridge of vines and roots and leaves, allowing for Myrina and the rest of the Wardens—the foot contingent—to follow. Sabra would bring up the rear, ready to patch up any of the plants that needed some emergency TLC. Well behind the main foot force would be Otrere, slowly carving a path through the waters Moses-style, allowing for the vehicles and our Beastiamancers to pass through unhindered. The clockwork piranhas were beyond vicious, true, but they couldn’t kill what they couldn’t touch.  

It was a risky plan, but it was our only chance, and we were ready to take it. 

With a single, shadowy horse clopping through the air on hooves of fire, Loxo and I entered the labyrinth with Phoebe behind us. Since Phoebe’s mech was made of bronze, the piranhas ignored the spidery legs swishing through the waters. Asteria scuttled across the ceiling, upside down, easily keeping pace with my slick new chariot. She was silent, and she didn’t message me. I worried about her, but there was nothing I could do for her at the moment.

The labyrinth was a gloomy place of long shadows and unsettling dark waters, but thanks to both the circlet and the Helios Chariot, we had plenty of light by which to navigate. Following the lines of Persephone’s old plant path was easy, and at every juncture I paused for a long beat, checking for the lines of old roots that the spring goddess had worked into the bricks. We wound deeper and deeper into the maze without a hitch, and aside from the piranhas, there didn’t seem to be any overt resistance.

Persephone lurked not far behind Phoebe, weaving plants from the walls and braiding the various lines into a leafy rope bridge that spanned the entire hallway. Myrina and other Battle Wardens clung to the goddess like a shadow, picking their way across the vines with supernatural speed and grace. Which was good, because the clockwork piranhas in the waters were hungry, tearing through the vines almost as quickly as my ’Zons could traverse them. The sheer number of the creatures loitering in the waters of the Submerged Labyrinth was dizzying. I thought there were millions of them. Could there be billions? It seemed so. 

Or maybe they just kept up with us, trying to stop us from solving the maze and finding their creator. Assuming he was actually alive, of course.

Hold up, Phoebe sent. I’ve been spooling out the thread, just in case, and I just crossed a section. We might be fine, or we might be doubling back. Or your new girlfriend might be trying to get us lost. Then Otrere will run out of Exousía and all those Amazons and their cuddly animals will be chum. And if Persephone loses her green thumb, we’ll lose most of our army.

I turned around. “Persephone, is this the right way?”

She didn’t answer. Her face had grown skeletal, dripping with sweat, her rapidly thinning hair hanging down like diseased moss from a scalp pink with infected wounds. It was a vision of the hag I’d seen in the Mirror of True Reflection. This hag version of Persephone tried to speak but couldn’t. She stammered, white frothing from her lips, eyes rolling wildly. And then she simply toppled from the bridge, flopping into the water as her arms and legs spasmed like mad. The living walkway held behind her, but the piranhas leapt up, sawing through roots and vines with their razor-sharp bronze teeth ... 

Myrina’s eyes flared wide as a section of vine bridge gave out beneath her and she fell into the river below.

The water around them boiled with clockwork piranhas, chewing, chewing, chewing.

It would be a miracle if the goddess and my Battle Warden survived.
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A Funny Thing Happened on the Way to Minos Omega
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WITHOUT A MOMENT’S pause, I snatched up my Sower’s Glass shield and stopped time. It was a once-per-day ability, which meant I wasn’t going to be able to use it in the fight against Necro Earl, but that didn’t matter, not really. Not if it meant saving Myrina. Besides, the Crystal Scythe allowed me two doses of Time Orb daily—an effect which let me create a time distortion, slowing all nearby enemies by 90% for thirty seconds—and I still had one round left, so I could always dick with my archenemy that way if push came to shove. And I had no doubt that push would come to shove. 

Just to be safe, I activated Defender and leapt into the water, sinking through the mass of flesh-eating fish like a lead weight. Their bronze bodies clicked and clanged harmlessly off my metal skin.

I hit the bottom, some ten feet down, with a muffled thud. The water was crystal clear, but because of the murky gloom of the labyrinth, it was still tricky to see. Thankfully, the circlet on my head spread golden radiance through the water in an arc, making an impossible job merely difficult. I turned, water sloshing around me, as I searched for my downed Battle Warden. There. Floating in the current, limbs splayed out. I crouched low and sprang straight up, my powerful legs propelling me toward Myrina like a rocket. She was frozen along with the rest of the world, which gave me a moment to study her face as I flew toward her. 

It was a mask of pain and anger. 

The little saw-toothed monsters had swarmed her in force, tearing into her arms, legs, and stomach. Even after only a handful of seconds in the water, a crimson halo surrounded her. 

I hit her hard, wrapping my arms around her center, and the momentum of my jump carried us to the surface. The moment my head broke the waterline, I hurled her straight up with mythic strength—aiming for the plant bridge suspended above the water.

Or, at least, that’s what I tried to do. 

The minute she left my arms, she simply stopped, hanging awkwardly in the air, suspended in time once more. Blood congealed from hundreds of vicious wounds. I’d have to heal her quick or she’d bleed out. But I could deal with that in a moment—I still had one more person to save. I went splashing back into the water, sinking once more thanks to the weight of my metal skin. On the way down, I brushed several piranhas off Persephone. Back on the bottom, I shot upward again. This time, I put everything I had into the attempt. Snatching up Persephone, we exploded out of the water and hit Myrina, the three of us rolling onto the platform of vines.

The action must’ve constituted an attack, which broke the Sower’s Glass spell. All three of us bowled over Doris and Ianthe. We went sprawling across the vines and flowers—branches cracked and braids of foliage snapped under the sudden weight. As I was now an eight-foot-tall metal juggernaut, the plants weren’t going to hold me for long. 

Quickly, I shut off Defender before I fell back into water, which was now boiling over with the deadly steampunk monsters. A fish jumped up, somehow clearing the path of foliage, and latched onto my hand. I flung it off with a contemptuous grunt. Persistent little buggers. Spinning, I used the Healing Touch miracle on Myrina and Persephone.

The magic closed Myrina’s wounds in an instant, flesh and muscle knitting itself together at a preternatural rate. She’d live. But our goddess? She remained a withered crone. Yes, her wrinkly flesh was whole again; she wasn’t bleeding—or even injured as far as I could tell—but she was weak. So incredibly weak. The latticework of plant life creaked and groaned as the vines and branches supporting us browned, dying slowly, leaves fluttering down into the churning waters below. More fish, encouraged by the fact that we were basically sitting ducks, leapt up to take bites out of the support vines anchoring us to the walls.

“Keep them off the vines!” I barked.

My Battle Wardens flung themselves into action, using swords and spears to keep the piranhas from gnawing through our makeshift bridge.

I took Persephone in my arms. “Come on, P. Talk to me. What the hell is going on here?”

She croaked out words, but I couldn’t understand them. Myrina had turned away and was using her sword to bash away a particularly large piranha intent of wriggling across the surface of the impromptu bridge. Even with all the Amazons working together, the lattice was sagging, growing ever smaller, threatening to break apart and drop us all into the deadly waters. I could slow time using the Crystal Scythe, but I really didn’t want to use my last Time Orb.

While Calla, our Fire-Witch, couldn’t do much, we had Aella with us. Mystical winds swept down from her fingers to blow piranhas off the vines. She was careful to only hit the fish and not the lattice. The fish couldn’t withstand the force of the gale-force blasts that roared from her fingers. However, there were just too many of the damn things. The entire vine-crafted structure lurched, dropping a foot, then two.

Phoebe moved over to me in her mech. I noticed that Loxo was clinging to the machine. Why the hell isn’t she in the chariot? I thought frantically, scanning the hectic battlefield until I spotted the gaudy gold vehicle descending into the drink. Idiot! Without my god powers to fuel the freaking thing, the fire stallion had vanished, and the vehicle had gone inert.

The sounds of iron swords striking bronze echoed through the tunnels. Loxo had to yell over the din. “Thanks for abandoning me, War God! You are lucky I am fast!”

Phoebe didn’t even bother with words. Jacob, I think I know what’s bothering our goddess here. It’s those pomegranate seeds. Legend has it that the seeds she ate while in the Underworld sapped her strength—preventing her from using the full force of her powers. Unless she goes back to the Underworld. In the old stories, she needs to constantly go back to the Underworld to recharge. That’s how Hades got her to stick around long-term. But if she’s been gone from the Underworld for too long, then chances are she’s running low on goddess mojo.

Yep. That sounds about right, I replied. And with the added stress of creating the bridge, the strain must’ve been too much. Any ideas about how to fix her before we all die horrific deaths?

Phoebe’s eyes went wide, and her shoulders went up. Don’t put that evil on me, Ricky Bobby. I fix things, not people.

Despite the terrible life-or-death scenario, I couldn’t help but offer her a small smile—I loved me some Talladega Nights.

The smile slipped as the piranhas continued their voracious assault on our tenuous walkway. Shit, I needed to think of something fast or we were all screwed. My mind whirled, the cogs in my skull turning a thousand miles a second, nervous sweat running down my face in rivulets. Wait a minute! God mojo. I wasn’t sure that her power operated the same way as mine, but there was a chance it did. And if she used Divine Essence to fuel her miracles, I might just be able to help her out after all. From a leather pouch at my belt, I pulled out a flask filled with a potion Sabra had made for me. 

A concoction of emergency Divine Essence. Plus, Phoebe and Sabra had worked together to come up with the technology that powered the Necklace of Asclepius. And that too ran on stored Divine Essence—Essence I could tap into in a shitty situation.

I popped the bone cork on the Essence potion and pressed the flask to Persephone’s lips. She immediately grabbed it and downed the whole thing in one long pull. In an instant, her hair grew fuller, thicker, transforming into a mane of midnight against her creamy skin, porcelain-pale and flawless once more. Her lips were suddenly plump, her dark eyes shining with life and vitality. She filled out in my arms, skeletal frame giving way to healthy muscle, withered breasts expanding as I watched.

All around us, the beleaguered bridge grew new vines—flowers bloomed, their petals unfurling, new branches forced their roots into the walls, and verdant green leaves exploded to life. 

She smiled up at me. “Thank you, War God. It seems I needed that very much. I’ve been fighting the power of the seeds for days now. Finally got to me. But I feel much better.”

I frowned. “How much farther?”

“Not much. Less than an hour. I can keep us out of the water for at least that long.” She stood, checked her sheaths, and was visibly relieved to see she hadn’t dropped her mother’s sickles. “And, yes, I did double back at one point, so that explains Phoebe’s thread. However, that means we are near the center of the maze.”

“Any new insight about what we might find there?” I asked, hoping the surge of new Divine Essence might’ve dislodged some memory.

“That ... Well, that I simply do not know.” Her forehead creased, her eyes going slightly out of focus. “I do not recall a battle. But I do remember fear, such fear in me, at the abominations that Daedalus had brought to life.”

But when did that happen? Recently?

Those were questions I just didn’t have time to answer.

Phoebe had managed to fish the chariot up out of the depths and drew it over with one of her bronze mech legs. Better move, Jacob. These fish are pissed something fierce, dude. Time to get the hell outta Dodge. 

She wasn’t wrong. I stepped onto the gold platform, bringing the chariot to life with my very presence, and ignited the blazing horse again.

With a shout and the flick of golden reins, we were off. I led from the front, ready to clear the way—Loxo riding shotgun with me once more—while my Amazons hauled ass behind us, running full speed as the newly refreshed Persephone paved the way with a literal bed of roses. At a “T” intersection we went hard left, then shortly hooked right, following the trail of old roots the spring goddess had left behind during her initial escape. We never found ourselves at a dead end, and with a maze that big, there surely would be a ton of blind alleys and tricky turns.

After a rapid series of switchbacks, the hallway snaked left, and we suddenly found ourselves in a straightaway, maybe a quarter mile long. Persephone’s plants had been there, but the clockwork piranhas in the water had eaten them all. However, once Asteria saw the line, she took off, running across the tunnel walls as fast as her spidery legs would carry her. Something about how she moved made me think she was panicked. 

I accessed the Helios Chariot in my gaming display and added three more horses. “Hold on, Loxo, we’re going to catch up with Asteria.”

The four conjured stallions snorted, flames erupting from their nostrils as they shook out blazing manes, then they took off at a full gallop. Loxo and I nearly went flying right out the back, but we managed to hang on. It was a damned close thing, though. We streaked down the hallway—the chariot’s wheels tattooing trails of fire in the air—until we drew even with Asteria. Which, naturally, is when the tunnel branched. She went right, disappearing around the bend. I yanked on the reins and pulled us into the turn, but I was still getting used to the dynamics of the chariot. We went careening straight into the wall. 

Thankfully, the indestructible moniker actually meant something. 

Apollo had built his ride to take a licking and keep on ticking.

Dead ahead, we saw the steps that led up and out of the water. Holy shit, we’d made it. Well, almost made it. Unfortunately, several schools of the fishy, clockwork abominations lingered at the base of the steps. Asteria leapt off the wall, shifted into a big blue wolf, and went tearing up out of the stairwell faster than my eyes could follow. Apparently, she was highly motivated to get away from the sunken depths and their hidden horrors.

Loxo and I followed without a hitch. 

We raced out of the labyrinth and onto a cobblestone road under a star-studded sky. A full moon—maybe a little too big to be real—hung low in the night air, casting silvered light across the landscape. In front of us, on a hill, was a rambling, haphazard city of walls, buildings, ramparts, and castles with a central domed structure perched at the top. The structure crowning the city wasn’t square or rectangular, like most of the temples we’d seen, but was round and ornate, with a spire jutting straight up like an accusatory finger. It was also at least a mile above us. 

Okay, enormous city on a massive hill. Check. Big ol’ circular temple at the top, beneath a night sky ... without a single constellation I recognized. Check. This place definitely wasn’t on Earth—at least not any version of Earth I knew.  

Concerned, I searched the horizon. Except, even that was jacked up. There was no horizon. Just walls. Well, sort of. We were inside an enormous dome—like the inside of an egg—but instead of normal walls, there were more labyrinth passageways, all running perpendicular to the ground. Shit. I could pick out the corridors, passageways, and dead-ends of the maze surrounding us on every side. And, oddest of all, those passages were also submerged in water. The glinting of stars above was actually just the light of the moon shimmering on the surface of the impossible waters suspended all around us. 

It seemed there was a damned good reason this portion of the complex was called the Infinity Labyrinth. 

I squinted. Crap, that moon wasn’t a moon, either. Upon closer inspection, I realized it was actually a glass orb hanging from the ceiling by massive steel chains. Around it were small, complicated engines spewing plumes of sooty smoke into the chamber. Okay, so at the center of Daedalus’ Infinity Labyrinth was a steam-powered moon. Considering every other wonky thing I’d seen so far, that made perfect sense. 

I didn’t see any sign of our people in the maze, but I realized just how lucky we’d been to have Persephone with us. It would’ve been hard enough to figure out those twists and turns if the thing had been flat and three-dimensional. But if we had walked onto walls? Or travelled upside down? Hell, we’d been lucky to only cross Phoebe’s thread once and not a bunch of times. I shook my head at the sheer dumb luck of it all.

Between the hill city and the horizon of twisting mazes was nothing but short, lush grass and rivers carving their way across the landscape, all gushing down from the city above.

I traced the various streams of running water back up under the big front ramparts of the city and saw that the walled town was like Venice but propped up on a mountaintop. Arched terraces graced the buildings, domed minarets topped the bulk of the buildings, and an unbelievable number of delicate bridges spanned the various aqueducts. Must be one hell of a cistern bubbling out of that city. Which explained the sheer amount of water in the Submerged Labyrinth.

I stopped and enjoyed the scent of the night air. It smelled of perfume and flowers, though all mingled with the scent of woodsmoke and the acrid odor of burning coal.

Loxo bounced off the chariot. “I shall go scout ahead in the city. I will message you if I see anything.”

Another glance, and she was totally gone. She had disappeared into the night, becoming no more substantial than a shadow. I strained to hear the pitter-patter of her footfalls, but there was nothing. She moved in complete silence, with not even the faintest whisper of a footfall. As a high-level Huntress, she was completely undetectable most of the time.

A moment later, Asteria bounded down a hillock, stopping next to me in the form of a massive blue wolf. She plopped down on her haunches and whined, the sound raising the hair on the back of my neck.

I dismissed the summoned horses and the chariot descended in response, settling down on its two wheels. On terra firma, it was like a Segway; it sat balanced perfectly on the two spoked tires. I got off and stood next to Asteria. I was huge, and yet she was as tall as my shoulder.

I messaged the Beastiamancer. You okay, Asteria?

She turned and gave me a long look with eyes that burned with misery. And a little bit of fear, maybe.

That Submerged Labyrinth really bothered you, didn’t it?

She didn’t respond but pushed her head against me, nuzzling me with her shaggy muzzle. She wasn’t talking, it seemed, but I knew there was something going on with her. Asteria was usually as unflappable as a husky in the snow. I absently rubbed a hand along her furry head, looking off into the city. I noticed a building, some kind of ramshackle boarded-up thing, conspicuous against the stone houses around it. A factory, if I had to guess, and it was spewing out twisting plumes of gray like a chain-smoker.

One light went on. Then another.

Which told me that someone in Minos Omega was definitely home. And I didn’t think they’d be too friendly. Well, if Persephone could sneak past them, maybe we could too. I didn’t care about anything or anyone that wasn’t Necro Earl or his cronies. No, my eyes were on the prize. Shut down the monster generators in the Temple of Hades, destroy Earl and Antiope, and establish a base camp in the very heart of my enemy’s domain. That was the plan, and we only had about three hours left to accomplish it. 

We had to be up and inside the Temple of Hades by that time, or we might well lose the whole damn war.

I mean, if Necro Earl’s forces broke the sigil, we’d only have a few hours before Hades flooded this world, and all possible worlds it seemed, with the demonic forces of his unstoppable horde.
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Fun With Farm Animals
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PHOEBE SCRAMBLED OUT of the labyrinth. She clattered up to us, her mech dripping water. She pulled up alongside Asteria and me. Her head went back to take in the “sky.” Her mouth dropped open, eyes blinking in shocked surprise. Dude, to quote the master, “That’s no moon.” That’s an artificial light source—some kinda luminescent glass orb. And that labyrinth we went through? It’s like a maze boned a slinky then gave birth to quintuplet labyrinths. Who then met several drunk men in Las Vegas. They all went to live in Utah in a polygamist colony to cook meth and make more mazes.

I found myself laughing. Damn, Phoebe.

It’s why you love me, she sent. And if I’m not mistaken, that round building at the top is the Olympian Library. Not sure how we’re going to get from there to the Temple of Hades, but we’ll find out soon enough, I guess.

I opened a message to all three of my generals. I don’t want to engage any enemy forces unless we absolutely have to. We only have three hours, and I don’t want to waste a single second in combat that’s not necessary. Everyone good with that?

From Phoebe: Avoiding battles? The necklace is working.

From Myrina: Agreed.

Asteria still didn’t send me a thing, but she nodded her shaggy head in reply and darted forward, bounding off the cobblestones of the road, shimmering, leathery wings sprouting from her back. She took off as a giant bat, fluttering through the sky, and in seconds she was gone.

Myrina and Persephone emerged from the labyrinth, followed in short order by Doris, Ianthe, and the dozens of other Battle Wardens who comprised our advanced raiding force. Sabra, Calla, Aella, and my other Elementalists were soon walking on the road as well. Sophia appeared next to me. 

“Can you wait for the Harvesters and Beastiamancers?” I asked my Teleporter. “Loxo’s gone ahead to scout. Message me when they get here.”

Sophia agreed, while the rest of the team broke into two columns and headed for the city on the hill. 

Persephone climbed up into the chariot with Myrina and me. “Easier this way,” she said with a shrug, one hand caressing my forearm as she squeezed in beside me. 

I nodded, trying to ignore the press of her body. With an effort of will, we took to the sky, a single fiery mount pulling us along. Myrina had no reaction to the strange place in which we found ourselves, or, if she did, it didn’t register on her face. She was all business, eyes scanning the rivers, the fields, and the walls of the city. The factory still belched an endless stream of smoke. More lights appeared, little red dots winking on. From a distance, it was hard to tell, but they could’ve been fires.

The hooves of my fire stallion might be visible, so I turned them off. Now a smoky horse, with smoky tackle, pulled my chariot. With a thought, I also killed the circlet’s light—didn’t want to blow the element of surprise if I could avoid it. Though, admittedly, we had about seventy soldiers with us, so sneaking around was next to impossible. Never hurts to try, though. 

As we drew nearer, I noticed the gates of the city had been blown apart, stony debris littering the street. Similar devastation was evident everywhere. Huge chunks of walls were simply gone—obliterated—the tiles on roofs had been shattered, building walls had caved in, and there were scorch marks all over the place. I’d cast my fair share of lightning bolts around, so I knew the telltale signs. Someone with access to some serious voltage—which could only be Zeus—had been here, and he hadn’t been happy. The destruction, though widespread, was old, the battle long since finished.  

We wound our way deeper into the city until we came to a fork in the road. We had to make a choice: left or right. Both directions had ramps that disappeared into a maze of small houses, narrow streets, and debris-filled ratholes. Alleyways splintered off in every direction, cutting through the houses and dilapidated storefronts. I was glad there were ramps. Our Harvesters would need them to make the climb upward, toward the Olympian Library, which capped the city.

I half-turned to Persephone standing behind me on the chariot. “Which way, P?” I asked.

“To the right,” she said, rubbing at one temple. “I remember this now. And I recall how I knew my way through Daedalus’ asinine maze. My mother. My mother would sing to me, and I would hear it. I ... I followed her voice.”

She was pale again, graying, and her hair hung limply. There were lines forming around her mouth and eyes. She wasn’t going to last, and I wasn’t sure we had enough Divine Essence potions to see her through until the end. I still had a few left, but I was hoping to ration those—to save them for my rumble against Earl. Still ... if she wasn’t strong enough to get us through this place, I’d never make it to Earl anyway, so reluctantly I reached into my pouch and offered her another one.

She took it with a nod, her once full lips pursed in a thin line. “Thank you.”

We hooked right on her instruction. The horse’s hooves clopped and the chariot wheels crunched across gravel and dust as we rode up the stony incline. I could’ve flown up and over the buildings, but that would’ve totally given away our position. And other than Asteria, our fliers were still in the labyrinth.

After drinking the Essence potion, Persephone’s hair turned vibrant once more, the skin around her eyes smooth, her body nice and curvy. She was back to being a youthful goddess of spring. But for how much longer?

“Are you sure you heard your mother?” I asked once she was back to her old—or rather young—self.

“I believe so,” she said, a frown turning down the corners of her mouth. “As Queen of the Underworld, I think I would know if she had passed. However, with the divine, death is far more complicated than with mortals. For some reason, I believe she is alive, but lost ...” she faltered. “Perhaps lost on the Stair. I do not know. But she was there in the secret library when Apollo fell.” She sighed and absently tucked a loose strand of dark hair behind her ear. “I am thrilled and relieved to have her sickles as my weapons. I just wish I could see her again, you know?”

I did. My own mother was alive but worlds away. I hope I was doing her proud by saving the multiverse. Duh, no brainer, of course I was. And my old man would definitely be happy for me. I was the god of war and was saving the day. That was something he could brag about to his buddies at the Elks Club.

Persephone went on. “This was the battlefield, in those final days of the Olympian War, after Hera fell. My mother—I received a message from her. She had slain the Queen of the Gods, but Zeus’ forces were done for. They had to retreat. She and Apollo went to escape and that was the last I heard from her. Demeter’s handmaiden, a wheat nymph, fell wounded at my feet after delivering the message to the Underworld.”

The spring goddess directed me through the warren of streets and alleys as we talked, and I followed her lead. Over a bridge spanning murky water, up another rampart, and under an archway, we climbed higher. The narrow avenues began to gradually widen.

“We are approaching the marketplace.” Persephone’s eyes went distant. “There was a temple there, for Hephaestus and his wares, and the god himself even hammered out creations in his marketplace temple. But he is lost. Gone. He never left Minos Omega alive.”

“Why Minos?” I asked. “Why not battle on Mount Olympus?”

She placed a hand on my shoulder. I have to admit, her touch felt good. “Zeus did not want his palace spoiled with war, if you can believe the absurdity of it all. But Daedalus had recreated his favorite city in this far-off world, at the heart of his maze of madness. In many ways, it was the perfect place for the gods to war.”

I had fuzzy memories of a history class. Something about France and England not wanting to muck up their countries so they went to Germany to fight their wars. Apparently, the Olympians had similar reasoning. 

“Why did Daedalus recreate Minos Omega in the first place?” I asked.

“That is a question I simply do not have an answer for,” the goddess replied. “And, in truth, I hope we do not find out. You and I are of a similar mind. Let us get through this city as fast as we can and without incident.”

“Amen to that.” We turned up another ramp.

Loxo dropped out of the shadows in front of us. She approached, holding up a hand, showing us she was unarmed—no threat. She didn’t speak but sent me her report. There are creatures everywhere in the marketplace, and it will only be a matter of time before they spread down here. I hear machines in the market’s factory, and there are multiple fires burning there. Forges, I believe. At least the ring of hammer falls—that seems to suggest as much.  

Myrina edged up next to us. What kind of creatures?

Loxo frowned, winced, and frowned some more. Some are akin to the fish. Some to the skeletons. Some are even more fabricated and fantastical. You will have to see them to believe them. Everything from skeletal soldiers, like we fought before, to animals with fires burning inside them—burning their flesh. It is a circus of peculiarities. And I do not see a way around them. There are hundreds if not thousands of the creatures milling about, filling the streets of the city above us. You have been fortunate not to meet any.

Thousands of enemies. Great. So, I needed a clever way around this battle. I thought of Sophia. She could teleport us one at a time, but that would take forever. I could fly, as could our Beastiamancers, but again, shuttling our people back and forth to the library would not be the best way to approach this situation, and there was simply no way we’d be able to transport the Harvesters.

Fight your way through them, coward! the godstone thundered in the back of my head. The necklace buzzed to suppress the gem. 

This time, however, the godstone had the right of it. Fighting potentially was the easiest and quickest solution. Plus, I had my new Wrath ability, which was an area of attack spell against multiple enemies. And this chariot had some powerful magic as well. 

I messaged Myrina. I think we should go in, guns blazing. We hit ’em hard and fast, and keep right on trucking until we get to the library. What do you think?

I agree, War God, the Battle Warden sent after a long beat, which frankly shocked the hell out of me. She never agreed with me if she could help it. 

Phoebe joined in the conversation. Brontia and Steropia have checked in. They are in that super long corridor, and things are going well. Otrere is beat, though. She’s gonna need a few beers and maybe a line of blow before she’ll be ready for combat. Still, no casualties navigating the waterways. 

Easy there, Phoebe, I sent. This is a family show.

So my air force would be flying in at any minute. Toxaris, Flutterhoney, and their whole team just might make the difference between life and death. And if we cleared the path, then our Death Harvesters, bears, and bulls could waltz right up to the Olympian Library at the top of the mountain city. I wanted to avoid battle, but this really did seem like the most pragmatic approach to the situation. 

All right. I’ll go first to draw their fire, I sent. In my chariot, they won’t be able to touch me. And Persephone has her mother’s awesome sickles. I’ll blind them, then we’ll blast them. Myrina, you and Phoebe can lead the foot troops. Come in behind us and mop up the mess. Sound like a plan?

Myrina glared at me, one hand tensing around her spear. It would be best if I drew their fire, though knowing you, I doubt that will come to pass. But I believe there is a compromise, which might serve our purposes well. There are multiple streets leading to the agora. Using the messaging system, we can coordinate our efforts and strike in unison. Agreed?

I liked my plan better, but I gave in. Letting Myrina have a win would hopefully improve both her morale and her mood. She certainly had been in a tizzy recently.

She took half our soldiers and went left, going up a stairwell with Loxo, who knew the way. The rest of us eased forward up another incline and waited outside the archway that led to the marketplace, or agora—the central courtyard in Greek cities. We could see the very top of the dilapidated wooden factory, which belched out gray smog that hung in the air. This close, I could smell the scent of superheated metal, burning hair, and crisping flesh, which was a truly nauseating combination.

Phoebe did some last-minute mech repairs, and Persephone drew her sickles from their vine holsters, while Doris and Ianthe prepared themselves for battle. I wasn’t sure where Asteria was, and she wasn’t checking in. She’d heard our messaging, however, and she’d hear the signal. I knew that while my Beastiamancer might be having some personal issues, she’d still show up for the fight when the time came.

Meanwhile, I conjured up all six available shadow horses for the chariot—I wanted every possible edge I could get in the battle to come, and if I needed to retreat, I wanted to be able to do it fast. That done, I drew my War Blade, then dropped it, letting it float by my side, ready to kick ass and take names all on its own. I pulled the Crystal Scythe free, its weight and arcane power reassuring in my hands. The Sower’s Glass shield hung off me. While I couldn’t stop time anymore that day, I could slow it down if the battle turned into a complete shitshow.

I had no idea what to expect once Myrina gave us the signal. Whatever we were about to fight, it seemed Daedalus had been busy and was still working away—or maybe this was a case of machines making machines. Maybe the genius was long dead, and his creations were the ones carrying on his demented legacy. I figured we’d get the answer in a minute.

Now, War God! Myrina sent, her voice a whip crack in the back of my skull.

Reins in my left hand, scythe in my right, I gave the command, and my summoned horses lurched into sudden motion. Their manes, tails, and hooves burst into flame as they ran, casting brilliant light across the walls of the ruined buildings around us. Flicking the reins, we stormed through the archway and into a grand courtyard, hundreds of feet long and wide, full of animals kicking around, butting heads, and walking listlessly in circles.

Mastiff-sized dogs, chickens the size of bobcats, goats with spring-like legs, gold-plated lions, all types of animals, but these weren’t your normal beasts. These were all steam-powered monstrosities with little engines and smokestacks pumping a silver-gray mist into the air. There was a definite haze in the courtyard, and now I knew why I smelled smoke when I first came out of the Submerged Labyrinth. The steam-powered animals must have still had some flesh to them, because along with the smoke was the stench of meat cooking. 

A bull with horns at least six feet wide spotted me first. It reared back—hooves pawing at the sky—let out a defiant bellow, then dropped back down and charged, the engine on its back belching out smoke and sparks. A huge tiger, half-metal, half-fur and muscle, wheeled toward us and issued a thunderous roar of its own. Two war elephants, both with bronze feet and bronze trunks, trumpeted and broke into shambling gaits. Chickens with dead eyes scrambled across the ground and flapped their feathers, which seemed to be made of metal.

Some of the animals had metal added to them, others were simply flesh mixed with engine, and then there were the centipede skeletons we’d seen before. A lot of them. The bugs pulled on the steel filaments, moving bones, so the warriors could grab rusted weapons and get to their feet.

I tore into the odd collection of cyborgs and animals. A few goats with spiked horns bounced forward on their springy legs to butt my horses, but the fire stallions plowed them over, dishing out a quarter of my Miracle Damage on contact. A skeleton scrambled up behind us, and Persephone hacked it down like the Grim Reaper himself, a sickle in each of her hands.

From out of some of the marketplace stalls burst other creations, like unicorns with serrated sword blades rising out of their foreheads. Several sloth-like beasts, each a dozen feet tall, also lumbered out of the buildings. These had unnatural pink skin covered in crisscrossing scars and patches of molted hair. Bronze knives had been attached to their front paws, and bronze helms, riveted in place, protected their skulls and inhuman faces. Engines encumbered their backs, chugging as they rotated the gears that worked tendons.

I drove the Helios Chariot into the center of the courtyard. Raising the scythe, I let out a battle cry. “Feel the Wrath of the War God, dickbags!”

And then I felt 100 Divine Essence Points leave me in rush of energy and cold agony. I thought I heard the godstone utter a Fuck, yes!

I couldn’t hear much as the wind of a storm surrounded me, hot air—charged with power—beating against my face and pulling on the War Mammoth Cloak draped around my shoulders. Shadowy wraiths erupted out of my body, spiraling around me like a dark tornado. At first, I thought I was being attacked, but no, in seconds I realized the storm of dark energy was actually the souls of all the things I’d killed on my path toward ascension. I recognized Praxidike’s winged form, hundreds of werewolves, spider pigs, and giant prehistoric insects, all swirling in a cloud around me. 

Each spirit in the storm of souls began to pulsate a dark purple color. Faster, faster, faster, the specters strobed, and then in an explosion they blasted away from me and into the odd collection of fabricated animals and centipede skeletons. The wraiths shredded everything they touched, leaving dark charbroiled flesh behind.  

Wrath was a powerful attack, and in that single blow, I dished out over 950 points of damage to everything looking at me.

As the wave of energy finally subsided, I was left weak—wrung out like a wet rag. So much so, I had to brace myself against the Helios Chariot to keep from toppling into the creatures below. The pain was intense, excruciating, and I could hardly think. The winds of the souls at work were so loud, so unexpected, it made me dizzy. 

After a time, I raised my head, bearing witness to the destruction I’d wrought.

One wraith clawed off a clockwork elephant’s trunk, leaving a gaping wound that vomited out an ichor the consistency of motor oil. Other dark spirits disappeared into goats, and they fell apart, seemingly wrecked from the inside out. A few of the chickens hit by the smoke demons simply exploded, gears flying and steel feathers clattering across the ground. The oversized bull was struck by a ghostly sword, and its head went rolling. Wrath dealt out damage in any number of ways—some with weapons, others with just the raw fury of the raging spirits.

A few of the skeletons hadn’t been looking, and surprisingly those didn’t receive any damage at all. It only affected those that had been gazing upon me when I unleashed the spell. 

A thought occurred to me and I stole a sidelong look at Persephone; none of the wraiths had hurt her despite the fact that she’d been staring directly at me. Which meant she wasn’t my enemy—though it was still entirely possible that she wasn’t being completely honest about everything. Only time would tell about that.

From the other side of the agora, Myrina and her Battle Wardens waded in to mop up the survivors in an instant. The sounds of clashing swords and breaking bone created a din that echoed across the city. Myrina threw her three javelins: lightning, fire, and ice, and the trifecta of weapons took down one of the sloth creatures, blackening the thing’s pink skin and blowing its engine to pieces. Other Wardens hewed off limbs and sheared through meat, metal, and bones. The Elementalists unleashed a flurry of arcane fury, blasting creatures into the air or tearing them apart at the seams. 

After the slaughter—the killing and mayhem done—the wraiths faded away, banished back to whatever hell they called home. A small part of me sighed in relief, glad to see them gone. I mean, holy shit, no wonder there was a twenty-minute cooldown for that miracle. I felt exhausted, but the sheer awesomeness of the ability, along with Myrina’s troops, had cleared the agora of my enemies in a matter of minutes.  

Phoebe’s voice was joyful in my head. That was some Raiders of the Lost Ark shit right there. You Wrathed their asses off, my dude!

I offered her a wide, shit-eating grin and a cocksure wink. I mean, she wasn’t wrong on the score. I’d basically destroyed the entire army of steam-powered animals and maybe a hundred of the centipede skeletons to boot. Not too shabby, all things considered. Though there was one little issue that lingered in the back of my mind ... Wasn’t there supposed to be a Minotaur at the center of the labyrinth?

The thought had barely formed in my head when the ramshackle factory at the north end of the agora exploded and a new threat emerged. A threat that defied all reason or sense.

Enter the Minotaurs. 

Didn’t expect that there would be two of them. Or that they’d look like they did.

How could I? I was still in my right mind.

And whoever had created those two beasts must’ve been completely and totally insane.
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Bull. Shit.
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LIKE THE SYNTHETIC animals I’d laid low with my Wrath ability, the Minotaurs were a mixture of meat and metal, each with a steam engine embedded in its flesh, poking up from over-muscled backs like twisted chimneys.

One had the body of a man and the head of a bull. That? That, I totally expected. Your classic Minotaur, though Daedalus had made some serious alterations. The knee and elbow joints had been replaced with bronze hinges. Its bulky torso was entirely encased in Greek-era armor—bronze, fanciful, and covered with gauges and metal tubing. It walked upright on huge sandaled feet instead of the cloven hooves I would’ve expected. Its arms were powerfully built and covered with a combination of coarse hair and metal rivets. In one tire-sized fist the Minotaur carried a huge spear that gleamed with a brilliant light. A round buckler rode the creature’s other arm.

As I watched, genuinely dumbfound, the oversized buckler burst to brilliant life, flames shooting from the front like a belching dragon. 

And, again—I shit you not—that was the more normal of the two creatures.

The other was a freak show on an entirely different level. Unlike the Minotaur, this thing had the body of a gargantuan bull, eight feet tall at the shoulder, spike-studded hooves, and the grumpy face of a man in his late forties. Honestly, if I had the body of a bull, I’d be grumpy as hell too. Stranger still, it had a scorpion-like tail jutting up from its ass; however, instead of a stinger, the tip had a round hose-like opening. Are you with me so far? Bull body. Scorpion hose tail. Huge hooves studded with metal spikes. Human face. If Ares’ memories were correct, this abomination was called a Tauromino. 

Now, here’s the real kick in the balls. It wasn’t just any ol’ human face plastered on the Tauromino. Nope. It was a face I knew well—or at least a face that Ares had known well.  

Hephaestus, god of the forge. Same black hair, noble forehead, broad nose, and pockmarked cheeks, though the eyes had been replaced with telescoping bronze lenses. 

Which meant Daedalus had probably built the other Minotaur, the classic bull-headed variety, out of the dead god’s body. Gross. Also, what a terrible twist of fate. I’d wanted to avoid all battle if possible, and now I had two Minotaurs to tangle with, both of them cobbled together out of a god’s corpse. The real question, though, was whether these freaks would have the powers of a god? And, if so, how screwed were we? I didn’t see the gemstone on the chest of the man with the bull’s head. But then again, it was covered with the breastplate. Those weapons it had, though, weren’t your normal spear and shield combo. Not a chance.

Freak one and freak two strode out and waited.

War God, look behind you! Myrina sent. She and half my army were on my right. Phoebe and the rest of the crew were on the left side of the agora. I was in the middle, with Persephone behind me on the Helios Chariot. Dead ahead were the labyrinth bosses. 

Laughter rang out. An unseen voice spoke. “Do I have visitors to Minos Omega after all these long, long years? Or are they simply spare parts, I wonder? Hmmmm?” A fresh round of mad cackling filled the air. “Greetings, War God, I have been busy in your absence, have I not?”

“Daedalus!” I called back, scanning the agora. There was no sign of the genius, only the disgusting bull creatures and the burnt corpses of the animals I’d killed. “Talk about throwing yourself into your work. Pretty impressive.”

More laughter. “Yes, War God, impressive indeed. Perhaps instead of battling, you would be willing to give me half your Amazons, hmmm? If you were willing to agree to such a deal, I would let you and the other half of your army pass unobstructed. I’d take care of them, of course. Use them for my experiments, you understand. I do so love to experiment. And I have you to thank for it. In your rage, you gave me the ultimate gift.”

I had no idea what he was talking about. Phoebe, do you see any signs of the big D? And do you know what he means by gift?

No idea, my dude, and I don’t see him, the Rune-Caster replied. But two things. One, you probably shouldn’t refer to things as the big D, and two, you just know this is gonna get messy.

Yep. That was pretty much guaranteed.

“No deals, Daedalus,” I said. “We’re just passing through. Why don’t you save your experiments for someone who won’t blast apart everything you’ve ever loved?”

The voice boomed in anger. “Everything I’ve ever loved is already gone! My son Icarus, dead and beyond resurrection. Everyone else betrayed at every turn by the gods, by fate, by my own brilliance! The Olympians used me, and now I will use you!” 

Uh-oh. Now I’d gone and done it.

Another batch of steam-powered cyborg animals raced through the archway to the right, flanking Myrina and her contingent of Amazons. More animals poured in from the left as well, eager to engage Phoebe and her squad of warrior women. Tigers with engines burning on their backs joined rhinos with bronze-plated horns. Laughing hyenas leaking smoke and the smell of burning fur rushed forward, hitting my Amazons in a wave. My troops were drawn into an epic battle with the beasts, but I couldn’t focus on them. 

I had my own work to do.

The Minotaur stomped forward and brought the butt of its spear onto the ground with a thud. A wave of pure energy swept through the marketplace, bringing every single Amazon in range to their knees. The blast of raw energy broadsided Phoebe’s mech; the spindly-legged contraption tumbled drunkenly across the cobblestones, careening into a downed pillar. The machine hit like a freight train, the crash of metal drifting above the clamor of the battle as my favorite Rune-Caster was flung free. 

Even my chariot wasn’t immune to the concussive force. 

My War Blade tumbled from the air as though knocked down by a giant invisible flyswatter, and my chariot tipped onto its side. I went tumbling myself, ass over teakettle, smashing into the dusty, body-littered floor below while a full 300 points disappeared from my Health Bar. Damn! My ears rang, I was having trouble seeing, and the pain wracking my body left me breathless. With a wheeze, I pushed myself onto my hands and knees, the world reeling around me. 

Persephone, who’d been riding with me in Apollo’s chariot, lay sprawled out ten feet away from me. The spring goddess was alive, her chest rising and falling, but, boy, was she in bad shape. Her face was graying again, her hair drooping in tangles, her body withering. Those pomegranate seeds were real bastards. The potions were becoming less and less effective, it seemed. She needed to get back to the Underworld. She might get the express elevator there if the Minotaurs and their mad creator, Daedalus, had anything to say about it.

With a shake of my head, I gained my feet as the bull-headed Minotaur sprinted toward me, its sandals slapping the pavement. It flung the spear ... though the weapon never actually left his oversized mitt. Instead, a shadowy copy of the weapon sped toward me. Nice trick. It kind of reminded me of how you could throw your sword in the Legend of Zelda video games. I knocked the shadow spear out of the air with my hourglass shield. My arm, though, felt like I’d swung the Sower’s Glass at a Sidewinder missile. I’d saved my skin, but that spear was dishing out an incredible amount of damage, even when it didn’t land on target.

The Tauromino let out a snort, reared, and went racing toward Myrina and the dazed Battle Wardens in her charge. 

The creature raised its hose tail and let loose a spray of molten rock at Myrina and my ’Zons. That lava would coat them, killing them in an instant, but luckily, Myrina was ready. 

She reached back into her quiver of javelins and flung Winger Tongue at the scorpion hose tail. Her aim was true. It hit the tail, freezing it and the spew of lava, which saved my warriors from certain death. But a second later, fresh molten rock broke through the sheen of ice. Lava gushed out, sending the superheated goo splashing toward Myrina. She was fast enough to dodge it, rolling out of the way and drawing the Tauromino’s fire. She kept ahead of the magma, bounding, ducking, dodging, rolling. One step away from annihilation. 

Winter Tongue reappeared in her quiver. 

She hurled it again. 

This time, though, she missed entirely. The ground where it hit iced over. Meanwhile, the Battle Wardens behind her engaged the steampunk menagerie attacking them.

My attention was drawn back to my own fight. I was on my feet, facing the Minotaur, which thrust its spear at me. Using the Sower’s Glass, I knocked it away, but then the monster drove that burning shield into my chest, searing me and superheating my armor. The chain on my necklace melted, and the clockwork amulet, bursting with Divine Essence, fell to the stones under me.

The full power of the godstone struck my conscience all at once, like a hammer blow to the skull. I held the Crystal Scythe, and yeah, the gem loved that weapon like the gamer in me loved Mountain Dew.

For a beat, I forgot all about my Amazons. Forgot about their safety. Forgot about any kind of game plan. Poof! In an instant, all that went right out the window. I was going to kill everything and everyone in my path. Period. End of story. 

I reached back to sweep the Crystal Scythe through the Minotaur, but then something latched onto it. It was roughly the size of a dog, only it didn’t have a body exactly. It was basically four segmented metal legs and a series of bronze pinchers. It pulled the weapon out of my hand and went dashing away with it, running off on metal legs that clacked on the stones. What the fuck was that thing? Where the fuck had it come from? And, most importantly of all, where the fuck was it taking my gods-be-damned weapon!

This simply would not do!

I triggered Defender, my skin turning to nearly indestructible steel, activated Burning Aura, and conjured lightning to my hands. With a mighty war cry, I bolted forward, slamming into the bull-headed Minotaur, digging my fingers into the metal plate protecting its chest. With a roar, I lifted the creature above my head—discharging the pent-up Lightning Lance into the armor—then hurled the monster away like the worthless piece of garbage it was. The Minotaur went crashing into the stones near the entrance of the factory, skin smoking from my Lightning Lance.

The War Blade returned to my hand at once, thrumming with deadly power.

Off to one side, Phoebe was back up and on her feet, desperately working on her walker—though it seemed to be in bad shape. The Minotaur’s initial spear blast had dislocated two of the mech’s legs, and she was having a helluva time getting them reattached. On the other side, Loxo appeared out of the shadows and drove Snow Claw into the side of the Tauromino. The creature’s tail lashed out and caught her in the face. And then another of the strange metal devices wrapped around her legs. This one didn’t have segmented legs like the “dog” who’d grabbed the Crystal Scythe from me but was instead basically a big ball of bronze pinchers that squeezed Loxo’s legs together. She fell to the ground, unable to run.

Where were these pincher contraptions coming from? Something flashed by overhead. A strange figure clad in dark robes.

The Tauromino whirled. It was going to trample the hapless Huntress underfoot.

That was when a blue triceratops hit the bull creature like a Mack Truck. Asteria drove her three horns into the Tauromino’s side. Black blood coated my Beastiamancer, who’d appeared just in time to save the day. Myrina sped up, spear and shield ready, to face the creature. Hephaestus’ very human face twisted in pain, but the Tauromino was far from dead. It turned its hose on Asteria and Myrina.

In that moment, I knew I could’ve helped them. But, no, the godstone wanted me to finish the bull-headed Minotaur off for good. 

After all, if my two generals died in battle, it was as it should be. They were Amazons, and I had created them to live, fight, and die at my command.

“Jacob! Help us!” Myrina shouted, her voice strained.

I ignored her, instead charging the Minotaur, which was struggling to gain its feet. I raised the War Blade to end it. The bull-headed creature, however, brought its burning shield up to block the blow at the last moment. My favorite sword clanged off the surface and instantly heated up to a thousand degrees, my hand blistering as a result. A jag of white-hot agony raced along my palm and up my arm. The blade fell to the ground, clattering on the stone. The War Blade was an indestructible artifact, but my hand wasn’t.

Still, I pushed the sudden jolt of agony from my mind. With a mighty sweep of my leg, I drove my knee into the Minotaur’s inhuman face, launching the creature through the wooden wall of the factory. The whole place collapsed on the creature. Plumes of dust and smoke rose from the destroyed building, sweeping over us like a tsunami.

“Nooooo!” Daedalus’ cry ripped through the battle. “Not my precious creations!” the mad man bellowed, streaking through the sky. He was a dark-cloaked figure, riding on golden winged sandals. That footwear looked familiar, and I don’t mean it had the Nike swoop on it. No, Hermes had worn those shoes.

I turned and reached out my fried right hand. “Plague Locust!” A cloud of three-inch-long insects erupted from my palm. The Divine Essence left me in a wave, but I was so full of rage and battle lust, I hardly felt the drain. The locusts latched onto the robed figure, biting into exposed skin, chewing through the dark fabric. The man toppled from the air, landing in a tangle of limbs, buried beneath a mound of wriggling insectile bodies. Served that asshole right. He screamed, batting frantically at the bugs, as I turned my attention back to the main threat. 

Time to slay the Minotaur, then I’d deal with that creeper Daedalus, get my Crystal Scythe back, and find out what other godly trinkets the mad genius had stashed around this place.
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Harvester of Enemies
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THE MINOTAUR MARCHED out of the destroyed factory; its inhuman eyes burned with hate and the flaming shield threw off heat like a personal sun. The monster was coming at me. Hard.

And I was without a weapon other than the Sower’s Glass shield. The bronze dog-thing still had my Crystal Scythe clutched in its weird-ass pinchers. Yet as it ran toward an exit, the machine was losing gears, the metal becoming rusted as the temporal effects of the weapon aged the machine at a preternatural rate. Unfortunately, it was too far away to do me any good and my War Blade was still glowing red-hot. Persephone was down for the count, however, unable to get up after being hit with the concussive blast of the spear, and her newly acquired Sickles of Demeter lay nearby. 

That seemed like an open invitation to me. And not a moment too soon, either.

I dove to the right, rolling across the cobblestones, then snatched up both Sickles of Demeter as I gained my feet and wheeled on the charging douchebag Minotaur. The instant the weapons were in my hands, I felt smarter, heartier, and luckier. My Intelligence, Willpower, and Fortune attributes all shot up because of the weapons, and I felt every point. It was awesome! Too bad I’d already used Wrath, since my Fortune had basically doubled. That didn’t matter, though, as I still had more than enough juice to smack Daedalus and his pets down.  

And speaking of Daedalus, the mad genius zipped by, twenty feet above me, tossing out odd bronze orbs covered in cogs and odd buttons. He’d managed to kill all my Plague Locusts, which was damned surprising. When the spheres hit the ground, they sprouted eight legs. Sparks lit up from inside the spiders, which were each about the size of a cocker spaniel. A dozen of the things came at me like mechanical daddy longlegs. Fangs clacked at the center of their bodies, and beady red eyes locked on to my position like goddamned little Terminator robots. Creepy suckers, though the Minotaur was still my primary concern at the moment. 

The bull-headed freak flung another shadow spear at me, and I took it on my steel skin. It carved away a portion of my Health. Another few blows like that, Defender ability or not, and I’d be done for.

I activated the Root Feet power of the sickles. Leafy vines erupted out of the stone, entangling the steampunk daddy longlegs encroaching on my position. Thicker plants gripped the legs of the Minotaur in front of me, winding their way up its hairy legs and lashing out, snaring its arms.

The thing’s onyx eyes widened. It struggled, bucked, then dropped its colossal head and shook its razor-sharp horns back and forth, frantically trying to slice through the foliage. The Minotaur was making more headway then I liked—ba dum tss. Headway.  

I wasn’t going to mess around with this thing, though. I was sick to death of all these steampunk monsters, and we had places to be and things to kill. Like Earl. And this thing was getting in my way—a fact it would very soon regret. The sickles possessed the Maelstrom Blades attack, quadrupling the number of times I could slice and dice with the weapons. And I could do it at a distance by hurling the harvesting hooks. I still had enough Jacob in me to know that getting anywhere near that spear was bad news. It wasn’t your typical weapon, no, but most likely the weapon of a god.

At that moment, the godstone was just happy to be dealing out epic amounts of damage.

With a heave, I flung the sickles with every ounce of strength I could put into the throw. The weapons flashed through the air. Sure, the Minotaur was able to bat away one of the hooks with that blast-furnace shield, but it didn’t get the other one. The second blade struck its arm and ripped out a chunk of meat. The deflected sickle—now glowing inferno-red—boomeranged back toward the beast, cutting off one of its horns. Five other times, those blades gashed the bull-headed beast, slicing off a thousand points of damage per hit.

Better yet? All those daddy longlegs around me took a quarter of that damage. That was nearly 500 points of Smiting that blew off their legs, extinguished fires, and blasted bits of metal across the cobblestones of the agora. Brutal.

The bleeding Minotaur weaved like a punch-drunk fighter as the sickles finally spun through the air and returned to my hands. The beast was hurt bad, on the ropes but not quite down for the count. I intended to rectify that, and thanks to the plants still binding its feet to the ground, I could do it without a problem.

I sprinted forward, both sickles held over my head, and I Smote that bull with both hands. I dealt out nearly 900 points of damage, thanks to my significantly improved stats. A blast of pure energy exploded out from me and into those hooks. I cleaved through the creature’s shoulder blades, down into its breastplate, in through its ribs, and out its sides. Carved it up like a Thanksgiving turkey. Black blood gushed out and covered me in hot fluid. Gears went flying. Hoses buried in its flesh were cut, and steam went spitting and sizzling out.

The Minotaur roared in pain and defeat. It staggered momentarily then keeled over, hitting the ground with a thud that rattled my teeth. It was one big son of a bitch. 

I didn’t take time to gloat, though. There was still another Minotaur to kill ... Well, reverse Minotaur, but that just seemed like semantics. 

I wheeled, scanning the battlefield. 

My stomach lurched into my throat. I was too late ... 

Not to save my Amazons, but rather to finish off the human-headed Tauromino. 

My ’Zons were working like a well-oiled machine, and that sucker was on its very last legs. Myrina danced around the creature, using her superior speed and agility to hack into limbs and leave long, brutal slashes across exposed flesh. Doris and Ianthe, spears in hand, harried the creature on its flanks, buying Myrina all the time she needed to carve the beastie up. Somehow, Phoebe had managed to remove the crossbow from her mech and was currently laying down uncannily accurate suppressive fire like a boss. And Asteria was tanking like no one’s business while in the form of a prehistoric grizzly the size of a M1A1. 

I watched, the Jacob Merely side of me burning with fierce pride as my warriors worked. We had our problems, true, but at the end of the day, we were a family. These women would fight and die for each other, and they’d happily fight and die for me no matter the odds. 

Asteria shot straight in, driving a furry shoulder bigger than a bowling ball into the Tauromino’s human face. Its nose exploded in a fountain of blood and the steampunk goggles covering its eyes cracked. Not a critical hit by a long shot, but it did create an opening that Myrina exploited like the pro she was. In an instant, the Battle Warden general was flying through the air, legs cartwheeling above her, before landing on the creature’s back, her razor-sharp sword screaming around in a vicious arc. 

The blade parted flesh, metal, and piping with equal ease, and just like that the creature’s head detached from its body, flopping to the ground with a wet thud. 

The body, completely headless, collapsed a moment later. 

“No, no, no!” Daedalus shrieked, pulling at the wild tufts of silver hair jutting from his skull. “This isn’t the way it was supposed to go!” 

That was definitely the understatement of the century. His two champions were both dead, and the rest of my ’Zons were just finishing up with the rest of the steam-powered zoo he’d unleashed on us during his little attack.

“You haven’t beaten me!” he screeched, wheeling midair, thanks to his fancy winged footwear. “I’ll be back! I swear it true, so it must be!” He cackled and tried to make a break for it. But Aella, my Air-Witch, was having none of that. She thrust her hands out, conjuring a hurricane breeze that stopped Daedalus in his tracks. He was trying to fly directly into the gale-force winds. Nope. Not going to happen. For being a genius ... Well, that was an awfully stupid move.

He changed course, thinking to use that wind to fly away in the other direction. Bad idea. With a flick of her wrists, Sabra summoned a forest of vines out of the grassy courtyard. Those leafy tendrils wrapped arounds his legs and brought him crashing down. A blazing star, smashing into the earth. And then Calla was there, hands on fire; she flash-fried the robes off the Greek genius. He was left scorched and dressed in smoldering bits of fabric. The fired burned through his leather bag’s strap. The satchel opened and his steampunk orbs went rolling away. It seemed that without his personal touch, they couldn’t be activated. Now that was a pity.

Sabra strengthened her vines, taking a fresh hold of Daedalus as he struggled and screamed. 

My War Blade had finally cooled enough and seemed to be working again. I called it to me with a thought. With a smug, deadly grin stretched across my face, I strolled across the battlefield, the War Blade hovering over my shoulder, the sickles in my fists. By that time, the bronze-pincher dog had collapsed into a pile of dust. The Crystal Scythe was in the far corner, but I could collect it in a second.

I approached Daedalus, looming over him like the god I was—bold, strong, unstoppable. The godstone burned and thrummed in my chest, and suddenly I felt invincible. Ares’ thoughts were creeping in around the edges of my mind, but for the moment I didn’t mind in the least. I looked down on my foe. He was a disgusting thing. An old man, with a mostly bald pate and a beard half burned away. Watery blue eyes peered out above sooty cheeks. He was emaciated, clearly, and a bit touched. “We have vanquished you and your pathetic army,” I said, voice distant and oddly hollow. “We are mighty. I plan on slaying you, to make our victory complete. But first, I would question you.”

Phoebe limped over. “Ugh, Ares is back. Yeah, smart. ‘I’m going to kill you, but first, can I ask you a few questions?’” Sarcasm filled her voice.

“Silence!” I roared, pinning her in place with a withering glare. “You will not impugn my authority, Phoebe!”

She wasn’t impressed. She pointed to the sickles in my hand. “Those must help with your Intelligence. That’s why you used the word ‘impugn.’ Doesn’t make you any less of a tool.” She sighed. “Just ask him about the Olympian War, already. Let’s get this over with.”

Daedalus cackled. “You would know about the Olympian War? Why, War God, your own bloodlust gave Hades the victory, or at least the appearance of one. Trouble, trouble in your own ranks. But that is over. The Olympian Gods are finished. Hades will bring his dark armies across the worlds, and nothing will stand in his way! Nothing!”

The old man’s eyes rolled up in his head, and he seemed to be seconds away from chewing on his own tongue. What in the hell was wrong with him?

Then I saw the red gem in his chest. I’d seen a couple of stones like that before. One was snuggled directly in the center of my chest and the other was in Persephone. That was a godstone, no two ways about it. I pointed a sickle at the enormous mystical ruby. “You stole that from Hephaestus. You said I gave you a gift. When I slew Hephaestus, you took the gem for your own, did you not?”

Daedalus let out a squeal of delight, clapping his hands together enthusiastically despite the severe burns covering his flesh. “Aye. Aye. It is as you say! As you say, it is! The power of it, the pain, the wonderful pain, it drove me to create. What a gift it was. It filled me with fire, with power. It called me to build. To make. Look around you, War God, gaze on the miracles of my hands. I forged creatures never before seen.” His tongue darted out like a snake, dabbing at his cracked lips before disappearing back into his mouth. 

“And I walked this city in my sorrow, in my defeat, in my madness, War God. My madness. I tried to bring my son Icarus back to life, but he was never my son after that—only a thing, an experiment, a weapon. I destroyed the work of my hands, then turned my sights on the Minotaurs. I built them from the body of the god, you know.”

“I gathered,” I replied.

“Hmmmm. I imbued my main Minotaur with a portion of my power,” he continued, as though I hadn’t spoken. “And with the body of a god and the power of the godstone running through his veins, my Minotaur could wield the Inferno Shield and Athena’s Spear, even as I could ride the skies on the winged heels of Hermes. Hermes, Athena, both dead, but their gemstones were lost. Because of you. Because of us. Because of US!” he cackled madly, clearly losing it. 

I heard the necklace whine from somewhere. The chain had melted, so it wasn’t on my chest, but I didn’t see it on the ground. Oh, well. I didn’t care if I ever wore it again. The power I was feeling, the unrestrained energy, made me feel good.

I was seconds away from another kill. I would hack Daedalus’ head off his shoulders. But first, I wanted to put together what had happened. “Focus, you piece of filth,” I spat. “You built this city so the gods could battle. But why? And why wage the final war here?”

“You’re just like all the rest of the gods,” Daedalus sneered, his eyes growing hard. “You think everything is about you, but it’s not. IT’S NOT! I didn’t build this city for the gods nor as some, some”—he waved a hand through the air—“some sort of battle arena. No, you self-centered fool. I built this city for me! And the mazes, so I would never be found! But even a different dimension is too close for the gods. Dear Father Zeus tracked me down like a bloodhound, and waged his war among my streets and keeps. Your ilk ruined my city. But as payment.” He grinned, his smile filled with jagged black and yellow nubs. “I took what they left behind. Only fair. Only just!”

Persephone strode forward. Her color was back; she was a freckled redhead at the moment, with green eyes. The Necklace of Asclepius vibrated in her fist. Somehow, it was helping her. “Is my mother alive, Daedalus? Do you know?”

The thin old man fixed a leer on the spring goddess. “Demeter and Apollo, together, they fled from Hades, but by that time Hephaestus was dead, as was Athena, Hermes, Hestia, and others who sided with Zeus. Perhaps Artemis also fell.” He shrugged narrow shoulders. “That I do not know. Apollo was struck down by the dark god, and perhaps Demeter as well. I found her sickles in the secret library and gave them to a special creation crowned in gold. 

“But.” He paused, licking his lips again, and seesawed his head left, then right. “I suppose Demeter could’ve fled onto the Stair. Weaponless. She knew the way through my labyrinth, but no one else. Is that how you defeated it?” he asked, quirking his head to the side. “Did you cheat? Dirty, dirty, dirty cheat. You never fought for your husband, unlike Hera, who wanted Zeus dead for all his many indiscretions. As did Aphrodite, who was forced to wed the lame smith. Yet both are gone now. Gone!” He was raving now, not making much sense.

“Did Zeus live?” I asked.

“For a time.” Daedalus grinned, eyes wild. “I will tell you all if you let me live. Oh, yes, I will. I know things you need to know, War God.” He tapped manically at his temple. “It’s all up here. I know the things. For example, the Queen of the Underworld’s memory has been shattered by the River Lethe. That is why she does not remember the fate of her mother and the other gods. And there are seeds in her belly that are killing her because she left her husband’s realm. But for what purpose, War God? For what purpose, eh? And how could she leave when her husband could not? If the rift is truly sealed then how, pray tell, has a goddess broken through, hmmmm?”

I glanced at her. Persephone paled at his words. “Jacob, believe me, I mean you no harm. I have only helped you.”

By this time, Myrina, Doris, Ianthe, and my other Amazons crowded around the old man, who was still trapped in his vines. Asteria, now in the form of a saber-toothed cat, poked around the monster corpses, but most of the meat was spoiled by gears and engines. She finally shifted into a hyena and started working the meat of the Minotaur off its bones and iron rods.

I growled at the old man. “Above, in the library, is there a passage to the Temple of Hades on Lycastia Island?”

His eyes went to Persephone. “She should know, shouldn’t she? That is where she came from, after all. Or perhaps she doesn’t remember ... for a reason! There are no coincidences, War God, only the hand of the haggard Fates.”

The old man lurched. He grabbed a clockwork orb from his belt and triggered it. A flash of red light exploded out across the courtyard. That power gleamed in the Minotaur and the Tauromino. The pair of monstrous creatures rose at once, floating in the air—suspended by some unseen power. In a flash, pieces of the steam-powered animals went flying, reattaching themselves to the labyrinth guardians’ broken bodies. Repairing them. Resurrecting them. The dick had been monologuing, buying time until he could act. And worse, it had worked.

We didn’t have the time to fight them again. No. 

The red godstone in Daedalus’ chest glowed brightly. “I am not defeated yet! I will have my vengeance. I will use your flesh to craft an army of my own. I will conquer all!”

That wasn’t going to happen. With a sneer, I swung a sickle and hacked off Daedalus’ head, adding yet another decapitation to our collection in Minos Omega. 

The minute the Greek genius died, the scarlet gleaming inside the godstone dimmed, guttered, and finally faded to black. His body melted away into dust, as did all the flesh of all his creations. Only scrap metal and ruined engines remained. A deathly silence fell across the agora. Something red winked in the middle of the Minotaur’s remnants—it was the same bloody color as Hephaestus’ godstone, now lying in the dust of its former master. Could it be?

I’d investigate that in a minute.

We were down to about two hours now. We had to get to the Temple of Hades, and we had to do it quickly. But there was one loose end I needed to address first. I wheeled on Persephone. 

“Is the way clear now, goddess?” I asked, voice rough, low, and unamused. “Have we vanquished those who would oppose us?”

She nodded, fear in her eyes. “I’ll trade you this”—she lifted the Necklace of Asclepius with a trembling hand—“in exchange for my mother’s weapons. I have a couple Essence potions left. If all goes well, we will reach the temple before I run out. However, I do wonder about your role in the Olympian War, Ares.”

The godstone didn’t want to think about it, and I didn’t much care. The past was the past, and I was never much for history class. Current events? Yes, those were important. Deadly important, without a doubt.

From the shadows, Loxo appeared. She snatched the necklace away from Persephone, and then climbed up my arm to press the amulet against my forehead.

The necklace emitted a loud whine as the gears worked overtime to clear my head of Ares’ corrupting influence. Persephone came forward a moment later and took the sickles out of my hands. 

Loxo dismounted and stuck the amulet into my hand.

I took it. “Thanks,” I said. And meant it. I needed to think, and that wasn’t the godstone’s strong suit.

My Huntress smirked and kissed me, then faded away into the shadows.

Phoebe came forward to repair the chain. Wow, so the Necklace of Asclepius helped with Persephone’s pomegranate seed problem. I’ll have to ponder that. I didn’t see that coming.

Without the necklace, Persephone had to sit down. She held the sickles in her hands. The fate of her mother was still unknown, but I had an idea that we’d learn more in the Olympian Library. Problem was, we wouldn’t have much time to consult the card catalog.
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Sane Decisions and Insane Weapons
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TWENTY MINUTES LATER, I sat in the Olympian Library, where Phoebe carefully adjusted the necklace on my chest. I’d recharged it with a blast of Lightning Lance, and now it was brimming with Divine Essence. Which meant the caustic, bloodthirsty spirit of Ares was temporarily held at bay. 

I sighed, scrubbed a hand through my hair, then nodded my thanks at Phoebe. 

No worries, big guy, she sent, tapping me on the chest, a wry smirk on her face. 

I breathed slowly, scoping out the interior of the Olympian Library, which was about a million times bigger than the secret library where we’d fought our first batch of Daedalus’ hobbies. Not far off, the Helios Chariot sat next to Phoebe’s mech, which still needed some repairs and a bit of TLC.

I lounged in an oddly modern high-backed leather chair, positioned at a large hardwood table. In fact, a lot of the stuff in here looked suspiciously up to date. Then again, Daedalus had access to the Stair, the power of a god, and lots of time on his hands. The Olympian Library was your classic Tardis situation: it was bigger on the inside than what should be possible. Bookshelves spun up above us in various galleries complete with columns holding up a vast ceiling. The place was near to bursting with books, scrolls, and sheaves of parchment, as well as tapestries, paintings, and a virtual treasure trove of other oddities. 

It was clear that Daedalus hadn’t spent much time in the library. It was in dire need of a full-time employee to organize the place. My Amazons were checking the shelves to see if we could find more information on the Olympian War or what we might be going up against when we reached the Temple of Hades. It seemed important, and we still had to wait for our slow-moving Harvesters and Beastiamancers to join us. According to Persephone, though, we had a little time to burn. If she could be trusted, we were practically on Earl Necro Earl’s back doorstep. Nearby, there was a corridor that connected to the wonky M.C. Escher Stair. And the entrance to the Temple of Hades was just a single platform away. 

Still, I didn’t want to waste too much time. The faster we put down Necro Earl and destroyed the monster generators, the better. Once we took out my former platoon member and that traitor Antiope, we would be able to set up an encampment in the Temple of Hades. Then I could take off back to Lycastia City for a little rest and relaxation. Get back to building Amazons and managing the city.

But, for the moment at least, I had some time to think.

Phoebe sighed. So, I’m a genius—I mean, obviously—but I’m even more of a genius than I realized. Originally, I created the Necklace of Asclepius to optimize your Divine Essence usage, which also inhibits any negative forces that might affect your constitution. For Persephone, it did the same thing. She optimized her access to her own godstone while simultaneously limiting the effects of the pomegranate seeds on her system. So, yes, genius, that’s me.

Persephone was a few tables away, head resting on the table. She had her sickles back and she’d downed another Essence potion, but she was clearly hurting.

Me? I was collecting ancient artifacts of the gods like a fanboy at a comic con. The Minotaur’s shield, the spear, and the sandals of Hermes—also known as the Talaria—sat on the table before me. Only a god could use what we’d scavenged from the battlefield, and I was the only god in residence. Well, the only one we could trust, and even that was iffy. Next to all my badass new gear lay the crimson godstone from Hephaestus, along with a little sliver of a crystal. That had been the red wink we’d seen in the remnants of the Minotaur proper’s spare parts.

Phoebe saw me glance at the gem and the crystal shard. Yeah, our boy Daedalus, before he went cuckoo for Cocoa Puffs, or maybe even afterwards, sure was a smart guy. How he managed to slice off a sliver of Hephaestus’ godstone, I’ll never know, but that was what was powering the Minotaur.

“Wow, Phoebe, referencing forgotten TV commercials? Cocoa Puffs?” I smiled at her.

She closed the lid of the clockwork necklace around my neck and stepped back. The lingo from your modern times boggles the mind. You lived in an age of wonder.

“I don’t know about that—though the ’90s were pretty rad. Anyway, I think Daedalus went insane because of the godstone,” I said. “When Ares first tried to give me all that power, I nearly lost my mind. That was the whole reason he came up with the gaming system idea. To slowly dole out the power to me, but only after I’d mastered the power I already had. Part of me wonders what would happen if I tried to absorb that godstone as well.”

Surprisingly, Phoebe wasn’t against the idea. Crazy thing is, I’ve thought about how we could hack the system. With a second godstone, that might level you high enough so you could redraw the sigil, and that would end the war. The thing is, Ares already put in an automatic choke, so you can only access the godstone a little a time. If you did try to add Hephaestus’ godstone, it might bypass that process, or it might not do a thing to help you.

“And the godstones might not like being in the same host,” I added. “Not when one killed the other.” 

I sighed. I so wanted to know that story. I pulled up my character sheet and saw I had leveled again. “Hey, I’m level twenty-eight. I’m going to add more to Fortune, since the Wrath ability works well with that.”

And what are you thinking for your Ability Point? Phoebe didn’t meet my gaze. This had become a point of contention between my generals and me.

“Don’t worry,” I replied, waving her concern away. “I’m going to max out Battle Forged. Then when I level again, I’ll choose Elemental Smithing, so we can modify our weapons to really kick ass.” Without another word, I upgraded the Battle Forged ability.

<<<>>>
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<<<>>>

TRUE, ON THE ROAD, that wouldn’t help us much. But once I unlocked Elemental Smithing, it would all be worthwhile. And then, even if I somehow lost the Aegletes Crown, I’d lose Wrath, but I would keep the other Path of the Builder miracles. I had to think long-term. And again, my plan was to utilize all my Amazons to their fullest extent rather than seek personal glory. The necklace was helping with that.

After adding my next ten Attribute Points to Fortune, I surveyed my character sheet.

<<<>>>
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<<<>>>

I WAS LOOKING PASSABLE, though I would have to go back and increase my Intelligence and Willpower when I leveled again. 

Carefully covering my hand with a piece of leather, I gathered up Hephaestus’ godstone and the crystal shard and put them in a pouch.

My godstone grew warm in my chest. You are a fool not to at least try to use the crystal shard to increase your power. Touch it at least. Try.

I ignored the gem. If I toasted my conscience, this whole game would be over. We could run some tests and experiments back in Phoebe’s workshop. That would be far safer than inside some vast library on the edge of the M.C. Escher staircase to everywhere.

Phoebe offered me a wink, then limped over to work on the broken legs of her steampunk mech.

Standing, I picked up the spear and shield that I’d won from the Minotaur. I’d grabbed them quickly after the fight, stuffed them in the chariot, and took off. Now I could go through their stats. 

I checked out the spear first.

<<<>>>
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<<<>>>

HOLDING THE WEAPON, I felt my stats inflate, deadly power racing along my limbs. 

My extra muscle made my armor creak and crack. Everything seemed clearer—and not just my sight, but my mind, my memory, even my instinct seemed more finely attuned. It made sense that the weapon of Athena would grant me some of the same bonus she was so well known for. And the weapon abilities were damned impressive as well. I saw that even though the Minotaur had used the Battlequake function, I could use it again. It reset with a new wielder. That had been some powerful mojo that we’d been hit with. I could only guess what Immortal Hoplite and Sunfire Strike might do.

I twirled the spear absently in my hand, using my newfound mental acuity and focus to revisit what I’d learned about the gods so far on my journey. 

I recalled what Daedalus had said about the two sides of the Olympian War. At this point, it was more or less safe to say that it had basically been Zeus against Hades. Those had been the battle lines. Poseidon had sided with Hades, I was pretty sure. That was how Antiope came to wield that fancy trident. And Hera, who hated her philandering husband, naturally sided with the lord of the dead to get her revenge. It was common knowledge that Aphrodite also had a long-standing grudge against Zeus, which meant she was another Team Hades convert. Persephone, though technically a member of the Underworld brigade, was probably neutral thanks to both her loathing for her husband, Hades, and her love for her mother, Demeter.

Zeus would’ve gathered his children around him: Athena, Apollo, Artemis, and others. According to Daedalus, most of those were long dead, including Hermes and Hestia. Interesting. But even with the insight of the spear, I couldn’t really discern Ares’ place in the battle or how all the destruction had come to pass in the first place. Reluctantly, I set the spear back down—the world suddenly a bit duller around me—and instead picked up the blazing shield. 

<<<>>>
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<<<>>>

SO, THIS WAS ANOTHER lost artifact from the Olympian War. Not quite as powerful as Athena’s Spear, but certainly nothing to scoff at, either. And its ability to superheat weapons for up to five minutes could prove to be a devastating advantage if used properly. 

The godstone was deeply and passionately in love with all these weapons. And it gave me a perfectly plausible scenario where my Amazons merely handed me weapon after weapon while I slaughtered my enemies alone. Ha! I could only imagine how Myrina would feel about being my caddie. However, if I did all the fighting, that would keep them safe, and I would get all the glory. There was a certain sense to that, I had to admit. I could go through the special attacks of each weapon until all my foes were laid low.

The necklace wasn’t buzzing on my chest, which meant this line of reasoning was pure Jacob Merely. So far on this mission, we hadn’t lost a single Amazon. But I wouldn’t bet on our luck holding out. If an Amazon died, they wouldn’t have to just face death but torture at the hands of Hades, and that? I sure as shit didn’t want that to happen. 

The Crystal Scythe was still the most powerful item in my arsenal, and I still had one Time Orb left for the day, though I’d get a reboot in just a few hours. I still could use the Mystical Barrier, which was something I’d not done before. I couldn’t use the Sower’s Glass again, which was too bad, since that would’ve proved useful against Necro Earl. However, I’d collected some amazing artifacts. Should I go it alone?

Phoebe climbed into her mech and trudged around the table, heading for me. It was fully functional once more. Wanna try on the sandals? she asked

More than anything. I grinned, pushed my thoughts of battle and glory away, and picked the Talaria up, appraising Hermes’ footwear. The buckles of the straps were made from bronze, and everything else was fine brown leather. Two feathery wings, about nine inches long and brilliant, pearly white, were connected to the back heel. In my hand, the wings waved lazily. I took that as an invitation to slide them on.

Undoing my old sandals, I slipped my feet down into my new kicks. Pulling the leather tight, I buckled them on and pulled up the description with a thought.

<<<>>> 
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<<<>>> 

I SHARED THE DESCRIPTION with Phoebe, who hissed in surprise and appreciation. Damnnnnn! If only we could get a pair of those on Loxo, amiright? Can you imagine what she could do? Not only would she be nearly invisible, she could strike at a moment’s notice. Pretty sweet.

I didn’t disagree. But everything we’ve found is for a god. And since Persephone and I are the only ones with the god label, we’ll have to share them.

However, one look at the spring goddess told me she wasn’t going to be charging into battle any time soon. Not unless she was wearing my necklace. The potions she’d been downing weren’t exactly doing the trick anymore. Damn. Which meant the brunt of the battle would fall on my shoulders. 

Myrina came stomping up full of dark emotions. In her hand was a long scroll, rolled up. From her face, I knew she’d found something important. And that something wasn’t good.

She was frowning, her brow furrowed, her face a thunderhead of anger. Her eyes went to the godstone in my chest, then to the necklace, before finally settling on my face. There her stare stayed. The anger in her gaze felt as hot as the Inferno Shield.

“What did you find out?” I asked.

She didn’t answer. She went to the table, unrolled the scroll, then walked away without a saying a word. The slap of her sandals on the marble echoed through the galleries of the library.
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When Good Gods Go Bad
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LINES AND LINES OF text filled the pages, all of it penned in cramped ancient Greek, all of it written by Daedalus, the mad genius himself. It was a full accounting of the Olympian War. A play-by-play, call-by-call breakdown of what had happened and why. Persephone came over, her face wan, her eyes dull. Together with Phoebe, we read the history.

What Ares had told me wasn’t exactly the truth. A version of it, sure, but with some serious omissions and some significant factual discrepancies. He’d said that once Hades wanted to break free from the Underworld to walk across the Earth and that Zeus hadn’t cared. After all, it was only humans, and humans weren’t too important to Zeus unless he was banging them. Ares had claimed he didn’t care much for the humans either, but he wanted to defeat Hades because of the glory involved. I recalled he wanted to brag that he’d conquered death itself. How many heroes can say that?

The truth? Zeus had wanted to stop Hades, but this was before the three portals had been opened in the Mediterranean Sea—or, at least, one version of it. Hades had always resented being stuck in the Underworld, and he wanted out in a big way. He wanted to rule over all possible worlds. Zeus wasn’t about to let his brother get that kind of power, so boom—the gods split into two sides: those who supported Zeus and those who were all rah-rah, go, Team Hades. Well, to be clear, most of the gods just wanted Zeus dead, and this was the latest, most convenient reason. 

While skirmishes had happened on the Earth of Lycastia, the war among the gods started taking a toll on the humans. Turns out humans were important after all—as worshippers. More worshippers meant more power, though there was one exception: Hades. The dead were his worshippers, so wiping out a big chunk of humanity was actually a favorable outcome for him. The rest of the gods, however, decided it would be better to move their war games to someplace a little bit safer, so they decided to meet in Minos Omega for one final battle.  

That was where Hephaestus had talked to Ares, and that was where the War God had slain the bearded god of blacksmiths.

One moment I was reading the words of the history, and the next, I was remembering Hephaestus coming to me ... well, to Ares. It was during a lull between battles. Hephaestus had his shield and his hammer, worry etched into the lines of his face. The shield was a round hunk of metal, distorted by the heat coming off it. His hammer was splattered with blood and brains from the demigods and humans who had joined in the fight. 

We were in a back alley of Minos Omega, the artificial moon full overhead. The smell of slaughter, fire, and lightning filled the air. Smoke and death were everywhere. But right then, it was just the two of us, alone and away from the rest of our kin.

“Ares, I have talked to my wife,” the blacksmith had said, voice solemn and dully serious, which pretty much summed up Hephaestus. Dull and serious. Always.

I’d been insane with rage. Already, we’d lost Athena and Hermes in the battle. I feared for our chances in the next round of fighting. That fear, coupled with my own arrogance, pushed me over the edge, and before I knew what I was doing, I had Hephaestus by the neck. His feet dangled a few inches above the ground, his thick fingers clawing at my hand. 

“She is the enemy!” I’d been close enough to spit in his face. “Yes, we both love of her, but we must kill her no matter what. I will not lose this war, blacksmith! I will not!”

Hephaestus tried to say something, but his voice died in his throat. I saw the look in his eyes. He was going to join his wife against us. And he was coming to ask me to join him, thinking that my love for Aphrodite would sway me. Sheer fury blinded me. Without another word, I snatched up the War Blade and drove it into his heart. Blood poured out of his mouth to drip down his beard, running over my forearm. Even still, he worked his lips, trying to speak, maybe to affirm suspicions. Or to deny them. 

I smiled. “Die, cuckold. Die by the hand of the god who satisfied your wife in ways you never could.”

“No. We ... must ... join ... together,” he managed to croak out, despite my fingers digging into his throat. “Or lose everything to Hades. Secret. Alliance. With ...” He slipped off my blade, eyes hazy and dim. The life had gone out of them, snuffed out like a candle.

Thunder crackled, and I heard Zeus roar, “Ares! To me! Poseidon, he rides to war on a Typhon! Come!” 

Hephaestus’ shield was too hot to touch, but I snatched up his Hammer, clenching down with a white-knuckled grip. However, the special abilities had been locked. A final fuck you from Hephaestus. That was why I could use it to forge Amazons, but I couldn’t use it in battle.

Suddenly, I snapped back to the Olympian Library. I blinked. 

Phoebe’s voice filled my head. Dude, are you getting this? Ares killed Hephaestus because he thought he wanted to betray Zeus. That wasn’t the case, though. Hephaestus wanted to end the war, as did Aphrodite, and they wanted to form a secret alliance. Hephaestus goes to Ares, and boom, Ares killed him. And without the extra god on Zeus’ side, they lost and were forced to flee.

I was having a hard time focusing even though the godstone was strangely quiet. 

I read the lists of the confirmed dead: Hera, Poseidon, Athena, Apollo, Hephaestus, Hestia, and Hermes.

The missing included Zeus, Demeter, Artemis, Aphrodite, and Dionysus. 

We all knew what happened to Hades, Ares, and Persephone. 

According to Daedalus, Zeus hadn’t been able to kill Hades—though the sky god was able to banish his brother back to the Underworld. According to the mad genius’ musing, Poseidon hadn’t been responsible for opening the three portals on the sea floor, because it turned out that Ares had wounded him before killing Hera outright. Poseidon beat feet back to the ocean after the brawl, but eventually he bled to death, unable to recover from the wounds Ares had dealt him. That was why Ares didn’t know what had happened to Poseidon—he’d perished after the fact.

Turned out, the War God had been Zeus’s hatchet man all along. Most of the casualties were on Zeus’ side of things, though. And Hades had been responsible for all the kills. It seemed out of the all the gods, Hades had been the strongest. Damn. Even more powerful than Ares, which had rankled the war god’s pride like no one’s business. It had been that—Ares’ ego—which had ultimately driven the god to confront Hades one on one. 

All of that made a certain sort of sense. It added up. The big twist was the portals leading from the Underworld. I’d just assumed Hades and Poseidon had created those, but according to the tome, the real culprit responsible for endangering the world was standing right next to me: Persephone.

Phoebe and I turned to stare at her.

The spring goddess stepped back, stammering. “My mother. I wanted to find my mother, but Hades wouldn’t let me leave. I had to open the rifts. I was not sure if the first one worked. So I tried again. And again. Three times. But I ... I never intended for any of this to happen. Please, you have to believe me!”

“It was how you could make it through the portal in the Temple of Hades,” Phoebe said. “You can work the portal magic. Pretty convenient. But it makes this entire war your fault. Did Ares know?”

“He didn’t,” I answered. “He thought Hades was behind the rifts.”

“Two are closed,” Persephone protested, though her words felt hollow. It was clear that her memory had been restored. “I thought Ares would complete the sigil to close the third. I felt terrible for putting the universe in danger, but I missed my mother so. When Ares died, and I learned of the new War God, I thought, maybe I could reason with him. With Ares? He would’ve killed me on sight had he known the truth. But you’re not like him, Jacob. Please believe me.”

I sighed. He would’ve. The old god of war had been a dim-witted asshole who murdered first and asked questions later. Sure, if the wife of Hades showed up, claiming to have opened the three rifts in the first place, Ares would’ve lost his shit. 

“Okay,” I said. “So, now it’s all clicking into place.”

You need to go talk to Myrina, Phoebe sent. One more time, we see Ares screwed the pooch. But you and I know it’s more than that, right?

I did indeed.

I left Persephone and Phoebe to go find my Battle Warden. It was the first time I was using Talaria, but those sandals were intuitive as hell. I swooshed up off the floor; it was like rollerblading through the sky, same motion, only I wasn’t gravity’s bitch anymore. I rolled my way around and then skated upward. I kept my speed down since I was still learning how to fly on the feathered shoes. In combat, I was going to kick some serious ass.

The godstone perked up at the idea. But again, it was strangely quiet, because I knew the truth. Ares hadn’t just lost one war because of his bad decisions. He’d lost two. More than ever, I swore that I was going to play this differently. Because if I let the godstone do the thinking for us, we’d all wind up dead. Ares and the godstone had already had their chance, and they blew it majorly.

Now, if I could only convince Myrina of that.

She was a few stories up, sitting in a side alcove stuffed with books and papers. On the ceiling was a painting depicting the beginning of the universe. In this version, the three siblings Acmon, Erebus, and Chaos were at the top of a spiral staircase that looked suspiciously like the double helix of DNA. Chaos was a woman in a flowing gown. She and her brothers—big, burly, and decked out in loose tunics—were reaching for a gleaming golden egg surrounded by darkness. That was the egg that Persephone talked about. So if these three jokers cracked open the egg to create the universe, who had created them and the staircase? 

Talk about a chicken and egg scenario.

Myrina lounged under the painting on a red-cushioned divan. Parchment surrounded her.

I floated in and touched down silently on the marble floor. My Battle Warden’s back was to me. Before I knew it, words tumbled out of my mouth. Some I meant to use, others I didn’t. “Myrina, look, I know what Ares did was crazy messed up. But I’m not Ares. I keep saying that, over and over, and I still don’t get it. You don’t want me to be Jacob Merely, and you don’t want me to be Ares. I wish you would make up your mind.”

Myrina stood and turned to face me. Tears tracked down her face.

I expected anger, a punch in the mouth maybe, but not sadness. I softened. “What’s wrong?”

Fresh tears coursed down her face. And then she snapped. She moved forward and started tearing books off the shelves, shredding parchments, flinging scrolls. It was like someone had let a rabid bear into the Great Library of Alexandria before it burned.

I couldn’t let her damage so many irreplaceable documents. I darted forward and grabbed her wrist. She spun and threw a punch at my face, as hard as she possibly could. If I hadn’t been wearing the winged sandals, I might’ve taken that blow on the chin and it probably would’ve shattered every bone in my face. Instead, the sandals took over and eased me back, and her blow whiffed past my nose by inches. That was the Combat Dodge feature at work. Thanks, Hermes.

I blocked her next attack with my left arm and then shoved her up against the bookcases. I didn’t use all my strength, but I used enough.

“Really? You’re going to take it out on me?” I asked. “All that was Ares. It wasn’t me! When in the hell are you gonna get that through your head?”

She swung at me again. This time, I was ready for it. I dodged it and shoved her back again, using just a hair more force than I had before.

We played the same game a few more times—me escalating a little each time—and when it was clear she couldn’t beat me, she simply picked up a stack of parchment, hurled it my way, and let out a scream. “It was you! Against Daedalus and his armies, it was you! The old Jacob would’ve helped Asteria and me, but you didn’t. Ares failed Zeus and the other gods, and you failed me!”

We were both breathing hard. I had my hands up because if she went after me, I was going to block any punches that my sandals didn’t save me from. Which they would at least thirty-five percent of the time.

I recalled that moment when I hadn’t helped her and Asteria against the Tauromino. I’d callously turned my back on them, and at the time, I hadn’t cared if they lived or died.

An ember of shame burned inside my chest. But that hadn’t been me either. “I’m sorry for that, Myrina, I truly am. I’m Jacob again. I’m me, a dork, slightly out of my depth, but far smarter than the former god of war.”

She lifted her chin. Her eyes bore into me. “For now ...”

“This isn’t just about that one fight,” I said. “What’s really going on?”

She took in a shuddering breath, and folded her arms across her chest. “You’ll break my heart, Jacob, just like Ares did. And he never once talked about the Olympian War. He never once told us about his failure, or the murder of Hephaestus.”

“Of course he wouldn’t,” I muttered. “Pricks like that never want to talk about when they mess up. It’s because they’re so fragile. One mistake, and boom, they’re doomed, and their perfect record is gone.” I smiled, an easy, open grin. “I’m not like that, and I’ll never be like that. I want to be honest. When I’m awesome, I’ll tell you. And when I fuck up? I’ll talk about that too. My father back in Illinois calls that humility. Humility isn’t humiliation. Humility is an honest appraisal of yourself—of what’s good about you, and what’s bad. My old man says humility is a strength, not a weakness.”

My smile coaxed one out of Myrina. It was small but beautiful, a little ray of sunshine in the rain of her tears. “I do not know what words I can speak, Jacob. I feel torn in half by you.”

“By me?” My mouth dropped open. “Come again?”

She came forward, not to hit me, but to step into my arms. “By you, Jacob Merely, god of war. I thought you would be killed not hours after taking on the mantle of Ares. Yet here you are, growing into your power and embracing a humility undreamed of by the Olympians. I want to love you, and yet I am afraid if I do ... I will get hurt if that necklace is ever destroyed. Hence, my heart is divided. Torn between love and fear.”

She was in my arms, her skin on mine, her breastplate against mine. Two titans of war, just sharing a hug and a little bit of humanity. She smelled so good: perfumed skin, sweat, and leather. She felt perfect in my arms. Our eyes locked. Then I felt the magnetic pull of a kiss that would change everything between us.

But this is what I wanted. It felt perfect, kissing Myrina, the toughest Amazon I knew, the strongest woman, and hands down the most complicated. The erotic energy between us quickly had us gasping, and then we started unbuckling our armor, shedding our gear—her sandals, the winged shoes on my feet—until we were both naked on the red divan.

For just an instant, I let my eyes rove down her body, from her powerful shoulders to her muscled thighs to her cute feet and everything in-between.

“The time for looking is over, War God,” she said through broken breaths. “Touch me. Take me. If we are to die, let us die having known love between us. For Zeus knows, we have had more than our fair share of hate.”

And that, that right there was Myrina. When she made up her mind, it was best to follow along. Phoebe, Otrere, and the rest of our army hadn’t made it through the city yet, so I had a few minutes. And you know what, even if I didn’t have the time ... Well, I would’ve done this anyway. 

After we both finished, Myrina clung to me, hot and sweaty in my arms. Curled up against me, sweet and vulnerable for perhaps the first time since I’d met her. 

She whispered into my ear. “I love you, Jacob. I love you. I will fight for you. I will die for you. Because you are twice the god Ares was. And three times the man.”

That was all I needed to hear.

We were going to break into the Temple of Hades and kill Earl Necro Earl. The bottom line was, if I could remove the threat against us, no one would have to die for me. Especially not Myrina, who had known too much defeat in her life serving a War God who had trouble winning because of his own foolishness.
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Ice, Ice, Baby
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I DROVE THE HELIOS Chariot down a promenade on the seventh floor of the library, my army of Amazons snaked out behind me. Beside me hung the Inferno Shield, Athena’s Spear, and the Crystal Scythe. I was getting quite the collection of godly artifacts, which would hopefully help me punch Earl’s teeth right into the back of his fucking throat. The Death Harvesters and the ballistae had finally caught up, and we were currently headed down a wide corridor, the sides open to the ruins of Minos Omega below and a section of the Submerged Labyrinth above.

Eventually, we came to a grand entryway—an arched marble thing, big enough to admit a whole herd of African elephants. On the other side were the familiar stones of the Eternal Stair, the pathway to everywhere and nowhere. Engraved on a stone plaque above the arch was an ominous warning: 

The Infinite Devours the Finite Until Only Infinities are Left.

I had to pause at that. Persephone, behind me, glanced up at the words, her lips pressed into a thin, thoughtful line. Without the necklace, she was withering again, turning gray as the pomegranate seeds ate away at her insides. Hopefully, we could get to the Temple of Hades in time to stop the eroding transformation. 

Phoebe chugged up to me. Hey, dude, we got some kinda problem or what? She paused, squinted, and read the words. Yeah, when the abyss looks at your butt, your butt looks back. Whatever. What’s the deal?

I didn’t message her back but frowned. What was the deal? For a long moment, I wasn’t sure. Why was I stopping? We had places to be and things to kill.

Then the enormity of what I was doing hit me. I wasn’t just trying to save Earth, I was trying to save all possible worlds. I wasn’t just fighting an enemy, I was in a struggle against death itself, and the fate of humanity as a whole hung in the balance. Law and order are precarious things, always spinning away toward chaos. Chaos, death, and decay were infinite. The lives of gods and men weren’t. The Infinite devours the finite ... It was a warning. A threat that I could never beat something as eternal and fundamental as Hades. And maybe there was some truth in that, but I’d be damned if I didn’t at least try. 

Myrina strode forward. “What is the meaning of this? We have but ninety minutes left. We must hurry.”

“Jacob is having a moment,” Phoebe said, in a not-so-quiet whisper. 

Myrina climbed up into the chariot and looked me straight in the eyes as she pressed up against me. “Do not be a punk.” Then she kissed me—hard, fast, passionate—and leapt down, a swagger in her steps that I hadn’t seen before.

She was right, of course. I hadn’t made it this far by focusing on the odds stacked against us or by listening to the people who told me what I could or couldn’t do. The only way to win this thing was to put one foot in front of the other until we came to the end of the line. I nodded, my resolve hardening, and ushered us on with a flick of my hand. 

A blue dove streaked past me, turned into a simple house cat, and then padded forward through the archway. We followed Asteria onto a wide pathway hanging, unsuspended, in the vast reaches of space. Stars glittered against the wet dark. A green nebula spun in the infinite around us. A whole mess of universes swirled far off in the distance; we might be finite, but we were alive, and I was going to use my life to stop Hades, end Earl Necro Earl, and keep my Amazons—and the rest of humanity—safe. 

The pathway ended at a distorted staircase, which corkscrewed straight up for several hundred feet. A shining rectangle of light glowed above us on a connecting platform, so bright it almost looked like a square star.

Was that the doorway into the Temple of Hades?

“We need to get to the landing at the top of these steps.” Persephone waved one hand vaguely through the air. 

I let Persephone drive the Helios Chariot while I helped Gorilla Asteria, Myrina, and our beefier Beastiamancers lift the Harvesters and ballistae up the steps. We passed around Hestia’s Cup and Bowl as we worked, keeping everyone fed and watered for the fight to come. It was absolutely silent except for the crunch of our wheels, the creaking of our armor, and our labored breathing. Slowly, methodically, we worked, pushing our vehicles and heavy armament up the stairs, higher and higher.

Off in the distance, a comet lazily floated toward us, surrounded by a stream of ice, rock, or unearthly space debris.

Unfortunately, the hunk of space debris was damned near the size of New York City, and, as I watched, it curved around, drawn toward us by some kind of gravitational field. How did physics on the Stair work, exactly? Short answer? It probably followed Bugs Bunny cartoon laws, which meant we were screwed. Anything for a laugh, right? Kinda made me think there might the god of space out there—maybe Uranus—who didn’t much like me. First, they threw a red sun at us and now a chunk of interstellar space ice. Perfect. 

Phoebe let out a sigh. That thing is totally coming at us, and unless I’m way more drunk than I think, it’s speeding up ... Because, well, of course it’s speeding up. 

She wasn’t wrong. That comet didn’t seem to be moving quite so lazily anymore, and it was now on a crash course with the Stair.  

“Double-time!” I called out, my mind racing. 

What ace did I have left up my sleeve? What kind of ability or miracle could I use to either get up the stairway quicker or to block the comet? I’d already used the Sower’s Glass to save Persephone and Myrina from the clockwork piranhas, but I had one more round of Time Orb. Using the Crystal Scythe, I could slow the comet by 90%. I mean that wasn’t exactly ideal—I’d been hoping to save all those tricks for my rumble against Earl—but there was no point in holding out now. Not if it meant the difference between living to fight another day and dying horrifically.

“Myrina,” I shouted over my shoulder. “You’re in charge. Keep everyone moving!” Orders issued, I grabbed the scythe. Triggering my fancy new winged sandals, I stepped off the path and raced around the staircase. I didn’t fly too high because I wasn’t sure how the atmosphere here worked or if I’d be able to breathe too far out from the Stair. Plus, it was always possible some funky gravity well would pull me away and hurl me like a divine fastball into the expanse of the cosmos. Hard pass on that if I could avoid it.  

I stopped in front of the oncoming comet. Arms outstretched, I waited to trigger the Time Orb ability on the Crystal Scythe. I was hoping the effect would slow something as big as the comet coming at us. It was definitely line of sight. Hard to miss. I’d thought it was the size of New York City. Now I was thinking it might be bigger. New York state, maybe? Either way, if it plowed into us, there was approximately zero chance of survival. 

While my Amazons struggled to get our vehicles and mounts up the rest of the steps—furiously spurred on by Myrina—I checked the Crystal Scythe’s ability.

<<<>>>
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<<<>>>

BATTLE WARDENS STREAMED up the Stair at a hard run, followed by the Beastiamancers, who, in turn, were followed by the Death Harvesters. Persephone came last in the Helios Chariot, pulled by two fire stallions, smoke and embers streaming from their manes and tails.

Okay, time to put the brakes on this comet, so we could get everyone up and off the Stair.

I kept my eyes fixed on the burning ball of rock and gas, focusing my will like a laser beam as I triggered Time Orb. The scythe flashed a brilliant blue in my hand. Cold power flooded through me and a wave of energy rippled out, distorting the space in front of me as it slammed into the oncoming comet like the blast from an atom bomb. A wall of primal cobalt power enveloped the ball of rock and ice, and as it did the burning ball of certain death shuddered, groaned, and came to a near standstill. The comet would be slowed to 90% of its speed for thirty seconds. After that, it would crash into the staircase ... 

And anything unfortunate enough to still be standing on the Stair.

By that time, though, our forces would be safe. Maybe. Hopefully. The Harvesters, with their trailers, clattered up the steps, steam engines whooshing. Persephone came last ... Wait, no. Down below a flash of movement caught my eye. Dammit. Doris and Ianthe had stayed behind, making sure no one was forgotten. They were on the Stair below me and if they didn’t get their asses in gear ASAP, they’d be caught in the path of the slow-motion comet.

Very heroic of them, really. Just highly inconvenient. 

I clipped the Crystal Scythe into the housing on my back, whirled midair, and took off like an arrow on the wing-powered footwear. I skated past the trailers, blazed past the Helios Chariot, and came blasting down to the two Battle Wardens. I caught Doris in my right arm, Ianthe in my left, and we streaked away as the comet careened toward us. The cold of all that interstellar ice struck me like a sledgehammer, sucking away the wind from my lungs for a second, but though I was taking cold damage, I had the War Mammoth Cloak insulating me from the bulk of the damage. 

Doris and Ianthe, though, gasped, curling up against me. 

Everything went silent for a minute, a tense quiet, and then the front edge of the comet crashed into the spiraling staircase below. The world exploded with light and noise. Yeah, the red star might’ve moved through the Stair without damaging the steps, but this son of a bitch was taking out miles upon miles of the stonework. I had no ideas what rules or laws governed the Stair, but they seemed fickle as hell and ready to kill us all at the drop of a hat.  

Doris and Ianthe clung to me as we watched the devastation below us. Then, without missing a beat, we flew to rejoin the convoy. The rest of my crew were breathing hard, but they were alive—in no small part thanks to Myrina’s leadership and Doris and Ianthe’s heroics. I’d pitched in as well, I suppose, but that was to be expected when you were a living deity. Directly in front of us, across a stone archway, lay another exit off the Stair, this one a rectangle of light as brilliant and powerful as the sun at noonday.

I pointed at the rectangle. “Hey, P, is that the portal to the Underworld?”

Persephone sat up and blew a strand of limp hair out of her face. “Yes, War God. This exit will take us into the temple’s inner sanctum. We should then be able to come storming out into the city itself. That is where we will meet Earl on the field of battle.” Damn, but she looked like death warmed over. 

“You gonna be okay?” I asked with genuine concern.

She gave me a tired, half-hearted smile and nodded. “Once we are in, I’ll help as I am able, then I’ll slip back through the rift into the Underworld. There is no other way. Still, I will do what I can—”

The click and squeal of stone on stone filtered up to us, cutting off her words. I edged over to the side of the platform and stole a quick look down. The comet had blown through the stone steps and was disappearing into the darkness of space. The spiral staircase, however, was already rebuilding itself, huge slabs of stone sliding against each other or tumbling end over end, restoring the staircase to pristine glory. I had a very Minecraft moment. Okay, so the Stair could repair itself. That was good to know. 

I bent and picked up Athena’s Spear and the Inferno Shield. The War Blade shivered in its sheath at my side like its two best friends had come over to play. The Crystal Scythe was clipped to my back. I rose up, floating above the Helios Chariot where everyone could see me. 

In moments, the mutters died and all eyes were on me. Despite the hardships and difficulties of getting here, hope burned bright in the faces of my troops. “This is it,” I called out, my voice carrying like the crack of thunder.

Myrina nodded at me. She knew this was the time for a grand speech.

“I’m proud of you,” I continued, a fierce smile on my face. “We’ve trained hard. Fought hard. And made more sacrifices than anyone could ever have asked of us. The road hasn’t been easy, but the victory will be all the better for it. I’m not going to tell you that things will be easier from here. We’re going to fight, and some of you may die, but we’re fighting and dying for something worthwhile. Something larger than us. Liberty for all mankind and for all worlds. And as my colonel used to say, sometimes the tree of liberty must be watered with the blood of patriots and tyrants. Let’s just make sure we use up as much tyrant blood as we can.”  

A round of cheers went up, swords and spears slapping against bucklers in agreement.

“Now, as for the actual game plan. Once we get inside, it’s gonna be business as usual. I want us playing smart. Myrina will lead the ground element, Asteria will command the Beastimancers. Phoebe, you’re on the support side. Use our Elementalists, and make sure our heavy weapons are laying down suppressive fire. As for me, I’ll play quarterback. Hang back, heal those who need it, lay down miracles by the truckload, and patch any holes in the lines. Everyone tracking?”

“No!” Doris shouted, catching me completely off guard. I wasn’t used to hearing “no” from my ’Zons—well, at least not from ’Zons who weren’t named Myrina. She couldn’t tell me no often enough. “You are the war god,” Doris continued. “You have the weapons of the Olympians! This battle should be your glory. You should lead from the front, War God! It is only right.”

Myrina’s eyes widened, a scowl growing on her face. “Doris, this is unbecoming of an Amazon. Who are you to question the god of war?”

That’s Myrina’s job, Asteria sent me, a wicked half-smile on her lips. 

Ianthe stepped forward to stand with her sister. “I agree with Doris, revered Battle General. It is not intended as disrespect. It is just that we have seen him fight, General, we have seen his battle prowess. And that was before the War God found these divine armaments. Surely, the best strategy now is for the War God to use them to annihilate our enemy ...”

Asteria was a blue house cat again, standing under Phoebe’s mech. The kitty licked her paw and then swiped it over her head, purring loudly. It was clear that Asteria couldn’t care less about the current drama.

As for Phoebe, she smirked. Oh, this is good. Whatcha gonna do now, tough guy?

Myrina turned. “These Battle Wardens are young and impulsive. I apologize, War God. I will reprimand them.”

Doris and Ianthe stood tall, chins high, their eyes fixed on me.

All my Amazons waited to see what I would say. And I could see they agreed with the unruly Doris and Ianthe.

The godstone flashed, and the necklace rattled and whined, fighting to get the upper hand inside my head. Of course, it liked the idea of me going in alone, or in the vanguard at the very least. However, Myrina chided me. You cannot let your Amazons question your ultimate authority. You should put these two in their place.

Myrina wasn’t wrong, not exactly. But then, neither were Doris and Ianthe. I mean, when I really thought about the power I possessed now ... It was substantial. I wanted to be responsible and to be true to what I’d told Myrina, but I had a veritable nuclear arsenal at my disposal, and we hadn’t even really talked about it. 

Myrina seemed to sense my hesitation. The Battle Warden paused, searching my face like the rest of my team, chewing at her bottom lip, which was something I’d never seen her do before. She looked worried. Or maybe thoughtful. 

A moment, War God, she sent before I’d fully made up my mind. Perhaps I was being overzealous, she conceded. Perhaps pride has gotten the better of me. I was so consumed with you not making the same mistakes that Ares made last time, that it is ...  she faltered. It is possible I almost made his mistakes. Not letting you fight because I needed to prove myself worthy. Powerful. But these young Battle Sisters, they are right. We need to fight—need to do our part—yet to hobble you is a fool’s gambit. And besides, I trust you to lead from the front and not fall into the foolishness of Ares. There is wisdom in this. She offered me a thin smile, her eyes flashing with pride. 

I thought my jaw might well and truly hit the floor. First, she’d finally given in to me, and now she was admitting both that she was wrong and that she trusted my judgement. Clearly, we’d left behind the real world and this section of the Stair was bizzaro world. Not that I was complaining. Just flabbergasted.

I nodded my agreement, let the Aegletes Crown flash, and gave the godstone a little bit of leeway. I wasn’t the old Ares, but I needed just a little bit of his power, his bloodlust—hell, his razzle-dazzle—if I was going to do this thing. The godstone flared brightly in my chest, sending out a gentle ripple of warmth and approval, and suddenly I found words rolling off my tongue. 

“Very well. I have heard you. You all know I don’t want personal glory. You know that I am not Ares. I am my own god of war. However, you make good points. I do possess weapons of ultimate power. I will fight from the front, draw their fire, and decimate their forces. Then? You will come and do what you do best—slay. We will leave no head uncleaved, no heart unpierced, and no stone stacked. We will destroy the monster generators. We will raze the Temple of Hades and sow salt into the ground. Victory will be ours. I will light the candle, but you, my Amazons, will be the inferno!”

All the Amazons raised their weapons and let out a thunderous battle cry.

The chanting started: In-Fer-No! God of War! In-Fer-No! God of War!
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Total War
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LOXO AND SOPHIA RETURNED with a report after scouting ahead. Apparently, the shimmering portal connected to a secret door that let out behind the main alter inside the Temple of Hades proper. According to my scouts, the place was horrible—a veritable testament to pain, suffering, and damnation—but also surprisingly empty. That douche hole, Earl Necro Earl, was out front in the main courtyard, rallying his freshly created troops, preparing to set off through the main gate. They’d be on their way to Lycastia City in less than a handful of minutes, which meant if this crazy sneak-attack ambush was going to work, we had to move now. 

I eased the Helios Chariot up the crumbling steps, Phoebe trailing behind me in her mech; Asteria, in the form of a blue house cat. lay asleep in her lap. Well, it had been a long night. Myrina kept pace next to the mech with Loxo at her side. Sophia vanished here and there around us. The rest of our army crept along fifty or so paces back. After a couple of minutes, we came to a black stone wall, pitted and pockmarked from age. As we edged closer, it slid open, and a few silent steps later, we were inside. 

Loxo and Sophia hadn’t been exaggerating about how freakishly gross the inside of the temple was. 

The temple was all dark stone, carved with intricate scenes of torture and death. In one panel a man was drawn and quartered—his arms and legs violently ripped off by hideous war mounts. In another, a woman had her stomach carved open, spools of intestines drooping from the wound. And that was just the tip of the gross iceberg. Decapitations. Flayings. Dismemberment. All depicted in heinous detail. Dark steel chains hung from the vaulted ceiling overhead, their ends capped by beefy meat hooks. Ancient yellowing bones lay scattered about in piles. 

Odd shadows flitted in the corner of my eye, while barely-there voices whispered and crooned from pools of inky darkness. Man, this place was the worst. Like the offspring of a Hot Topic store and a Hellraiser flick. 

Aside from the very questionable taste in décor, the rest of the building was fairly similar to my temple in Lycastia City: rows of fluted columns and a central dais. But here, instead of a statue to the god of war, there hung a portal, which I had no doubt led to the Underworld. The rift was a sick rectangle of green and black light, which flickered on and off, like a bad neon light hanging over the entrance to a mortuary. The bronze of the frame surrounding the portal had oxidized into a diseased green color. Black slime dripped off it, pitter-pattering on the filthy floor.

Loxo pointed to the thin light of the entrance. “There, War God. Straight ahead.” 

Sure enough, the far end of the temple was completely open to the air, more stone columns marching along the front, supporting the roof. A set of black marble steps descended into a wide courtyard beyond. 

My army shuffled into the temple and we crept to the front pillars. My Rune-Casters, with an assist from a handful of Battle Wardens, brought both the Death Harvesters and the ballistae forward, getting them ready. The quiet shuffling ... the hushed whispers ... I kind of felt like Odysseus in the Trojan Horse.

My generals and I crept through the pillars until we could see the ramparts surrounding the temple. In the gray light of dawn, we were greeted by an army of monsters and the undead in formation, a thousand at least, all on their way out the front gates.

While the city around the Temple of Hades might have mirrored Lycastia at one time, every stone building had been demolished to create a vast open space between the temple and the domineering walls edging the crumbling city. I was glad we’d found a way to sneak in because those fortifications looked impenetrable.

In each corner of the enormous courtyard were towering piles of stone—the cracked leftovers of the once magnificent city now brought low into ruin. The rock piles had been turned into makeshift fountains with big basins of marble at the bottom. What looked like half-congealed blood dripped down into a morass of bubbling muck. Runes had been carved into the fountain tops, which pulsated a dark green color. From out of the top of the fountain, dozens of eggs—each gooey, black, and about the size of a basketball—tumbled down into the ichor-filled tubs below. 

As the eggs settled, they cracked and burst, spilling a host of awful into the ooze.

Some of the eggs became small squalling harpies. Spidery forms with too many eyes and tusked snouts crawled out of others, while more still became infants with slithering snake tails. Werewolf pups came rolling out of the eggs, as did little bundles of misshapen flesh that would eventually become either gimps or the meathead berserkers who carried them. The collection of fiends breaking through the eggs immediately started to grow. And as they grew, they ate each other. 

Now I knew how Necro Earl had got his army so fast. And it was positively Darwinian. Survival of the fittest was the order of the day here, it seemed. 

If Persephone’s info was accurate, the new batch of creatures needed at least six hours to grow into their full size. Then they needed training, which would’ve been another hour, and then an hour to march to Lycastia City through secret passageways. Which meant the churning mass of newly hatched creatures would be the next wave to assault us in eight hours’ time. I had to admit, everything about this place was gross and horrifying, but damned if Earl Necro Earl wasn’t one efficient son of a bitch. Credit where credit’s due. 

If all went well, though, those squealing hatchlings would never make it to dark. 

All around me, my ’Zons silently moved into position, guided by Asteria—who was finally in human form again—along with Myrina and Phoebe. My Battle Warden general ensured the front-line troops were evenly dispersed and concealed by the pillars, careful to remain hidden from prying eyes. Phoebe had the war machines and siege weapons set up in next to no time, creating overlapping fields of fire, which would allow us to mow down our enemies wholesale. We’d turn that courtyard into a killing field.

Phoebe grinned at me when the last ballistae was in place, then gave me a nod. Showtime, War God. Dazzle them a little before you kill them. We came all this way, after all, so we deserve a good show. 

“When you strike them, when the time is right, we will follow,” Myrina said. Her faith in me felt good.

I took a few deep breaths—in, out, in, out—steadying my nerves and focusing my will. This was it. What I’d come for. I exhaled, giving the godstone a little bit more leash, and snapped the reins of the chariot. The fiery horses burst into action, shooting out of the temple like a bullet fired from a sniper’s rifle. Riding high, the Helios Chariot gleamed. This was going to be fun. Necro Earl had no idea what was about to punch him in the face. 

“Hey, dickhead!” I bellowed, using a bit of my Divine Essence to give my voice a little extra oomph.

Earl—marked by his heavy black armor and glowing green weaponry—spun in an instant, gaze locking on me. Even better, Antiope was beside him, which meant I wouldn’t have to track her down—she’d be easy pickings. Her hand tightened around the heft of her trident, her face contorting in a grimace. The ring on her index finger oozed a malignant green light. Her eyes flashed in anger. Or was that fear?

Earl raised his skull-headed mace and pointed at me. “What in the fuck are you doing here?”

The question echoed through the still of the morning. I liked the slight edge of panic in his voice. Earl’s army of arachnaswine, gimpy goblins, werewolves in glowing green plate mail, and serpent-tailed nagas all turned to look upon me, while harpies squeaked from above, clearly surprised by my sudden appearance.

I raised Athena’s Spear and pointed it at Necro Earl. “Nope,” I called back to Earl. “We talked a whole bunch last time we fought. This time? This time, you and your little friends die. I’m not going to waste another word on you, you blue-falcon shithead.”

I took the reins in my teeth and brought up the Inferno Shield. The chariot’s fire stallions knew what to do. They dove, hitting the ground and galloping down the temple steps. They hit the front row of spider pigs like a semitruck of flame and force. Squealing spiders turned into scuttling bonfires as chariot flames consumed them. In seconds, blackened husks curled around each other. Others were tougher. One spider pig scuttled over the corpses of his fallen brothers to launch himself at me. The pig-faced, eight-legged freak flew up at me, and I batted him away with the Inferno Shield. The scent of barbecued pork filled the air.

The fire stallions charged on, carving through the ranks of my enemy like a hot knife through butter. Bullets from enemy Gatling guns sparked off my shield.

Barbed arrows, launched from naga bows, rained down, but the feathered shafts turned to ash and embers around me, consumed by the raging flames coming from the fire stallions in front of me. An armor-clad werewolf darted in, hacking at one of my horses with a battle ax ... the blade simply passed through the mystical beast. The ax came away a melted, twisted mass of useless metal. I hurled a shadow spear into the werewolf’s heart, ending it on the spot.

I didn’t pause. Didn’t falter, not for a moment. I smashed through the ranks, creating a burning path of destruction through the middle of the nightmare army. But I had another five hundred yards to get to Necro Earl and Antiope.

It was time to up the ante. The Helios Chariot had the Sunfire feature. Once per day, I could turn it into a raging ball of fire, inflicting ten times the driver’s level of fire damage to all enemies in a fifty-foot radius.

Flashing down through a menu of the Helios Chariot, I triggered the function, and the result was immediate and positively badass. The chariot burst into a supernova of destruction, white-hot flames, powerful enough to melt the stones beneath the chariot, engulfed me in an inferno of biblical proportions. The monsters closest to me were incinerated so fast I didn’t even smell their immediate destruction. The Helios Chariot continued its mad dash across the training grounds, racing toward Necro Earl and Antiope.

But it was hard to see. Werewolves in their armor glowed red-hot before bursting into living statues of flame. Harpies lost feathers, becoming flapping, squawking torches. Those smelled like grilled chicken. 

I was a rolling ball of apocalyptic fire cleansing the city of evil.

Finally, I leapt from the blazing chariot, skating into the air on my winged sandals. I held the Inferno Shield in my left hand, Athena’s Spear in my right. The War Blade whipped out of my sheath with a thought, then promptly darted down to engage Antiope. Her trident rang out against the War Blade, but that was soon eclipsed by the howling of berserkers dying slow, painful deaths and the squeaks of gimpy goblins suffocating as smoke and fire swept through the ranks.

I hurled a shadow spear at Necro Earl, but he swept away my strike with a bone shield made entirely out of skull pieces, bound together by diseased green energy. I’d fought Necro Earl before, and I knew he had all manner of necromancy at his disposal.

I took a quick second to look down at the destruction I’d caused. I’d cut a fifty-foot swath through the armies, taking out at least a quarter of the monsters. That was around 250 freaks in fifty seconds.

Not bad for less than a minute’s work.

Oh, you sweet, manly bastard, Phoebe sent. We’ll wait another minute before striking. Sorry, but this is just too fun to watch.

Take your time, I messaged back. I’m just getting started.

It was like I’d parted the Red Sea for a minute until the monsters crashed together once more in a desperate rush to get at me. Harpies flew at me, and I let my shield cook them alive or flung shadow spears, impaling them. They dropped from the sky like hailstones, crashing into the seething mass of frantic, hateful creatures below. A few crash-landed too near the monster generators, and the baby nightmares fell on them with tearing claws and razor-sharp teeth. Survival of the fittest. 

The Helios Chariot rolled to a stop—the fiery mounts rearing back, hooves pawing at the air and caving in skulls—and then let out one final blast of pure hellfire before winking out, the horses gone in an instant. That was fine, though. The chariot had more than done its job.

I wheeled, War Mammoth Cloak flashing out, and skated away from Necro Earl until I was in the middle of his befuddled army, twenty feet up in the air. With a heave, I flung the Athena’s Spear into the ground, activating the Battlequake feature as it hit home.

The shaft struck the cobblestones and a wave of primal energy rolled out through the ranks of Necro Earl’s army, stones buckling, fissures opening in the ground. In a five hundred-foot radius, creatures were blown off their feet as the fury of Athena’s power hit them like a tsunami. The weapon delivered twice my Miracle Damage, which meant each creature in the vicinity took nearly a thousand points of damage.

Muscle-bound berserkers bleated like sheep and gimps convulsed into twitching corpses crushed like tin cans. Werewolves died without a single whimper, their bones shattered from the force of the blast. The wave of magical energy was devastating. Nearly every single enemy soldier took some damage because it was a five hundred-foot radius from the epicenter of the spear. Those closest absorbed the brunt of the attack while those farther back managed to dodge some of the worst effects.

Still, I wouldn’t relent. I had the element of surprise on my side, and with the weapons I’d assembled during my trip through the labyrinth, I was damn near an unstoppable force of nature.

I whipped the Crystal Scythe off my back and blazed through the sky.

Any harpy that got in my way lost limbs, carved away with a flick of my wrists and a minor effort of will. They shrieked as they died, spinning down to the ground.

The godstone thrummed in my chest. I don’t think it had ever been happier. This was going to be victory, total fucking victory. First Sunfire, then Battlequake, and now the Smiting could begin.

As I sped toward Necro Earl again, the asshole thrust a green-fire mace straight up into the air and giant skeletal hands erupted from the ground, the oversized bony fingers frantically clawing, but the Combat Dodge feature of the sandals saved me from being swatted out of the sky. I spun, fleet-footed and preternaturally agile, positioning myself between him and the towering outer wall. Using my speed, I swung the Crystal Scythe one-handed, the Inferno Shield glowing like a hellish manhole cover on my left arm. 

Mind you, I’d killed half his army without using a single Divine Essence Point. I had power to spare. Poor guy.

I didn’t just hit him. I Smote his ass with all the power I could muster. The shit heel went flying, flipping through the air like a boneless ragdoll. A hundred of his monstrous force went flying right along with him. The Smite ability was an AoE attack, so everyone got the goodies. A werewolf had his arms torn from his body by the ferocity of the miraculous attack. A gimp simply exploded, splattering everything around him in gore. A mule kick of force lifted Antiope from her feet and hurled her into the wall. 

The War Blade—fighting with a mind of its own—zipped in and hacked at her gut. If she hadn’t been wearing thick armor, clearly reinforced with potent magic, she would’ve been cut in half.

As for Necro Earl ... The dude was in bad shape. His helmet was gone, his mace and shield had been effortlessly ripped from his hands, and he’d taken a direct shot from the Crystal Scythe in the side. 

Blood gushed from his nose, running in twin streams down his stupid face. “That was good, Jakey,” he coughed, his mouth red. He grimaced, winced, tried to fight his way upright. “That was real good. I admit, you’re a little less of a bitch than I remember. You have all the fancy shit now. Fuck.” He blanched and grabbed at his side, trying to staunch the flow of blood. “This ain’t over. Not by a long shot. I’m not going to stop until I shove Deathbringer up your ass.” He reached a trembling hand toward the spiked mace, which lay in the bloody dirt half a dozen feet away.

I floated down, dropping into the Helios Chariot without saying a word. A few hundred monsters came for me. It was almost laughable.

With a grunt and a muttered incantation, the mace rose into the air and shot into Necro Earl’s outstretch hand. Antiope had somehow recovered from the Smite—what can I say, Amazons are some tough SOBs—and darted forward, ready to spear me like a prawn with her trident, probably another relic from the Olympian War.

Not today. I activated Apollo’s Glory, another daily spell courtesy of the Helios Chariot. Before, the chariot had become a supernova of fire and force, but with Apollo’s Glory, it lit up like a solar flare. Suddenly, it was noon at dawn. You could almost hear the light, it was so bright. In a hundred-foot radius, every single creature grabbed their faces, shrieking in panic and pain as they lost their sight, blinded by my radiance.

Antiope howled and tripped on a boulder that had come loose during the Battlequake attack. She slammed, face-first, into the deck and rolled across the stones, losing her grip on the trident. The War Blade swooped down.

Necro Earl cursed. “Fucking fuck, motherfucker!”

And around us the normal monsters let out a plaintive cry. 

What better time to unleash a storm of flesh-eating locusts on them? I reached out with my shield hand and the Divine Essence left me in a gush. From my fingers flew a cloud of emerald-colored insects with tearing mandibles and whirring wings. They hit the blind, writhing creatures in a wave and blanketed the doomed bodies of my enemies.

Myrina’s voice erupted in my head. War God, you have nearly slain them all! Your warriors will not be pleased if we are not allowed some battle.

Come on in, then!

I watched with absolute satisfaction as my Amazons swept down from the temple steps, falling on the ragged remains of Earl’s horror-show army.

Hell. I almost felt sorry for them. Almost.

Excellent, but now I needed to get back to the matter at hand. With a flick of my wrist, I sent the War Blade into Antiope’s back. She let out a grunt of pain and blood splashed the cobblestones.

The Inferno Shield blazed. The shaft of the Crystal Scythe was sweaty in my grip. I floated toward Necro Earl. Time to end him forever.

Some days it’s good to be a god.
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Sometimes They Come Back
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I BATTED NECRO EARL’S mace out of his hands, and it rolled across the ground. He skittered back on his elbows and knees. Blood dripped down his face, speckling his bone armor—or what was left of his armor, at least.

A hazy silver-gray fog covered the field, leftovers from my chariot’s Sunfire attack. The monsters continued to howl and thrash as my insect army gnawed into their skulls and bored into their exposed flesh. Those already dead stared with sightless eyes. The sheer number of the dead was staggering. The sunrise was as red as the cobblestones after the carnage I had delivered to this place. In many ways, the bloodshed was a fitting tribute for a temple to the god of death. 

Then ... Then my Amazons hit. 

They punched into Earl’s reeling forces like a runaway semi through season two of The Walking Dead. Powerful siege weapons engaged, the thrum of bolt strings, the clack-clack-clack of steam-powered Gatling guns. Ballista bolts skewered meathead beserkers. The Death Harvesters, on the temple steps, blew gimpy imps off shoulders, werewolf heads off necks, and harpies out of the air.

“Wait!” Necro Earl protested, his eyes wide and wild as he scanned the battlefield and saw his inevitable defeat. “Jacob, come on, you didn’t play fair, man. You can’t sneak up on me like this. You can’t just fucking kill me! That’s some grade-A bullshit, bro.”

My only reply was the crunch of my feet as I stalked closer and closer, the Crystal Scythe gleaming and hungry in my hands. This guy was such a worm. With a thought, I called the War Blade to me; the weapon thrummed through the air, coming to an abrupt stop just over my shoulder.

Earl’s eyes flashed to the Amazons now removing the last of his forces, his grand army that would never again attack my city.

“Or,” he stammered, licking his lips, “I can join you? Like a buddy cop team-up movie, dude. Have, like, a cool bonding moment, where we both realize that we’re not so different in the end. Just think about it, dude. Me and you, we can stop Hades from taking over the world. I mean, that was my plan all along. I’d get close to him and betray him at the last minute, double-agent style.”

That was unlikely. I considered telling him that, but I didn’t want to waste a single word on the douchebag. Instead, I smiled and stormed forward, raising the Crystal Scythe, itching to kill the demigod of rot.

A blur of motion dashed in from one side—Antiope, coming in for the last-minute assist. She tore across the fractured courtyard, snatching up Earl’s mace and tossing it to him with a pained grunt. Earl leapt to his feet and caught the weapon, a snarl ripping across his face. His weapon erupted into malevolent green flame ... the same color as Antiope’s eyes. And, unfortunately, the traitorous Dark Amazon was only getting warmed up. She slammed the Vambraces of Boreas together, unleashing a beam of arctic power that washed over the floating War Blade, entrapping my sentient weapon in a block of ice.  

Antiope crept forward. She was dead—she had to be dead—after getting impaled by my sword. Her skin was waxen and her eyes were lifeless save for the green light flickering in her irises. Shit. That was the problem with fighting necromancers. You had to kill everything twice.

All around us, the corpses I’d killed shambled back to life, retrieving weapons, ready for round two despite the fact that many were missing limbs or even heads in some cases. Most were blackened like catfish from a New Orleans bar and grill, yet they stumbled forward. 

Zombie Antiope was the worst by far, though. She raised her trident into the air. The disgusting sludge in the fountains by the gate whirled up in a cyclone. Baby monsters fell to the cobblestones, while the column of fetid ichor came at me like a fist. I hacked at it with the Crystal Scythe, but all I did was get wet. And slimy, because that was definitely not water. Another column of “water” swept at me, and this time I intercepted it with my shield, unleashing a wave of heat, hoping to evaporate the rancid goo. 

My plan worked splendidly; the black water gave way to a cloud of dirty-gray steam. Instinctively, I took a breath and found myself gagging and coughing, my Health lurching minutely from whatever toxins were in the water.

I staggered back, and a big black dripping fist punched me like a heavyweight boxer on crystal meth. I went down, blinded by pain, unable to breathe, and in some deep shit.

“Shoulda put me down when you had the chance, Jakey!” Necro Earl’s skull mace flashed again like green strobe lights at a Halloween party.

I rolled away and got up, but then a tentacle of black water whipped the Crystal Scythe out of my grip. The weapon went flying through the air, clattering across the cobblestones, right in the middle of a dozen undead berserkers halfway across the city of the damned. A follow-up punch sent me sprawling on my ass, white stars dancing across my vision. I shook my head clear and gained my feet once more, using the brief reprieve to survey the chaos around me.

Myrina flung her trio of javelins—ice, fire, and lightning—into the muscle-bound freaks. Flesh cooked, froze, and exploded. Three of the monsters went down, but then they managed to lever themselves up again and proceeded to charge her. Okay, this might be tougher than we first thought. 

A ballista bolt speared four undead werewolves in a line. Stuck together, they continue to swipe at my Amazons with their battle axes. 

Phoebe raced her steampunk mech into battle. A barrage of crossbow bolts flew, ending numerous naga zombies. If she missed any head shots, well, she reached out with her buzz saw and slashed off arms and legs. Then three harpies swooped down and slammed into her mech like a wrecking ball of bone and feather. She went sprawling, metal crunching from the impact. But Asteria—currently in the form of a giant eagle—was already on it. The blue-feathered shifter swooped in from above, while Toxaris on Flutterhoney shot arrow after arrow into the squadrons of reanimated harpies circling overhead.  

Asteria shredded wings with her claws and tore out throats with her beak, buying Phoebe enough time to right her mech and get back into the brawl.

The battle continued, fierce and deadly. Ariadne bonded with Thunderfoot, taking on the form of a colossal Minotaur as she axed her way through twisted creatures. Euryleia, on Buttercup the bear, joined her, and the pair fought on, while Kimmie leapt off Funkyhoof and speared a werewolf through his armored chest. 

Persephone—who looked the worse for the wear—leaned on Sabra; both witches conjured crushing vines and rosebush walls of thick limbs and sharp thorns. 

Meanwhile, Sophia was using her Temporal Form. Three of her would appear, slice into nagas, then vanish in a cloud of smoke only to appear across the field to take on berserkers wielding heavy machine guns. Sophia and her body doubles carved through their numbers, slaughtering indiscriminately. 

Then I was drawn back to my own fight. Athena’s Spear lay somewhere in the tangle of the dead. The Crystal Scythe was about two hundred feet away, under more of the zombie berserkers, and the War Blade was currently trapped in a block of ice. I was weaponless, save for the Inferno Shield blazing on my left arm.

Dead monsters shambled toward me, including a big ol’ greater werewolf with most of its hair burned off and parts of its armor fused to its skin. Well, that was terrible. Antiope still harassed me with that water, which I didn’t want to turn to steam. I’d learned my lesson, still coughing and losing Health from the lingering effects of the deadly mist.

Then I got lucky. Breaking free of the ice, the War Blade streaked across the battlefield and cut off the werewolf’s hands. Schwick. 

Earl sprinted toward a fountain, on the run and looking for any possible way to survive this conflict.

I touched the War Blade and simultaneously activated Greater Lycanthropy and my Defender ability. I turned into my own version of a greater werewolf—though covered in stainless steel—and took off in pursuit, quick as a flash. This dickweed was not getting away again, dammit. I loped across the stones, claws digging furrows in the stone and earth.

Earl let out a “Yipe!” and started hurling baby nagas and werewolf puppies at me, which was super disgusting. I brushed them aside, but then the water in the fountain came alive once more. It snatched me up by the legs and unceremoniously hurled my ass into a wall.

Damn Antiope and that trident.

I got to my feet, fangs bared, and shook off the attack.

While the War Blade engaged Necro Earl, I wheeled around and went after the Dark Amazon, completely sick of her bullshit. My steel paws sparked off the stone as my arms and legs pumped, faster-faster-faster. She hurled tendrils of black goo in my direction, but I was able to dodge them or break right through with my strength and speed.

Antiope still had some life in her after all, because her eyes, though black and green, were sentient and full of rage.

I feinted, darting right then juking left at the last second. She wasn’t fast enough to track my attack and I bowled her over, my furry shoulder driving into her chest. No matter how strong she was, I was thousands of pounds of moving metal and death.

Lunging forward, I got my jaws on the trident and wrenched it from her grip. It went skittering across the stones.

She was sprawled out on her back now, weaponless and at my mercy. I stared down into her face.

“Do it, Jacob,” she hissed. “End me. Your words from the beach have haunted me. I do not know why I hate you. I do not know why I want to kill you. I am in agony.” There was a moment when something other than hate flashed through her undead eyes. Fear? Regret? Hope? It was hard to say for certain. “End my torture,” she pleaded, and for once I heard no barb in her words. “Please.”

The Jacob part of me considered sparing her. But my blood was up, the godstone was relishing the violence, and this was the woman who’d killed Sabra. Who’d betrayed my forces and caused us so much pain and hardship. No, Antiope had to die. I nodded and lunged forward, tearing out her throat with my teeth. The green light of her ring dimmed. She went limp in a widening pool of scarlet. The kill was clean, though it didn’t leave me feeling particularly good. Still, it had needed doing.

I turned and bounded away from the Dark Amazon, leaving paw prints red with her blood. I raced across the ground heading for Necro Earl. I wanted to gnaw on his bones, no matter how foul they’d be.

My Amazons were still fighting the army of the dead, though most of the zombies were so battered now they could hardly function. Loxo drove her ice dagger into the back of a werewolf, freezing it, while Sophia teleported in and cut off its head with a flash of her katana. Asteria thundered across the battlefield as a triceratops, spearing berserkers with her horns before shaking them off, flinging bodies like kids’ toys. Others she ground underfoot, crushing their bones into monster jelly. I couldn’t see Phoebe. I didn’t know what had happened to her after her mech went down. That bothered me.

There was no help for it, though. 

I’d ended Antiope, and it was time Earl got his discharge papers. Werewolf-style. I bounded across the courtyard, quickly closing the distance between my prey and me. The War Blade raced along beside my metal lupine body, slashing through the few remaining undead freaks, clearing my path like a linebacker. 

Necro Earl wasn’t trash-talking now. The asshole had his back up against a wall, literally, and there was nowhere left for him to go. He looked scared, and he should’ve been. We’d basically killed his main army, twice, and what little remained of his forces was on borrowed time. He raised his mace once more, a guttural chant that put my teeth on edge spilling from his lips. Nope. No more aces in the hole for him. I leapt straight up, propelled by powerful legs, and flipped through the air with effortless grace. Mid-flip, I triggered my human transformation, assuming the form of a man once more as I caught the War Blade. 

I came down, sword first, and cut off Earl’s mace arm off at the elbow. I whirled and bashed away his shield, then promptly hacked off that arm as well. The shield hit the ground with a dull thud.

“Well, I guess this is it then,” Earl said, dropping down onto his ass, back against the wall, blood drooling from his lips. “You kicked my ass,” he said, then broke into a coughing fit. “Guess I sorta maybe had this coming.” His face grew somber. “But one last thing before you finish me.” He smiled, the gesture tired and broken. “Animatum per potentiam,” he growled, eyes flashing with green power. He broke into a frantic fit of laughter, blood freely running down his chin and pooling on his chest. “Last. Laugh. Fucker.” 

No! With a roar I brought the War Blade screaming down, activating Smite as the blow landed, energy rushing out of me like a bomb blast, obliterating the little shit. Hopefully his utter destruction would be enough to stop whatever last-ditch spell he’d cast. 

Still, an uneasy feeling knotted in my gut. I wheeled around, scanning the courtyard, frantic to see what the spell may have done. There were no giant monsters storming the walls, no army of undead Cyclopes making a break our way. 

The rest of the undead army had fallen still at Earl’s passing. My Amazons, victorious, roamed around the killing field, performing dead checks—stabbing swords and spears into monsters, ensuring they were truly down for the count. Myrina turned toward me, a reluctant and rare smile breaking across her normally severe face. We won, that smile said, pride burning in her eyes. There was a twitch of movement behind her as Antiope lurched to her feet. The Dark Amazon was dead, dammit. I’d killed her more than once, yet green fire burned in her eyes. 

“Last. Laugh. Fucker,” she barked, her voice exactly the same as Earl’s. 

And then, before I could do jack shit, Antiope launched her stolen trident into Myrina’s back. The barbed blades erupted from Myrina’s chest, covered in gore. My Amazon faltered, the smile slipping, bewilderment sprinting across her features for a moment before she toppled to the side. 

Antiope followed suit, keeling over, the green light in her eyes gone once more. Dead. And the last remnants of Earl’s power vanished with her. I’d killed the asshole, destroyed his army, and sacked his temple ... But he’d taken something from me that I’d never be able to get back.
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A Moment of Silence

[image: image]


I SPRINTED ACROSS THE courtyard, which had grown unnaturally quiet, bounding over to Myrina’s side. I covered the distance in a heartbeat and dropped to my knees, scooping the general up in my arms. With inhuman strength, I growled and ripped the trident from her torso, tossing it away. She was alive, though barely. Sweat rolled down her face and her skin was unbelievably pale, but as long as she was breathing, there was hope. It wasn’t too late. It wasn’t! 

“It’s gonna be okay,” I said, unleashing a flurry of Divine Essence as I cast Healing Touch over and over again. I could feel the power roll out from my body, the world wobbling minutely with each cast. The little nicks and cuts covering her arms and legs and face healed at once, but blood continued to pour out of the wounds in her chest and back. I tried again. Over and over and over. But the results remained the same. Shit, shit, shit. For whatever reason, I couldn’t heal her. Fucking magic. Why in the hell wasn’t it working?

Myrina raised her chin, defiance in her eyes.

I went to touch her again, and she knocked away my hand. “No, I will not be cuddled, nor will I simper like a child. If it is my time, I will walk onto Charon’s boat, my head held high and my eyes fierce. You did well, War God.” She coughed, her breathing labored. “You have come into your power. I’ve never seen you fight better.” Her voice broke. She clenched her jaws. Tears shined in her eyes, yet she hardened her will to say, “I’ve never loved you more. Now, help me to my feet. I will meet the Underworld as a warrior, not some pampered child.”

Reluctantly, I did as she asked, standing with her in my arms, then gently setting her on her feet.

By this time, the other Amazons had gathered around in a ragged ring. 

Phoebe came up on her mech with Asteria, as a blue lioness, padding along next to her. Both had survived, thankfully.

All were silent.

I couldn’t believe it. I couldn’t believe Myrina had been hit by that trident, by that last fuck you from Necro Earl and Antiope. And the Battle Warden wasn’t the only one to die. In the corner of my eye, my Amazon roster scrolled by. Two other Amazons had passed during the fray: Doris and Ianthe, the two fiery women who’d convinced me to lead from the front. Both gone. No doubt they’d done something insane and equally heroic. 

Myrina spit more blood onto the battle-marred ground. “Farewell, my sisters. I loved you all. And now I will die having done my duty. Remember your training. Serve the War God. Do as you are told.” She then fell to one knee.

I tried to help her up, but she slapped my hand away and clambered to her feet with a stoic grunt. She locked eyes with me. Her breathing came in gasps, and her face had grown ashen. “I love you, but I will not be weak in my final moment. I do not want to be touched. You were wise when we first found you, Jacob Merely. You knew that we were stronger together than you were alone. You will succeed where Ares failed.”

“But you can’t die, Myrina,” I said, feeling oddly numb. “We were working together. We were fighting together. We finally figured things out. I don’t understand what went wrong. Should I have stayed back? Could I have blocked the trident? I don’t understand why this is happening.”

Phoebe let out a heartbroken sigh, almost a sob but not quite. Asteria was silent as she gazed on with a great cat’s aloof stare. Persephone wept softly. Loxo and Sophia had vanished to run recon. It was what Myrina would’ve wanted, so we wouldn’t be attacked while we grieved our fallen.

Myrina’s smile was soft, almost mischievous. “You are stupid to believe this was fated to end any other way. I am an Amazon. It was my destiny to love you and then die on a battlefield. I have done both. I told you that I would fight for you. That I would die for you. And I have kept my word on both accounts. It is a good end for me.”

She gave me one last weary grin and toppled forward, landing on the bloodied ground in a heap of flesh and armor. 

Dead now, she couldn’t stop me from holding her. I dropped onto my knees and scooped up her lifeless form. Blood from the three terrible wounds dripped onto my thighs. I didn’t care. Myrina was dead, even now traveling to the Underworld. And it was a good bet she was already in the clutches of Hades. I gently ran my fingers along the lines of her face. In life, those eyes had cut me apart on numerous occasions even as she cursed me. She had doubted me, over and over, furrowing her brow, worrying constantly. I touched her forehead. In death, it was smooth.

I couldn’t recreate her. 

Ares had made that clear. My three generals were special—one of a kind—and the blueprints he’d given me couldn’t be recreated. There would be no bringing Myrina back, not like the others.

The Amazons, over a hundred, all stood around me, not one saying a word. Some were scraped up, and I thought about healing them. But I couldn’t. Not now.

Phoebe limped over, no longer in her mech. I couldn’t read her face. And she wasn’t messaging me. Asteria sat on her haunches, motionless.

Persephone was graying, both her hair and her skin. She was stoop-backed and ancient now, leaning against Sabra. The spring goddess squinted at me.

The grief I was feeling was unbearable. I knew a way to escape the pain.

I took the necklace off and offered it to the spring goddess. “You need this. I don’t.”

“No, Jacob, you’re an asshole without it.” Phoebe used words and everything.

My voice broke. I fought tears. “I don’t want to feel. I want the godstone to take over so I don’t have to feel this shit.”

Don’t punk out on us, Phoebe sent. Your troops are looking at you now. And it’s time to lead. Myrina isn’t here to do it anymore.

“Don’t you care?” I snarled. Even sitting with my dead Battle Warden on my lap, I could still thunder loudly enough that my voice echoed across the field of carnage. “Don’t you care that Myrina is dead?”

Phoebe’s hazel eyes regarded me coolly. This is how it works, boss. You forged us. We fight for you. We die. We’re only NPCs in the end. We got lucky for a long time.

I noticed none of the Amazons around me were crying. Their faces were stoic.

But Asteria left us. She shifted into a Pegasus and took off to the skies.

I messaged her. Asteria, where are you going?

The Beastiamancer answered me. My sister is dead. And you humans are sad creatures of the earth, mortal and fragile. I don’t want to be human anymore. I do not believe I shall ever be human again, Jacob Merely. I am happy as a creature of the sky, and I will ride in the clouds, and I will chase the rainbows, and I will eat sweet grass and forget all about your endless wars and silly, tragic video games.

That was why Asteria had stopped shifting into a human. She had grown tired of the fighting. Exhausted of the sadness and the struggle. We had been at war since her creation. Unlike most Amazons, it seemed she had lost her appetite for it.

“It’s not a video game,” I whispered. 

Only it was. I closed my eyes and pushed my face against Myrina’s, even now growing cold to the touch. We’d lost people before: Antiope in that first epic battle against Praxidike, then Loxo and Sabra. But losing Myrina felt unfair. She wasn’t an NPC. She had been a complicated woman, full of mixed emotions—strong, hard most of the time, and yet she could be soft as well. 

Myrina. Gone. And if Hades found her, he would torture her. That sickened me.

I jerked my head up. “Persephone, take the fucking necklace!”

She shook her head. When she talked, she had the voice of a crone, aged and failing. “It is yours to wear. I understand that you do not want to mourn your friend, but you must go beyond your sorrow. You must celebrate, for you have struck a grievous blow against the forces of Hades. You have bought yourself time. And now that I have met you, I have faith that you will eventually seal the rift in Lycastia City and trap Hades in the Underworld forever. Yet that day is a long way off. As for me, I must return to the land of the dead lest I perish from the pomegranate seeds inside me.”

Return to the Underworld ...

Her words ran through me like a knife. Return to the land of the dead. If she could get through, why not me? 

That was it. I gently laid Myrina down. I slung the damn Necklace of Asclepius back around my neck. The grief might hurt like a motherfucker, but at least I was myself. And as Jacob Merely, I had a plan. The War Blade streaked up to me and found a home in its sheath. I stood, and the Amazons around me brought me the rest of my gear—the Crystal Scythe, Athena’s Spear, and the weapon that had killed Myrina: the sea king’s trident. I added it to the collection, not bothering to pull up its stats, too disgusted to look at the item. 

Hephaestus’ Inferno Shield covered my left arm. With all these weapons, I could take on Hades if I needed to. But at least—at the very least—I would find Myrina, Doris, and Ianthe. I knew where they were. And there was a doorway that led right to them.

For once, the godstone was quiet. It wasn’t glowing, vibrating, or talking to me. What was its problem? Maybe I’d shocked it into silence.

Since I was above ground and, uh, on the same plane of existence, I messaged Hippolyta. Hey, is Lycastia City good? Did we get attacked?

She answered immediately. War God! There have been no signs of our enemy. And yet, we have about half an hour until the next attack. Six a.m.

And that was when a good number of my abilities, along with the Crystal Scythe, would reset. Perfect. I would need them in the Underworld.

I flew through the columns and then walked down onto the grimy marble in front of the rectangular portal that led to the realm of Hades. Dead warriors covered the walls around me. Vanquished warriors like Myrina.

Jacob, what the hell? What are you doing? Phoebe asked.

Going to save Myrina. I strode forward and hit the green portal; it was like walking into a solid wall made of iron bricks reinforced with vibranium. My nose took the brunt of the blow. My face went numb as I reeled backward, arms pinwheeling to keep balance. Luckily I was in control; the godstone would’ve slashed down that portal with the Crystal Scythe, or tried to anyway.

You can’t, Jacob. The sigil in Lycastia City is still active. Phoebe was a dozen seconds too late.

THEN WE DESTROY IT! Yeah, all caps. I was shouting at my Rune-Caster like the god of douchebags even with the necklace.

She didn’t respond for a minute. When she did, her voice came to me tentatively. Yeah, that’s probably the worst idea ever. If we destroy the sigil, Hades will come traipsing out with a million nightmares tucked in his nasty little pocketses.

While my rage had given me the idea, the more I thought about it, the more sense it started to make. Listen, Phoebe, this is Jacob. This is me. I’m thinking clearly.

No, you’re not, she sent. You’re all messed up over Myrina.

And Doris. And Ianthe, I added. Yeah, sure, but come on. This was our great offensive. I vote we go all in. This is our chance to hit Hades hard, on his own turf, and he won’t be expecting it. Besides, even with the sigil busted, it would take him a minute to gather his troops. 

Phoebe’s mech tromped into the temple of death. She wheezed her machine up to me. Instead of using the messaging system, she looked right into my eyes and said, “You are not doing this to defeat Hades. You are doing this to save Myrina.”

“And Doris. And Ianthe.” I smiled at her. “You’re right. But if things go south, I can upgrade my godstone with Hephaestus’. We can try the shard first, and if that doesn’t drive me insane, I can use the whole thing.”

She pondered that for a minute, head tilted, eyes glimmering with curiosity. She shook away her obvious intrigue. “I am so curious to see if that would work, but in the end, it’s too risky. Dammit, Jacob, I’m a girl who likes to take chances, but at some point, we have to be careful.”

I pressed forward. “Maybe. Maybe not. This is our chance to end this, Phoebe. It feels ... right.”

She shook her head. “I’m not much for feelings. Logically, this is the wrong course of action. Hades pretty much took out most of the other gods during the Olympian War. And we’re going to be facing him on his own turf. You don’t have my vote on this.”

Everything she said made sense. The safe play was to establish our forces in the temple and wait him out. I could continue to slay monsters and level up until I was strong enough to seal off the rift. Then Hades would be trapped in the Underworld forever. 

Yet, I knew I couldn’t wait. Eventually, Hades would find Myrina, and if he turned her against us, I wasn’t sure we could fight, let alone defeat, the Battle Warden. The morale hit would be too much for me. The other Amazons might be fine with it—this was just business for them, another day at the office—but it would destroy me.

I locked eyes with Phoebe. “I can’t let Myrina go. I can’t.”

The Rune-Caster smiled warmly at me. “Good thing this isn’t a democracy. You’d be outvoted. You are the god of war, Jacob. We serve you. If you want us to go, we’ll go, but we’ll need to stop off at Lycastia City to collect supplies.”

That made me smile. “And to pick up Hippolyta.”

Phoebe laughed and returned to messaging me. She is going to be beside herself. She hated staying behind all the time. We’ll send her in first. She loves a good fight.

She did. All my Amazons did. And I was going to give them a fight to end all fights. Literally. I reached out a hand, and Phoebe stepped off her mech and into my arms. I held her for a second. 

She relaxed into me. You’re the weirdest, gentlest, most feelingest War God ever. I hope you know what you’re doing.

I hoped so too.
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No Going Back
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I SWEPT PHOEBE OUT of the Temple of Hades in the Helios Chariot, her arms wrapped around my stomach, her body pressed tightly against me. We stopped on the steps out front. The rest of my Amazons had finished destroying the monster generators, and the scent of the scorched ichor filled the air, twisted and nauseating. Black smoke boiled up in great pillars from where the fountains had been dismantled and burned. 

When I told my Amazons my plan, they all frowned. Every single one of them. After watching me dismantle Earl’s army almost single-handedly, they had confidence in my abilities, but the idea of invading the realm of the dead and going toe to toe with Hades on his own turf ... well, that was a hard sell. But I was sure this was the way to go. For one, I wasn’t going to abandon Myrina to Hades’ tender mercies. Two, the move itself was so bold, there was simply no way the god of death would be ready for it. 

Loxo and Sophia had returned from scouting the city’s perimeters. No sign of any other unfriendlies. Loxo sighed at me. I noticed she had grabbed the Vambraces of Boreas off Antiope. Good, I was glad she had them.

“This is a terrible idea,” the Huntress said, not even attempting to placate me. “Listen to me, Jacob, I was dead. In the Underworld. I know what Myrina and the others are going through. It is a terrible place of misery and suffering. A nightmare. However, facing Hades in the Underworld will mean our destruction.” 

Phoebe was right there in my head to agree with her. See? A terrible idea. Like in books, when the hero totally screws up just to advance the plot. We’re all telling you the same thing.

Persephone, though, was oddly silent. Okay, maybe it wasn’t odd, because she looked like the oldest woman ever to exist in the history of everything. She clutched her belly where the pomegranate seeds were working furiously to kill her. 

“It is a desperate plan,” she croaked, her voice dusty and dry as fall leaves. “However, my husband will not anticipate this. We will catch him unaware. Yes, you are a courageous one, War God, and wily. I will go through the portal either way. I created it, after all, to my everlasting shame. I will run reconnaissance. When you come through, I might have a good idea of where to go and what to do.” She limped over and touched my arm. “Oh my Zeus, your love for your Amazons is touching.” She patted my shoulder in a grandmotherly fashion.

I just hope it doesn’t get us all killed, Phoebe sent, sarcasm dripping from the words.

I ignored that and covered Persephone’s age-spotted hand with mine. “Thank you for helping us. I’m sorry you never found your mother.”

Tears glistened in her eyes. “But I found you. I believe in you, War God. Fortune favors the bold. And this?” She paused, smacked her withered lips, then cracked a crooked smile. “This is truly a bold plan.”

Ariadne helped Persephone up onto her bull, Thunderfoot. Bambi and Kimmie guided the animal up the steps and into the temple. Once Persephone passed through the rift into the Underworld, she’d be okay. Back to her ever-shifting self.

Meanwhile, Phoebe and I left on the Helios Chariot and tore ass over the ocean, a fresh wind whipping the scent of death and burning meat from my nostrils. Cruising in the chariot, it only took us fifteen minutes to make the trip to Lycastia City. We raced over the western ramparts and bounced down onto the cobblestones of our hometown. My air force followed. Asteria as a giant eagle—silent and oddly stoic—Toxaris on Flutterhoney. Our other winged mounts would pick up Hippolyta and the rest of her skeleton crew, then ferry them back to the Temple of Hades for the final assault.

Once we destroyed the sigil, Lycastia City lost all strategic importance. It would still be our home, sure, but Hades would have no reason to venture there—well, maybe spite. But if I failed that spectacularly and Hades made it out of the Underworld, then the destruction of Lycastia would be the least of my problems. 

I dropped off Phoebe at her workshop to get the Hammer of Hephaestus and gather supplies we’d need to create the figurines to bring Myrina, Doris, and Ianthe back to life. Phoebe pointed out that we needed extremely high temperatures to forge the Battle Wardens.

“It’s the Underworld,” I replied with a shrug. “Fire, brimstone, shit like that should be everywhere. If we can’t find high heat in Hell, then Hades is doing things all wrong.”

She laughed. Good point. And Calla might be able to summon some wicked-hot flames. And I suppose we do have the Inferno Shield. Might be, I could rig that thing up into a portable forge. 

I grabbed an anvil and threw it in the Helios Chariot as though it weighed no more than a six-pack of Budweiser. And since there didn’t seem to be a weight limit on the chariot, I planned to take pretty much anything not bolted to the floor. Eat that, United Airlines.

Go destroy the sigil. I’m almost ready, Phoebe sent after a few more minutes of frantic packing.

“Yes, Mom,” I joked.

When I walked into the Temple of Ares, the godstone flared. Fool! I gave you the task of protecting the sigil! Now, you would destroy it?

“You got it, buddy,” I told the troublesome gem, my voice echoing off the marble pillars and high ceiling. “I’m going to save Myrina. I’m going to end Hades. This will be over by noon. So shut up, hold my beer, and let me work!”

I jerked the Crystal Scythe off my back.

The godstone burned in my chest. It was trying to take control again, frantically wrestling against me. The necklace vibrated like mad, gears whining loudly, and I remembered the houndeyes from the Half-Life video game. The houndeyes had made a similar sound before they exploded. If I could recall video games from the 1990s, that certainly meant I was free of the godstone’s influence and was all Jacob Merely.

Still, though, thinking was hard. It felt like I had a live wire plugged into my chest; my ears rang, my eyes blurred. With every step, the pain, the noise, grew louder and louder.

But I kept on walking, pushing through the pain. If the Marine Corps had hammered one thing into my head, it was that pain was weakness leaving the body.

I had to be strong, stronger than ever before. Stronger than Ares. Stronger than Hades. 

And when my determination faltered, I thought of Myrina, bleeding to death as she stood there. I remembered our kiss, our bodies entwined in the vastness of the library. The countless times we’d trained together. If my love for her destroyed the universe, then it deserved to be destroyed.

Finally, after what felt like eternity, I stood before the statue of Ares. The sigil gleamed with a jagged red light, pulsating as if it knew its time was over.

DO NOT DO THIS, FOOL!

I ignored the godstone. However, I had to pause. This was it. Once I destroyed the sigil, there was no going back. I was risking everything. We couldn’t just sneak into the Underworld, grab the souls of my dead Amazons, and then tiptoe back out. No, if I did this, we’d have to face Hades in the Underworld and end the threat there. It was an all-or-nothing gamble. But if the Marine Corps had taught me anything else, it was go big or go home. And, even though no one else believed in me, I knew I could do this. Hades was powerful, but I had the godstone of Hephaestus, and with that little gem up my sleeve ... well, it would level the playing field. 

It had to.

DO NOT DESTROY THE SIGIL, MORTAL! the godstone thundered once more.

“Fuck it, and fuck you.” I slammed the Crystal Scythe into the statue.

The stone statue shattered, flinging marble around the room. The godstone howled. Raged inside my head. The amount of energy unleashed knocked me back and cracked the columns. The ceiling groaned above me, threatening to fall at even the slightest provocation.

I spun and darted out of the temple. 

I cleared the building just as the ground beneath me trembled, trees swaying in the distance, enormous waves pounding at the beach. Clouds poured into the sky, rumbling with thunder, crackling with lightning. One brilliant finger of electricity reached down and lit the jungle on fire. I glanced back over one shoulder, surprised as all hell that the temple hadn’t given up the ghost. Those Greeks sure knew how to build things, I guess. Beneath me, the ground continued to shake and buckle. 

Luckily, I could fly. 

I took to the air and found Phoebe on the Helios Chariot, ready and waiting to split. She had a small chest clutched in her bronzed arms.

“Those the figurines?” I asked.

Got it in one, boss. She cocked an eyebrow and glanced around. I see you’ve destroyed the sigil. 

“I didn’t want this to be another boring day.”

Thunder boomed. The smell of sulfur filled the air and then everything was obscured with ash. Holy shit. Had one of the mountains become a volcano? Hard to say, but all the signs pointed to yes.

By that time, a dozen winged horses had come to grab Hippolyta, our other Battle Wardens, and the Forest-Witches who’d stayed behind to brew potions. They took off with their passengers in tow, while Eagle Asteria grabbed any stragglers.

Phoebe and I raced away in the Helios Chariot through the ash, smoke, and fire the island had become.

Well, this is all very dramatic, Phoebe sent. How come the end times are full of storms and earthquakes and not kittens and puppies? 

Another explosion filled the air. Sparks shot through the haze. The scent of sulfur was overpowering now. One of the mountains had definitely blown, no doubt about it. Hopefully, Lycastia would survive the inevitable destruction to come, but if not ... well, I could always rebuild, assuming I survived. Besides, I reminded myself, like the sigil, the city had served its purpose. That purpose was done now. Maybe I would just let the place die—a relic of a different time—and take my crew to new and better pastures. After all, with the Stair at my disposal, there were new worlds I could go to, new vistas to explore. 

Phoebe and I sped through the sky, sandwiched by the wave-tossed sea below and the stormy sky above. Hot rain spat down. More lightning, more thunder. The scent of the burning jungle and molten rock drifted up to us, the dust and ash making it increasingly harder to breathe.

I didn’t slow the six fire stallions down until we dove into the chaos and hurtled through the black marble columns into the Temple of Hades. 

My Amazons packed the space, shoulder to shoulder, all in formation and ready to move out. They stood at parade rest—legs spread shoulder width apart, hands resting on their weapons. The Rune-Casters had assembled behind the formations, the remaining siege weapons lined up and good to go. When I arrived, my troops snapped to attention, revealing a path down the center just big enough to accommodate the chariot. As I approached the portal, I couldn’t help but notice that all the corpses of the tortured Amazons had been pulled from the walls. 

The corpses were respectfully laid out, their bodies covered with white cloth. 

Dead ahead, the portal was no longer green, but glowed a brilliant electric blue, which reminded me of an oversized bug zapper. With a flick of the reins, I stopped the Helios Chariot directly in front of the rift leading into the Underworld. With a thought, I dismissed five of the fiery elemental horses. The portal was big enough to accommodate a single horse at most.

Phoebe gave me a kiss on the cheek, slipped from the chariot, then limped to her mech, waiting nearby.

We were ready. I stood on top of the chariot to address my army. “I know many of you disagree with my actions.”

“I do not!” Hippolyta called out from the back. “I finally get to fight!”

We all laughed. I checked the faces of my Amazons, and they were all smiling. They looked at me with pride in their eyes. Maybe they didn’t fully agree with me, but they were willing to fight and die on my hunch, no questions asked. Absolute loyalty.  

For a second, my confidence slipped. What in the hell was I doing? Was this a mistake?

Then I found Phoebe’s face. She nodded with a smirk on her face. Next to her, Asteria loomed as a huge blue prehistoric cave bear. Myrina should have been there, next to them. Dammit. My doubts left me. 

“We’re taking the fight to Hades—to Hell itself,” I said. “We’re going to rescue our fallen. And we’re going to end this war. Hades has never faced an army like us, bound together through love and common purpose. I know you all believe in me, but here’s the thing: I believe in you. With you at my back, there’s nothing we can’t do.”

That brought a cacophonous cheer that shook the temple as much as any earthquake.

The air was thickening with smoke and ash. It was time.

“I’m coming for you, Myrina,” I whispered, turning to face the portal.

The godstone was quiet. It was done. Now, it was my turn to lead.

That was the thing about being a leader, making decisions, and taking risks. Everyone can be an armchair quarterback. Very few ever take the chance to throw the ball themselves.

Right or wrong, I snapped the reins and my single conjured stallion surged forward, pulling the Helios Chariot through the portal and into the Underworld.

My army of Amazons followed me into the realm of the dead.
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Bonehead
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AT FIRST, I COULDN’T see a thing. It was darkness like nothing I’d never known before—hell, I didn’t even think darkness could be that complete. I’d visited a cave with my Cub Scout troop when I was in elementary school. This was a little like that—if that cave were inside an even darker cave, which also happened to be in the heart of a black hole. There was also this terrible odor, both sickly sour and sweet, which somehow made it even harder to see. That had to be death itself: pure, simple, and awful.

And stink that affected your vision? Welcome to the Underworld. Couldn’t really explain that one, but in Hell, physics don’t have to make sense, I guess. 

With a whisper of will, I ignited the circlet on my skull and stepped off the chariot. Despite the blazing power of the crown, only a hundred feet around me was illuminated. The dark felt almost alive. It also felt hungry, eager to eat up as much light as I could summon. Before me was a field of limp, lifeless gray grass, which looked as if all the color had been sucked away. A closer look. Yep ... That wasn’t grass, but hair. Human hair, rising out of squishy ground. Well, then. 

My stomach buckled, and I swallowed hard several times. I might never eat anything again.

I shook away my nausea and focused on the edge of the black, a hundred feet out. Something was heading toward me, something in the darkness, bleeding out rainbow light. Phoebe tromped up next to me in her steampunk mech, along with Asteria—still in the shape of a bear—Loxo, and Sophia. 

Well, this place is horrible, Phoebe sent.

Asteria transformed, taking human form. She stood, naked, with her arms crossed, a pained look playing across her delicate features.

Feeling better about being human? I asked.

She simply scowled at me.

Phoebe had the answer. Humans can’t smell for shit. That’s why she’s back to being Miss Naked Blue America.

Honestly, I felt terrible about Asteria. 

I’d been so concerned with Myrina and ending this war with Hades that I hadn’t given her the time she deserved. But the truth was, even if I had all the time in the world, I had no clue how to help the shifter. She’d always been a strange duck that mystified me, and this latest mood shift only increased her strangeness. As an animal, she experienced so many more emotions than I did ... Where would I even start with her? I didn’t know, and sadly now just wasn’t the time for introspection. We were on the clock and had things to kill.

Though, if the war itself was the issue for Asteria, then maybe killing Hades would set everything right. No way to know for sure, but I could hope.

The Harvesters rumbled out of the portal behind me, lanterns glowing on their ends, casting uneven light that did next to nothing to beat back the darkness. Calla provided light for a bunch of Amazons around her, including Euryleia, whose bear whined and grumbled, clearly unhappy about being here. The animals hated this place, especially our bulls and horses, who nosed at the hair growing out of the ground and then shrank back with wide eyes.

I climbed back into the Helios Chariot as the rainbow light approached. 

I wasn’t surprised when Persephone strode into the open, a tall, shapely blonde with a cute button nose. She raised both arms above her head and a huge rainbow erupted from her palms, curving over our party. In an instant, the landscape came into focus. There wasn’t just hair growing from the ground, but trees made of arms wrapped together, hands grasping each other. There were also leg bushes crafted from bone and skin, toes splayed and calf muscles flexing.

A row of heads, jutting from wrist-thick flower stalks, babbled at us, saying nothing—just an unceasing flow of guttural syllables not meant for any human tongue. Their eyes were open but unseeing. God, this place was the worst.

I almost wished Persephone hadn’t used her rainbow to illuminate the horrorscape around us. Then again, stumbling into human head flowers in the dark wouldn’t have been my idea of fun. 

As the goddess of spring walked toward us, the swaying sea of hair turned into true grass—green, slender, and so vibrant it almost hurt to look at. The heads became roses, the leg bushes were replaced by green-leafed mulberry plants, the trees transformed into healthy things with bark and leaves, the branches loaded down with greenery and fruit—lush apples here, succulent pears there. One tree hung fat with red pomegranates, which served as a stern reminder that the food here, no matter how delicious looking, was not to be trusted. 

“Greetings, War God.” Flowers sprouted from Persephone’s footprints. She climbed into the chariot and kissed my cheek. She smelled like a fresh morning, birdsong, and churned earth. “I have not found Myrina, but I did speak to Charon. Your Battle Wardens made their way through this place, the Vale of Tears, and on to the five rivers of the Underworld. Charon has told them where to hide, but Hades has the Erinyes searching for them. And before too long he will likely notice our presence and will have them searching for us as well.”

“Erinyes?” I frowned. “What are those?”

“You might know them as the Furies,” Persephone replied. “You slew Praxidike, but there are three sisters left: Alecto, Megaera, and Tisiphone. They punish various kinds of criminals, but Hades has enlisted them to be his bounty hunters. They are, even now, searching for your warriors, as well as the souls of Earl Perkins and Antiope.”

Phoebe was there with a quip. Earl Perkins? Sounds like a country music star.

It did, but I wasn’t in the mood for jokes. “Does Hades know the sigil has been broken?”

“I do not know his mind, but I believe it to be so,” Persephone answered. “Even now he gathers his forces in his palace near the Elysian Fields. But, he must cross the Plain of Judgement and the Asphodel Fields to breach the portal. We mustn’t tarry too long here. If he crosses the five rivers and reaches the Vale of Tears, he might be able to elude us, escape through the rift, and find the Stair. Then he can go anywhere. Invade any world. Every soul he kills, he will enlist into his army of the dead.”

Holy Walking Dead, Batman, Phoebe sent.

You can’t be enjoying this, I messaged back.

Why not? We’re going on a suicide mission to rescue Myrina, who is totally going to kick your ass for risking all of reality to save her. This is fucking epic, my dude! She triggered the buzz saw on her arm for emphasis, the weapon roaring, sparks flashing.

While Phoebe was loving the drama and my future ass-kicking, Asteria looked as if someone had pissed in her Fruit Loops. Then there was Loxo, who was like a long-tailed cat in a room full of rocking chairs—no doubt reliving the trauma of her time here. Even Sophia was pale, and nothing buttered her muffin.

“Hey, P, can you give us a quick geography lesson?” I asked.

The spring goddess brightened. “OMZ, I love it every time you call me P. I’ve never had a pet name, you know. It’s such a treat.” She giggled and kissed me again, this time on the lips. It was a kiss that lingered, a kiss that tasted of ripe strawberries and dark chocolate. For a second, I forgot about the terrible Vale of Tears. Which, considering just how awful the Vale of Tears was, oughta tell you exactly how good that kiss was.

She pulled back, giggled again, and batted her overlong lashes at me. “Now, where were we?”

“Geography,” Loxo offered flatly, clearly unamused by the distraction. Loxo wasn’t the jealous type—just the opposite, in fact—but no one wanted to be in this place a second longer than necessary.  

“Ah, yes,” Persephone replied with a bob of her head. “Geography. Beyond the Vale of Tears lie the five rivers. We must cross each of them to find your warriors. But be forewarned, they get progressively more treacherous, until we reach the Phlegethon. The Phlegethon is a river of flame, which rings Tartarus, where the Titans dwell. We would do well to avoid Tartarus, I should think.”

“Steer clear of Tartarus, check,” I said, mind flashing back to my one and only encounter with a Titan while in the lost land of Nyx. I’d gone head to head against Entomo, the centipede-hydra, and the battle had very nearly cost me everything. I’d let the bastard swallow me whole, then pureed his vital organs with the War Blade. And even after all that, the son of a bitch still managed to get away alive. Titans were some tough sons of bitches and if I could avoid them, I would. I already had more than enough on my plate with Hades and his heavy hitters.

“The Palace of Hades lies to the north, Tartarus is to the northwest,” Persephone continued. “The Elysian Fields are to the northeast. Directly south of the palace is the Plain of Judgement. Between the River Phlegethon and the Plain of Judgement lie the Asphodel Fields. That is where we should find Myrina and the others.”

“So we have to watch out for the Erinyes, yes?” I asked.

“Yes,” Persephone said, “and there are any number of entities loyal to Hades here. Our chances are slim. Yet, I admire your hope and optimism.” She smirked and lightly punched me in the shoulder. “It’s terribly misplaced, but such is life. And if you are going to die horribly, at least you can have a good attitude about it.”

“Yeah, at least I have that going for me,” I said, forcing a little cheer into my voice. Then I got down to business, facing my ’Zons, who were spread out behind me in a loose semicircle. “Those of us who can fly will forge ahead to the River Acheron. Persephone can drive the Helios Chariot, I have my winged sandals, and we have our Beastiamancers. Sophia, can you carry Loxo?”

The Teleporter agreed immediately.

Asteria can carry my mech, Phoebe messaged us all. Asteria, you okay with that?

The Beastiamancer shrugged, but finally dipped her head in acknowledgment. Her listlessness hurt. She’d always been the happiest Amazon, quick to laugh, quick to love. 

I had to shake off my worry. “The rest of the army will go forward as quickly as they can. Persephone’s rainbow is big enough to stretch out behind her, giving everyone light.”

Persephone nodded. “Yes, and no one will suspect anything. I have my grove near the sea over there.” She motioned to what might be the west. “I often walk there, alone, pining for my lost mother.”

Great. We had a cover story. Time to head north.

Asteria transformed into a giant eagle. She wheeled overhead, held up on massive azure wings, then dove, grabbing Phoebe’s mech in talon-studded feet bigger than my head. Phoebe’s mech must’ve weighed half a ton, easy, yet Asteria had no problem bearing the load. The pair of them joined me in the sky, along with Toxaris, the other Pegasus riders, and Persephone driving the Helios Chariot. Loxo and Sophia teleported along after us, phasing in and out of existence with inky puffs of purple smoke.

It was easy to follow Persephone’s path. A wide swath of colorful springtime flowers in a thousand hues and a strip of emerald grass led to a black river cutting across the desolate and disgusting landscape. A dock fashioned from black rock jutted out into the middle of the water.

I messaged my people to keep their distance as I skated ahead, idly wondering if we could just fly over the various rivers—that would certainly make traversing the hellish landscape a lot easier. I was outside of the arcing rainbow that gave us light, but thanks to the circlet I could still see. But the minute I tried to sail over the wide, black river, the water gushed upward, forming a wall of sludgy muck dotted with human skulls, which glowed fallout green. Those skulls clacked against each other in the stygian liquid. 

I guess that was a hard no on flying over the rivers. 

After a long beat, the neon-green skulls scattered, and a robed figure rose up through the water. He was unnaturally tall—eight feet, at least—and as gaunt as a broomstick with spidery, overlong limbs. The figure wore a burlap cloak, moldering on the edges, and his robes were of a similar rough-spun cloth, which somehow managed to showcase every bone in his sunken torso. Rail-thin fingers clutched a large wooden oar the color of a fresh nosebleed. And when the figure lifted its face to me, I found myself staring into another skull, his eyes toxic green, which reminded me of Earl’s necrotic power. 

I didn’t see his boat, but of course, this had to be Charon.

A hushed whisper filled the air. “You cannot fly through here, War God. You must cross as is the custom of this land.” His voice was dusty and ancient, like a stiff breeze blowing through the pages of some old book. “But to do so, you must be dead. Only the dead can cross into the lands beyond. Are you willing to die? If so, simply touch the waters of the River Acheron, or any of the five rivers, and you will shed your mortal form, instead clothed in the garb of immortal deceased.”

I glanced back over one shoulder and down onto the bank. My contingent of Amazons had gathered in front of the river where the water met the land. Looking up, I was greeted with still more water stretching into infinity.

“Yeah, that’s gonna have to be a hard pass from me,” I replied, rubbing my chin, trying to figure out how to get around the waters. “Pretty much my only real goal for the day is to avoid dying.” I dropped, touching down lightly on the shore not far from the river’s edge. Charon followed. The indomitable wall of water dropped with me, gently filling the riverbanks once more. The land next to the black river looked like congealed blood forming a scab. Gross. A few strands of the gray hair flowed into the water like weeds. Double gross.

“So this isn’t the River Styx?” I asked. “I’m kind of disappointed.”

Charon floated a few feet above the water. He didn’t answer.

Persephone sighed. “Come on, Charon. Go get your boat. You know you’re going to break the rules this time.”

“I cannot,” the boatman whispered, shaking his head ever so slightly. “Hades had me swear on the River Styx—which is the second river you must cross. Sadly, I am bound by my oath. I cannot help you, Spring Goddess, nor can I help you, War God, however much I might want to. Though, in truth, I long to serve my real master.”

“And who might that be?” I prodded, hoping to find something I could work with.

The hushed voice of the boatman answered, “Thanatos. The All-Dead. He knows his role in the universe. He understands his sacred duty. Hades is but a babe compared to the ancient Thanatos. Hades has forgotten himself, but soon, he will be gone, either to conquer the universe or dead and committed into the embrace of Thanatos, the true master of mortality.”

Well, this seemed like promising news. The enemy of the enemy is my friend and all that. “So, what I’m hearing is that Hades and Thanatos aren’t exactly on friendly terms. Any idea where I could find Thanatos? Seems like we might have some things in common.”

“He is ever present,” Charon said, tone bordering on reverence. “He is everywhere because death is everywhere. But he will not step in until Hades is gone. Thanatos is primary. Thanatos is beyond. Thanatos is in all things. He will not dirty his hands with the lowly conflicts of our kind.”

I sighed. “So, super powerful but definitely not interested in helping us out,” I said. “Just wants to reap the benefits of me taking Hades out. Got it.”

Sounds like a dirty freeloader to me, Phoebe sent. 

I snorted. She had a point, but I kept that thought to myself. Charon probably wouldn’t take an observation like that too kindly. “Okay, so that’s a big fat no on Thanatos. And you don’t seem interested in helping us either. But”—I raised my hands—“and just hear me out here, Thanatos wouldn’t mind if Hades were gone. But I can’t kill him unless I can get to him, and I can’t do that unless you help us cross the rivers. Seems like it might be in your own best interest to at least point us in the right direction.”

The skeletal boatman canted his head, seeming to consider my words. 

“OMZ, Charon, don’t be a bonehead,” the spring goddess was now a very slim, very short blonde with nice pink lips. “Just help us. It’s not like Hades is going to be around to fire you. We’re on our way to kill him.”

After a long moment, Charon finally shook his head. “Although your success, War God, would be a boon to me and my master, it is not fated to be. I have sworn my oath, and in both life and death, a creature only has their word. I will abide by mine, unless, of course, you should perish. If your physical body fails, your spirit will find itself in my care. 

“Then, and only then, will I shepherd it across the rivers and to the Plain of Judgement where your eternal fate will be handed down. Heroes will be sent to the Elysian Fields. The mediocre will find themselves in the Asphodel Fields. The villainous will be banished to Tartarus, where they will burn with the Titans for an eternity. This is the land of the dead for all time and space. There is no escape.”

Persephone grumbled, “I did not think this would be an issue. Charon has let other living men across the river. Maybe it is because we are women. Or in your case a god, Jacob.”

Totally sexist. And godist. Phoebe offered, glowering at the boatman. 

“The other mortals were heroes in their stories,” the boatman whispered, “and I was bound by their destiny—men and women alike. The god of war wasn’t fated to travel into the realm of his foe. Hence, I am not bound to help him.”

That put a crazy-bad feeling in my belly. I wasn’t fated to cross into the Underworld, which probably meant I wasn’t fated to win. It sucks when you don’t have destiny on your side.

Told you so, Phoebe sent. If you hadn’t destroyed the sigil, we could’ve turned around and gone home. But nope, not you. And now, we can’t.

Yeppers, Phoebe, I totally burned that bridge. Remember, go big or go home—and we don’t ever plan to go home. Now, let’s focus. I need your head in the game if we’re gonna win this thing.

My mind raced. We could face Hades when he marched toward the portal, but that meant abandoning Myrina, Doris, and Ianthe, which was, like, ninety percent of the reason we’d come in the first place. And from what Persephone said, the Vale of Tears was a vast place. Hades might get around us. Unless we set up our troops directly in front of the portal. Then again, there might be other cracks and crevices open to him. That was the problem with Lycastia: it was an island with a bazillion caves, caverns, and secret underground chambers.

No, we had to face him on the other side of the five rivers, and sooner rather than later, because our only hope lay in an ambush. Once again time wasn’t on our side. Had Hades already heard about our strike force? Was Myrina being tortured even now? Had I damned the world forever? I had no answers, but this had to work because there wasn’t a fallback plan.
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Having a Nice Tine
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SINCE CHARON WAS BEING an uncooperative dick, we called in Otrere, my Water-Witch. She’d parted the waters of the Submerged Labyrinth for the vast majority of my Amazonian army, so this should’ve been a cinch in comparison. Otrere marched right up to the edge of the river, back straight, demeanor fierce, arms raised high, power emanating from her palms. She looked like a woman hell-bent on a mission—one who wouldn’t be deterred by anything. She planted her feet and thrust her hands forward, curls of arcane power flashing out and slamming against the black waters ... 

Nothing happened.

Charon chuckled darkly. “The five rivers are not made of simple water, my child. They cannot be manipulated by such magic as yours. In them run the blood of the universe.”

What are the chemical compounds of universe blood? Phoebe wondered aloud in my head while she absently scratched her chin.

Otrere, sweating, finally had to stop. “I apologize, War God, but ...” she faltered, stealing a sidelong glance at me. “I cannot part the waters of this river,” she finished, confirming the boatman’s claim.  

“It’s okay, Otrere,” I said. “You tried. And don’t sweat it. We’re not beat yet. We navigated the Submerged Labyrinth, took out Daedalus, and buried Earl Necro Earl and his whole army—we’ll figure this out too.” I offered her a reassuring smile, sure that there was a solution. 

My eyes fell on the trident and spear stuck in the Helios Chariot. Ding-ding-ding, winner, winner, chicken dinner. Antiope had used the trident to manipulate the gelatinous goop in the monster generators, which wasn’t really water, so there was an even money chance it would work here, too.

I snatched up the weapon, letting my godly sense wash over it as I checked the stats to see what powers this thing was working with. My gaming display flashed and an image only I could see appeared. 

<<<>>>
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<<<>>>

I WHISTLED SOFTLY THROUGH my teeth. Well, now. This was one remarkable weapon. Leave it to Poseidon to get such a sick stick. I’d been lucky that Antiope had been at a relatively low level. She’d only been able to use a fraction of the weapon’s powers, but if she’d been able to unlock the uber-powerful one-off abilities at the bottom—Mortal Wound, Tsunami Stride, and Hurricane Onslaught—she would’ve been a thousand times deadlier. 

Although, Mortal Wound. That phrase really stood out in my mind, especially considering this was the weapon used to killed Myrina. I pulled up the feature—the breath caught in my chest. 

<<<>>>
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<<<>>>

THIS WAS IT—THE THING that had killed my general. Antiope might’ve been holding the weapon, but it had been Necro Earl’s spirit that threw it. He was probably around my level.

Well, I was going to rectify Myrina’s death one way or the other. I’d already started by killing the assholes responsible for killing her, and now all I needed to do was find her here in the Underworld and get her back. And this weapon? This weapon could help toward that end. While Otrere’s magic had failed, I thought we might have more luck with the Dry Foot function. That would allow us to cross at least two of the rivers. And if not, the overgrown pitchfork had some other features I could use.

“Hey, Charon,” I said, “so we can’t fly over the rivers. You made sure of that. What about bridges? If I could whip up a bridge, could we cross over?”

The boatman chuckled, his laugh ghostly and haunting. “In the land of the dead, there is little by way of wood or stone. A bridge I would tolerate ... assuming you can build one. Which you cannot.” He grinned at me—hard as hell to accomplish without lips—his undead eyes sparkling, and leaned against his oar. If I didn’t know any better, I’d say the boatman of the dead was smug.

Well, I’d teach him a lesson in smugness he wouldn’t soon forget. “Muster up and get ready to cross this stream,” I hollered at my troops.  

The Amazons burst into action, quickly assembling into neat battle columns near the shore of the River Acheron. I shot Charon a wink, then lifted the trident and triggered the Dry Foot function. Unlike for Otrere, the mystical Underworld sludge reacted to the power of Poseidon, god of the waters and deep places. The river boiled away to my right and left, showcasing a muck-filled bed liberally peppered with glowing bones—skulls, ribs, femurs, the whole nine yards. 

Charon drifted over to float above the rising ichor on my right. We only had so much time before the trident’s power failed. I was at level twenty-nine, which meant it would fail in just under two-and-a-half minutes.

I charged into the gap between the two walls of river, the goopy mud sucking at my feet, though I had no other negative effects. Persephone shot forward in the Helios Chariot, the heavy wheels leaving deep ruts in their wake. Phoebe led the rest of my forces. Amazons sprinted behind her, faster than the best Olympic runners, while winged horses, charging bulls, and oversized bears followed in the rear, policed by the ever-watchful eyes of Loxo and Asteria. No one would be left behind, not on their watch. 

The river gushed down just as Thunderfoot clambered up the side. That sludge of muck and skulls rolled on unimpeded. But everyone had made it, which was the important thing.

On the far side of the River Acheron, the disgusting field of graying hair gave way to a field of human fingers, all poking up toward the twisted purple-gray sky overhead. Old fingers, young fingers, stubby fingers crippled by arthritis, fingers with nail polish, fingers with tattoos. 

Gonna build a finger bridge, boss? Phoebe asked in a playful voice.

Not hardly, I sent back. Fate might not like me breaking the rules, but holding this trident  ... well, I’m feeling like this is destiny.

Yeah, we’ll see. One down, four to go, and there’s a three-headed puppy around here somewhere. Phoebe stomped forward on her mech, crushing fingers as she went, the crunch of bones carrying in the air and turning my stomach. Persephone and I could fly, so we didn’t have to trample any of the digits, for which I was eternally grateful. The idea made me feel squeamish—I may have been a living deity with untold power, but this place still grossed me out to no end.

“Where’s Cerberus?” I asked the spring goddess.

“I have that same question,” she answered, her tone rather cryptic. “He can jump the rivers, and he moves back and forth at will. I am sure we shall encounter him at some point. OMZ, he’s so cute when he is not the vicious guardian of the Underworld. Did I mention he’s completely invulnerable to all manner of weapons?”

I winced. “No, that must’ve slipped your mind.”

We marched across the field of fingers until the next river came into view.

“Behold, the River Styx,” Persephone said with a wave of her hand and a surprisingly chipper disposition.

This river wasn’t black like the last one, but a milky white color. What looked like a low-hanging silver mist covered the surface, churning and swirling, offering little glimpses of the waters below. A potent odor hung in the air—overly sweet and a bit rotten, like perfume sprayed onto a fresh corpse. An odd image of my seventh-grade teacher sprinted through my mind; that smell reminded me of her. Mrs. Hugeback had been a vicious woman who covered her BO with so much fragrance that she came off smelling like an 18th century French aristocrat who bathed once a year.

As we drew closer, I realized that it wasn’t mist covering the River Styx, but the souls of the damned. They would swim out of the milk, frantic to escape, but then the unnaturally pale waters would suck them back down into the burbling morass.

Charon appeared before us, loitering in a long, low boat crafted from a single piece of yellowed bone. I couldn’t even begin to imagine what creature a bone that size had come from, though if I absolutely had to guess, I’d have said it rhymed with Bodshmilla. Charon had his oar dipped into the waters of the Styx. An old woman’s ghost swirled up the pole, but he shook her off and she dissipated. I could’ve sworn that woman had worn a dress with a floral pattern, just like Mrs. Hugeback. Was that why I was smelling her perfume?

“Hey, Charon,” I said. “Let me guess. This is where wicked souls are punished.”

He nodded, bony face otherwise unreadable. “The River Styx holds evil souls until they can be processed and sent on to Tartarus. Here, they claw at each other, showing neither kindness nor mercy. A single act of charity would free their tortured spirits, but not one will relent. They press the others down in their attempts to escape, as was their habit in life. They care only for themselves, and so all suffer.”

“Mrs. Hugeback never should’ve been allowed to work with children,” I muttered.

Raising the trident, I used my last batch of Dry Foot to part the haunted waters with relative ease. Charon’s boat crested the waves and he watched as we made our dash across the channel.

Turning, I saw a myriad of faces in the creamy water. All were trying to force the others away so they could escape. It was like what Jean-Paul Sartre wrote: Hell is other people.

One face appeared, and it was looking right at me. The mouth worked open and closed, open and closed like a dead fish gasping for air. It was Earl Perkins, a.k.a. Earl Echo Earl, a.k.a. Necro Earl, my nemesis and overall douchebag. He was pleading with me, saying, Help me. Help me. Help me. 

I gave him the finger. I couldn’t help him. He’d have to help himself. 

I would’ve thought Antiope would be next to him, but there was no sign of her.

We marched up onto the banks of the next field. The ground seemed to be dried mud, which was an improvement. No hair. No fingers. A win all around.

I let out a sigh of relief. Until Phoebe marched her mech across the landscape and an eye blinked open near her bronze foot. Then another. And another. This was a field of eyes, because why wouldn’t there be a field of eyes in the ever-varied landscape of Hell? Each pupil caught the light of Persephone’s rainbow, and together the eyes glistened like a field of diamonds. Against the darkness on the other side of the light, it was almost pretty. Then I reminded myself it was a field of eyeballs. Blech.

Phoebe mused aloud. How many humans and gods and demigods will live over time in all possible worlds? Trillions? Quadrillions? Quintillions? If this is the place where all souls eventually go, maybe the hair, the fingers, the eyes are the leftovers of all those people. 

I wasn’t so sure of her conclusion. Maybe it’s just meant to be creepy because Hades is one sick dickhead.

Phoebe’s laughter filled my head. It made me smile—made this nightmare landscape just a touch more bearable.

Across the ghastly field lay a third river, the River Cocytus, which wasn’t really a river at all so much as it was an enormous ice flow. Even from a distance, we heard the cries and screams of souls in absolute anguish. There was weeping, lots of weeping. And ... What was that? I heard the distinct sound of teeth gnashing. You know what they say—can’t have an ice river in the Underworld without some good ol’ fashioned teeth gnashing. At least I think that’s what they say. 

I floated toward the bank—ecstatically thankful for the winged shoes—and saw faces forming in the ice: faces of parents crying over their dead children, sons mourning their fathers, daughters weeping over their dead mothers. Friends, wives, husbands, a trillion souls crying over a trillion souls lost.

I glanced at Persephone and noticed the goddess’ face was covered in tears.

Charon’s raspy voice drifted over to us like a breeze. “The River Cocytus is the river of sorrow, the sorrow before the great forgetting. All will weep, for all will know death.”

“Way to keep things light, Charon,” I said with a frown. “I bet you get invited to all the cool parties, what with your sunny disposition and great small talk.” 

In the ice of the Cocytus, I saw myself for an instant, as a teenager, and while I wasn’t crying, I was mourning my grandfather. Then that face was lost as other faces formed an ever-shifting kaleidoscope of people lamenting. Everyone who had ever lived had to deal with sickness and death. With the loss of a loved one and the pain that came with it. Some did better with it than others.

Like me for instance. I couldn’t accept that Myrina, Doris, and Ianthe were gone. Again, the doubt gripped me. What was I doing?

The godstone felt cold in my chest. It certainly wasn’t happy with my decision to invade this realm. If anything, it felt almost ... afraid. That was definitely a first from the godstone. Maybe all of Ares’ posturing and bluster was just a way to cover the fact that even the former god of war was as scared of death as anyone else. Maybe more scared of it than most. I couldn’t help but wonder if that had been part of the motivation behind Ares’ battle against Hades: finding a way to stave off death once and for all.  

Charon and his bone boat carved through the ice, pushing through the sorrowful faces and leaving a wake of weeping behind him. “I am curious to see how you pass the River Cocytus, War God,” he said. “For your trident would only let you part my rivers twice.” He stuck two bony fingers into the air, emphasizing his point. For wanting his boss Thanatos to run the show around these parts, Charon sure seemed like he wanted me to fail.

“Whose side are you on, Charon?” I asked. 

“I have but one task,” the boatman replied placidly. “To ferry souls across the rivers to the land of the dead. Or to give them to the rivers until those souls learn what they must.” He stopped his craft and waited on me. “I am no one’s ally.”

“Except you helped Jacob’s Amazons,” Persephone pointed out, arching a now strawberry blond eyebrow.

“Hades was meddling with my process,” Charon grumbled, one hand tightening around the handle of his oar. “He doesn’t respect the dead, he uses them. That, well ... it is not our place.”

I raised the trident and slammed it down onto the bank next to the river of ice. I remembered some story about Poseidon using his trident to create an island. Me? All I needed was a bridge. I activated the Create Earth function, visualizing what I wanted to manifest in the world.

Stone burst from where I stood, rippling out, a stream of rock and earth forming into huge blocks, which slammed together. For a second, it felt like I was playing Minecraft, but on an epic, god-level scale. I just prayed I had enough cubic footage to go around. The bridge didn’t need to be very strong, since the ice itself would add some support, but it absolutely needed to span the entire breadth of the river. We couldn’t touch the water—not even a splash—at least, not if we wanted to keep on breathing. 

Though that was one nice thing about being in the Underworld: if we did kick the bucket down here, it would be a short trip to the afterlife. After all, the only thing worse than death is bad jet lag. 

I sighed in relief as the rocky bridge connected to the far side with room to spare. It was only half a foot thick; hopefully it would bear the weight of the Death Harvesters. As we crossed, an army of frozen hands, all fueled by anger and sorrow, reached up from the river, digging at the stone, scraping it away a centimeter at a time. My foot troops made it across without a hitch; the bridge groaned beneath the weight of the siege weapons and war mounts, but it held. Our last Beastiamancer, Ariadne, reached the far side on Thunderfoot half a heartbeat before the bridge gave way to the ghostly hands, stones plunking into the icy waters.  

The fields on the other side of the Cocytus were full of ghosts, pure and simple. 

A little girl floated up to me, transparent, in a tunic of some sort. Her voice was a grating squeak. “Who am I?”

A man wearing a three-piece suit, also see-through, asked the same question, “Who am I?”

All around us floated a zillion souls, their outlines blurring together even as they came into focus. From cavemen to people from the future in what looked like space suits. Who am I? Who am I? Who am I?

I flew above them, but Phoebe had to soldier through. The minute her mech touched a soul, it vanished into shifting smoke that reformed behind her. But the voices ... The voices remained, an echoing cascade of humanity asking the same question, over and over: Who am I?

It was unnerving. I couldn’t see the ground because again, as on the River Styx, the silvery mist of ghosts swept around, creating a dense fog.

We pushed through the confused specters, and as we did, I started to lose track of myself. Who was I? Was I Jacob Merely from Rockford, Illinois? It didn’t seem likely. I mean, I was wearing Greek armor, I had a burning shield on my left arm, and I was flying using the winged sandals of Hermes.

Then, was I Ares? No, Ares wouldn’t care about saving Myrina.

I cruised above the sea of ghosts and eventually came down on the banks of the River Lethe. By then, I couldn’t remember my name, but I did know I had to build a bridge across what looked like an empty gorge, ten feet deep and twenty feet across. A Chicago Cubs baseball cap drifted down the empty gorge, almost as if it was floating in thin air. I hunched forward, hands on my knees, and looked closer. No, there was a river there. I just couldn’t see it. But there was a ton of random shit just floating merrily along on its invisible current.

This was new: a river you couldn’t see that made you forget everything.

“Do not be fooled, War God,” Persephone called above the din of voices, her voice like a clarion bell that somehow brought me back to myself. “This is where I fell in. This is how I lost myself. This is, perhaps, the most treacherous area in the Underworld, save for Tartarus itself. You must be strong—you must remember your purpose.” At the moment, she was a black-skinned woman with wild hair and a brilliant smile with perfectly white teeth.

Charon in his grim boat floated twenty feet above the bed of the invisible river. “People live life not knowing who they truly are. And so they are the same in death. It is a tragedy. Why do you humans love your tragedy so much?”

Not a question I could answer. And my grip on my identity was slipping by the second. No, my purpose. I clung to Persephone’s words even as I slammed the trident down, crafting a thin bridge using my last dose of Create Earth. I added a few struts on the sides to keep it stable. More junk trickled down the transparent stream. A rusty sword. A cracked earthen pot. A wristwatch. A pen. They were collecting against my bridge, piling up like cars stuck in a traffic jam on the 5.

As before, my army headed across the stone arch. Again, it was a sprint to make it to the other side before the tide of objects cracked apart my very temporary footpath.

The land separating the River Lethe and the last river was like time’s landfill. Piles of junk from the invisible river must’ve collected there. It was shit from every era—everything from Starbucks cups to flint and steel, from woven baskets that looked African to Marvel comic books. I even saw a couple versions of Cap’s cracked shield there. I got excited for a minute. Me with a vibranium shield? Awesome! I mean Hephaestus’ shield wasn’t bad, but it couldn’t hold a candle to Cap’s iconic weapon. Sadly, these were made of plastic.

Charon’s voice called from behind me. “Humans love tragedy. They also love their things. Some bring them to the Underworld, you know, but they cannot carry their precious objects into the land of the dead. So they discard them here. After bathing in the River Lethe, they forget their love for them, which itself is another form of tragedy, don’t you think.” Not a question.

“Another point for Charon Buzzkillington the third,” I grumbled.

I took to the air so I wouldn’t have to wade through the piles of precious objects. I saw a pair of socks that someone must’ve loved. Odd, but I had a girlfriend who had a special pair of socks she wore to bed in the wintertime. 

As I neared the last river, the noxious stink of burning plastic assaulted my nose. This last river was a stream of liquid flame, and some of the lost treasures had slipped into it. Around them were a bunch of ghostly figures doing a lot of ... let’s go with things inside. Women with men, women with women, men with men. Looked like there might’ve been a centaur or two in the mix, which was its own kind of horror. Truthfully, I couldn’t quite believe what I was seeing. Worse yet, I wasn’t quite sure how we were going to get across it. My trident was all out of Dry Foot and Create Earth.

On the other side, bathed in smoke and fire, sat a three-headed dog the size of a strip mall. And speaking of strip malls, he was sitting in the parking lot of a 7-Eleven, a convenience store I knew and loved.

In fact, that wasn’t just any 7-Eleven, that was my 7-Eleven. I’d gone there as a kid for Bubble Yum and Slurpees. What the shit?

I squinted, realizing the other buildings in the little strip mall looked familiar, too.

Well, screw me sideways. On the other side of the River Phlegethon was Rockford, Illinois. Growing up there, I could’ve told you it was Hell. It seemed the gods had taken me literally.
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STANDING ON THE BANKS of the river of fire, I wanted to ask Charon why my hometown was in the Underworld. I mean, sure, Rockford wasn’t exactly anyone’s idea of paradise, but literal Hell? That was a bit of a stretch. 

A woman’s cry of ecstasy distracted me. Uh, what?

I glanced down into the churning waters just as a writhing, copulating trio of women screamed in an odd mixture of bliss and agony, then promptly burst into flames and turned to ash, carried away by an unfelt wind. As soon as they disappeared, another group of naked people emerged from the boiling flames, shamelessly getting their freak on.

Charon’s boat must’ve been full-on fireproof because he drifted among the flames without worry. “This is for those wretches overcome with lust,” he said, noting my gaze. “They burned with desire in life, and they will burn forever in death.”

“Damn,” I said, taken aback. This definitely seemed like overkill—I couldn’t help but wonder if Charon and company had ever heard the phrase, let the punishment fit the crime. 

Phoebe harrumphed. Uh, I would say the gods have their own hang-ups over sex. This seems pretty fucking puritanical. You’ll fit right in down here, Jacob, with your Oedipal-sized issues.

Hey, I’m getting better! I protested.

Beneath my feet, a handful of Jim Butcher’s Dresden Files novels shifted in the pile of precious objects and toppled into the river. The pages burst into flames, which was a crime in its own right. Those books were freaking amazing. 

My Amazons joined me on the shore, staring across the fiery expanse at the oversized hound waiting for us on the other side.  

As for Cerberus, he sat on his haunches, all three of his heads staring at us in return. Yep, that was definitely gonna be an issue. Assuming we found a way across the river of molten flame and debauchery, we’d then be stuck in combat against one of the toughest creatures in the Underworld. And if any of us died, we’d be thrown back to the Vale of Tears, without a body, only to have Charon take control of our afterlives. I think it was safe to assume no one wanted the ever-dour boatman in charge of their fate.

Hey, Jacob, Phoebe sent. Have you seen Asteria? I can’t find her.

I glanced around. Shit. The Beastiamancer was gone—no sign of her anywhere. And she was kinda hard to miss, what with being a blue shapeshifter. I drifted up above my ’Zons, scanning the landscape until I finally found her, loitering back at the nearly invisible River Lethe. She’d taken human form, and was reaching toward that water, one delicate hand outstretched. What in the hell is she thinking?

I shouted and bolted into action, barreling toward her like a runaway semi. If she touched those waters ... well, her memory would be gone at the very least, and that was assuming she didn’t just kick the bucket right on the spot. I slammed into her, wrapping my arms around her chest and taking her to the ground. We hit a pile of mint-condition Care Bears, which made the landing surprisingly soft. She bucked and fought, wrestling free, and gaining her feet. Her golden eyes looked haunted. Tortured. Despite being human, she had the bearing of a caged animal, backing into a corner, ready to attack at any moment. 

“What are you doing?” I asked, fighting to keep the heat out of my words. She was struggling with some deep shit, I reminded myself. 

“I can forget everything if I touch that water. And I so want to forget, Jacob. I am not like the others. This fighting. This killing. This bloodshed and loss. I’ve had my fill.”  

“Yeah, but I’m pretty sure it will also kill you, Asteria.”

“Persephone swam across it and she wasn’t killed.” Sadness and desolation filled the Beastiamancer’s feathery voice.

“She’s a goddess.” I edged forward and took her hand in mine. “If you forgot everything, you’d also forget me. I’ve already lost Myrina. Losing you too—I couldn’t stomach that.” I paused, searching her face. “What’s going on, Asteria?”

“It’s you,” she said, not angry so much as weary. “I grew accustomed to Jacob Merely being funny, being nice, being wonderful. You weren’t cruel, nor mean, nor selfish. Yet now? With the godstone, you are sometimes not yourself. I hate it. It hurts me. And losing Myrina.” She sighed and tore her gaze away. “I know that as an Amazon, my life is destined to be constant war, but when I spend time as an animal, I don’t feel any of that. I only feel the joy of life. I want you to feel that with me, but I am beginning to believe it shall never be. But if I touch these waters, then the pain will go away. I’ll be back to what I was before.” She faltered. “What you need me to be.”

That made me sit back and really think. I remembered how Asteria had stared at me in the dining hall when we’d been working on our character sheets. I hadn’t had the Necklace of Asclepius, and the godstone had taken over. That had hurt the sensitive Asteria, and she clearly hadn’t been able to get over it. Couldn’t say that I blamed her. And, on top of that, we’d been fighting nonstop. Every eight hours at least for weeks on end. Then there was our foray into Nyx to win the Crystal Scythe. Even more fighting. As humans, we’d gotten used to it. 

But Asteria had been a whale, a hyena, a snake, a spider, and a myriad of other things. Unlike humans, they didn’t want warfare all the time.

I let out a breath. “I’m sorry, Asteria. And I don’t want you to forget who you are. I also don’t want you to lose yourself to become some kind of mechanical killing machine. I want you. The fun, quirky, silly goofball that enjoys diving into the ocean and munching on a strip of sweet grass.” I took her other hand in mine. “You can stop fighting right now, if that’s what it takes. I’ll send you back through the portal—I’d rather lose you as a warrior now then lose you as a friend forever.”

“No,” she shook her head, her lush blue lips a thin line across her face. “As much as I despise this war—this machine of death we have become—I could never abandon my sister. Not and live with myself after. I ... I will fight. I just grow so weary of it, Jacob. I long for the day when we can be more.” She let out a sigh, deep and long. 

“Look, Asteria,”—I pulled one hand away and traced it along the side of her face—“once we find Myrina’s spirit, we’ll resurrect her, and then we’ll face Hades. After that, we can rest and enjoy life. The road has been long and exhausting; you know that better than anyone. But we’re almost there. We just need to make it a little farther.”

She straightened. “Being human is so very complicated. Whales are so much happier. You have no idea how much joy there is in being a whale.”

I didn’t. But now I had the trident so I could summon one at some point and ask it. How very Aquaman of me.

“Still, I will do this, Jacob. I believe in you. And I believe in my sisters.” She seemed to brighten almost at once—her temper and moods could change like quicksilver, I knew—then stretched up on her tippy-toes and planted a kiss on my cheek. “If we are in the home stretch, then let us finish the race strong.” She dropped away, wrapped her hand around mine, then gave me a little pull as she set off toward the fiery Phlegethon. 

Asteria finally found a smile, looking over at the 7-Eleven parking lot. “Look there, War God. There’s a puppy over there. He’s cute. Three times cute.”

That made me raise my eyebrows.

Phoebe noticed. Don’t get jealous, Jacob. You’re not going to be able to compete with Cerberus. Asteria isn’t so crazy about humans at this point.

Have you seen her like this before? I asked.

Never. But Asteria feels things deeply. Maybe she’s like our canary in the coal mine. Maybe this trip to the Underworld is simply too much for us. 

That made me chuckle. Which part? The hairscape, the finger fields, or eyeball alley?

Phoebe grinned, though I could tell even she was fraying at the edges.

Asteria let go of my hand and transformed into a three-headed dog the size of a dump truck. She barked with one head, then another, then another. She’d added another shape to her collection.

Cerberus stood up and took notice. His big brown eyes were locked onto Asteria. And he began to drool a little. With all three heads drooling, that was a whole lotta spit pooling on the parking lot of my 7-Eleven. When I was in middle school, I’d walk over there with my buddies Eddie and Ben.

That gave me an idea. “Persephone, you said Cerberus can jump the rivers.”

“I did, and he can,” the spring goddess replied.

“Asteria, do you know how to flirt in, uh, dog language?” I asked.

Human! she responded. Of course, I do. And I can be in heat whenever I want. I do believe Cerberus fancies me.

Can you lure him over? I asked. Then maybe lead him on a chase? Sort of give him the run around, long enough for us to sneak by?

Asteria turned and let Cerberus take a look at her backside. She was big, of course, though nowhere near as big as Cerberus, but maybe her petite size added fuel to the dog’s libido. It was ironic—humans were being roasted in the Phlegethon for being too freaky, but Cerberus was just as pervy.

All the Amazons were privy to our conversation, so they stepped away, clearing a wide swatch, worried Cerberus would make the leap at any minute. Based on Cerberus’ gleaming eyes, hungry and eager, they had reason to be worried. 

I rubbed my hands, a rough plan forming in my head. Okay, this could work. Probably. That, or we’d all die a horrific and painful death. Go big or go home. Quickly, I summoned Aella and Otrere, my Air and Water-Witches, along with Loxo to the edge of the fiery bank. While Asteria made puppy eyes at our boy Cerberus, I hashed out my plan, filling in the rest of my Amazons through the mental link. We’d only have a handful of seconds to pull this off, so the timing had to be absolutely perfect. 

Loxo stormed forward with Snow Claw, the Vambraces of Boreas, and Myrina’s javelins, which she’d picked up. Loxo definitely thought like a thief. Good. We’d need Winter’s Tongue in a minute.

Persephone looked at me questioningly from the Helios Chariot.

No time to explain.

Aella raised her hands. She waited for my signal, as did my Water-Witch.

On the far side of the river, Cerberus had backed up. With a thunderous woof that shook the ground and nearly knocked me over, he broke into a lumbering run, then leapt over the Phlegethon. He came crashing down in the middle of us, landing like an asteroid, the garbage pile cratering beneath his enormous frame. But by that time, Asteria had streaked away, bounding across the piles of garbage. Cerberus yipped happily, completely ignoring our party, and chased after her.

Asteria was going to have to play hard to get for a minute.

“Now, Aella!” I shouted.

In an eyeblink, she called up a hurricane wind and hurled it at the river. Charon and his ghastly boat were blown off the flames and clear into the parking lot of the 7-Eleven. That was only a lucky bonus, though. The fires died under the onslaught of my Air-Witch’s gale-force winds. That wouldn’t last long, of course, but it bought us just enough time to employ the next piece of the plan. 

Now it was my turn. Slinging the Inferno Shield over my shoulder, I held the Crystal Scythe with my right hand and Poseidon’s Trident with my left. With a roar, I slammed the spear down, driving the prongs deep into the ground, as I called forth a tsunami of water—and not just any old water. Ice. A sheet of it, just wide enough to accommodate our party. 

My ice bridge stretched across the twisting bodies of the River Orgy.

Otrere could summon water as well, so she let loose a flood of her own, thickening the sheen of ice covering my bridge. Unfortunately, it was already melting despite Aella’s winds. I stepped forward and sank the Crystal Scythe into the bridge, which stopped the ice from melting, at least for the moment. Hard to say how long it would last, though—definitely time to move our asses. Loxo broke into a madcap sprint, darting out to the center of the bridge. She slammed the Vambraces of Boreas together with a clang. 

Snow and cold swept out from her hands, further reinforcing the tenuous sheet of ice. Then it was chaos as my Battle Wardens, Rune-Casters, and Beastiamancers hurried across the creaking, cracking ice bridge. On the other side, a chunk had almost melted away. Loxo snatched up Winter Tongue and hurled it into the flames, which froze immediately. The ice javelin reappeared in the quiver on her back.

About half my army had made it across, including one of the Death Harvesters. The other vehicle still needed to get across, though, and the ice was melting faster than a snow cone in the Sahara at high noon. 

I lowered the trident and again used the Create Water function to add another layer of ice on the bridge. Otrere helped by adding what power she had left to the spell; all the while Aella kept up her gale-force blast, though she was clearly on her last legs. Sweat rolled down her face in sheets, her arms trembled, and her legs looked like they might well buckle at any moment. 

The second Death Harvester and its trailer trundled over, safely reaching the other side, which was a damned miracle. Aella, Otrere, and I remained on the far side of the bridge. Both Elementalists ran out of Exousía at the same time. Almost in unison, they slammed back their final recharge potions.

The minute Aella ran out of the juice, the fires of the Phlegethon roared as savagely as ever.

The three of us skittered across the ice, making for the asphalt of the parking lot, but after a handful of steps, it was clear we weren’t going to make it. The heat was stifling, almost unbearable. The whole structure shook as the fires hit the ice bridge and created a hissing, blinding steam. I had to risk flying. Catching hold of my Elementalists, one in each arm, I lifted them and streaked across to the far bank. 

I cleared the edge of the river by a matter of inches, then spun, frantically worried that Asteria wouldn’t make it across in time—

A blue cheetah crashed into my Witches and me; the four of us went down in a tangle of limbs and fur. Asteria had eluded Cerberus by becoming the fastest animal on Earth. Naturally.

And somehow, almost impossibly, we’d all made it safely to the cracked and pitted asphalt of the 7-Eleven parking lot. Holy shit. We’d done it. We’d gotten across all five of the Underworld rivers. I let out a ragged breath as I pushed up onto my elbows, then slowly gained my feet. I brushed my palms off on the edges of my War Mammoth Cloak, then offered a hand, helping up each of the downed women in turn. 

Shrieks erupted as I helped the last of the Amazons up, followed in short order by the frantic flapping of feathers and the crack of a whip. Uh, make that several whips. That all sounded really familiar. Dread grew in the pit of my stomach as my eyes locked onto Praxidike’s closest relatives beelining toward us on outstretched wings, cruising above the strip mall of Rockford-Hell. Perfect. The Erinyes had come to play. 

They were quite the sight, their tawny wings spread wide, each slender and perfect, each armed with bronze-tipped scourges. Their faces were beautiful for a moment, eyes closed, no wrinkles, gorgeous. Then they opened their black eyes. In the span of a heartbeat, their mouths elongated, jaws unhinging like monstrous snakes, revealing row upon row of yellow, needle-like fangs. The gossamer black robes covering their torsos flailed and flapped around their lithe frames, showcasing patches of diseased flesh.

Asteria’s voice hit me. We must hurry, Jacob. Cerberus will return before long. It would be best if we were not here when he arrives. 

No witty banter, then. Got it, I sent to the Beastiamancer. 

I dropped the trident in the chariot next to Persephone. Then I darted away on my winged sandals, getting my shield set on my left arm and holding the Crystal Scythe in my right.

The godstone burned in my chest. Finally! Battle! All this skulking about infuriates me. We should be fighting!

The gears in the necklace whined like a Half-Life houndeye, setting off a serious of warning bells inside my head. If Ares and the godstone thought this was the right course of action, then I needed to slow down at least for a moment. Generally, I’d found that when the godstone was all “Hulk smash!” it was probably a good decision to do the opposite. I stopped myself. Wait just a second. I didn’t need to fight these demon women. I had an army for that. 

And my real goal here was to rescue Myrina, Doris, and Ianthe.

I wheeled midair, offering the Furies my back, and headed for the parking lot, touching down behind my army. Amazons! Attack! I broadcast en masse. 

Amazons! Attack! sounds like an awesome B movie, Phoebe joked.

But the rest of my forces were too busy kicking ass to quip.

Toxaris launched a volley of arrows, several of which found their mark, peppering the chest of one of the winged women. The Fury let out a roar, but that soon turned into shrieks of pain as more arrows landed with meaty thuds. Toxaris’ volley of arrows turned into a fucking hailstorm as arrows rose from every archer in my ranks, and all three of the Erinyes were turned into pincushions. The Furies were tough sons of bitches, no doubt about it, so the attack, though vicious, didn’t kill them. The arrow storm did, however, shred their wings, driving the three Furies toward the ground ... 

Where my Beastiamancers waited, shields up, spears out, battle bulls and bears ready to gore and maul at the drop of a hat.

The trio of Erinyes, realizing exactly how boned they were, frantically tried to pull up, their brutalized wings flapping like mad, but Asteria was there waiting for them. The shifter general swooped down in the form of a prehistoric pterodactyl—an absolute murder machine if there ever was one—and laid into the sisters with razor-sharp talons and a tearing beak. Asteria fought like a force of nature, ripping one of the Furies’ wings clean off. That one dropped like a stone. Ariadne, in her Minotaur form, leapt up with a snort, cleaving into the monster with her pitted battle ax.

Meanwhile, Calla sent a wave of blistering fire into another Fury. Loxo added fire damage of her own, thanks to the heavy-hitting enchantments on Summer’s Tooth. Three ballistae hurled sapling-sized spears at the third of the Erinyes. The demon managed to dodge two of the enormous bolts, but the last one slammed into her guts, driving her into the side of the 7-Eleven, pinning her to the wall like a frog ready for dissection. She hung there, alive, but barely. Clearly, these things were tough, but were they strong enough to face a hundred Amazons?

Hippolyta let out a scream of pure battle lust. Maybe she’d been on guard duty a bit too long. She raced out and drove her spear into the neck of the sister pinned up against the convenience store, a gush of blood spurting through the air.

Phoebe’s crossbow, coupled with the Gatling guns on the Death Harvesters, pulverized the last Erinyes until she stood there, only a few bits of flesh hanging off her skeleton. Her wings were pulp. Burning feathers surrounded her and her mouth fell open in disbelief. 

“Hey, bitches,” I called out. “Welcome to the town of Ass-kicked. Population: you!”

My Amazons could totally handle those fiends, though I might have to swoop in with the killing blow. If these things counted as demigods, then the power of the Crystal Scythe might be needed to put them down for keeps. But I could cross that bridge in a minute. I wheeled around, scanning for any sign of the other big threat: the three-headed guard doggo. There. Cerberus had skidded to a stop across the river, but he had figured out the dirty trick we’d played on him and didn’t seem too happy about being duped. He galloped across the trash, gaining enough speed and raw momentum to leap over the fiery river. 

Shit, that could be a real problem. But I had an even more pressing worry to contend with: finding my dead Amazons. They were the real mission, I reminded myself. While my Amazons finished with the Furies, I hauled ass over to Charon, who was currently in his boat, bailing out buckets of flaming liquid. Smoke rose from his singed robes. 

“Where did you hide Myrina and the others?” I shouted at the ageless boatman.

He pointed at the 7-Eleven.

“Why Rockford, Illinois?” I shouted.

He didn’t answer but continued to point at the convenience store.

The door opened, and out walked a plump Myrina, hauling bags of trash around to a dumpster on the side.

Wow. Hadn’t seen that coming.
	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]




Strange Things are Afoot at the 7-Eleven
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I SKATED AWAY FROM the River Phlegethon and passed Persephone, who had ensnared all three of the beleaguered Erinyes in a tangles of vines. “Cerberus is incoming,” I shouted in passing. “My Amazons have these three covered; see if you can’t do something to keep him occupied. Giant wall of vines on our side of the bank might do the trick.” 

And then, without waiting for a reply, I leapt into the air, skating through the fray as I made my way toward the chubby ghost of Myrina, who was busy tossing an overfull bag of trash into the dumpster. She flung the bag sidearm, the thud ringing out, then turned and made her way back into the 7-Eleven, completely ignoring the raging battle going on in the parking lot. Almost as though she were oblivious to it all, lost in some private hell only she could experience. As I got closer to the oh-so-familiar convenience store, the neon lights seemed to grow brighter against the dark, more intense and vivid.  Never had that red, white, and green sign looked so beautiful to me. 

Nor so strange.

Seriously, what was this place? Why was it here? And why in the shit did it look like Rockford? 

Since I was so tall, I had to duck to get myself through the entryway. As soon as the automatic glass doors slid shut, the noise from the battle was gone. Dead. Replaced, instead, by some light ’90s grunge metal—Nirvana, “Smells like Teen Spirit”—playing softly over the store speakers. A wave of chilly air-conditioning washed over me, amazingly refreshing after contending with the molten flames of the River Phlegethon. It was my 7-Eleven, right down to the soundtrack. The aisles contained a myriad of junk food and little items that were overpriced but necessary for survival in Illinois—everything from canola oil to condoms. 

There was the refrigerator/freezer section in the back with loads of soft drinks and enough high-fructose corn syrup to keep the obesity epidemic going indefinitely. The coffee and Slurpee station stood heroically against the back wall. Then I paused. Wait. Something was slightly off. All the labels were in ancient Greek and not quite right. For example, they weren’t Lay’s Potato Chips. They were Plato Chips. And on the red and white cans, instead of Coca-Cola, it was Socrates Cola. Yeah, weird. They had Donettes, though, and the cheap single-serving fruit pies in wrappers. I loved those. 

Not sure I wanted to eat anything from this convenience store of the damned, though, especially considering Persephone’s food-related issues. I’d hate to be stuck here forever because I munched on some Doritos.

Myrina stood behind the counter, waiting on me. She was obviously a spirit, transparent and ghostly white. She was in a uniform; her nametag said she was Martha. Her hair was badly dyed, and she was wearing makeup, but not well.

Seeing the once-proud Battle Warden standing there, chunky and trashy, made me wonder a whole lot of different things. How on Earth would we be able to take that soul and put it back into a body? I didn’t have a blueprint for her. Suddenly, this all seemed like a terrible idea.

When she talked, though, she was Myrina, all right. “Are you going to buy anything? Or you going to stand there with your thumb up your ass?”

“Myrina, it’s Jacob Merely.” I walked over, feeling a bit awkward in my armor, the War Mammoth Cloak billowing out behind me thanks to the air-con.

She rolled her eyes. “Stupid name. Which figures since you look stupid too.” Her gaze roamed up and down the length of my body, noting the details and filing them away for later insults. 

Phoebe messaged me in a panic. Cerberus is out here. Persephone’s vine wall held up about as well as wet toilet paper—this doggo’s a bruiser. Might be we need your help. The Erinyes we could handle, but this could get real ugly, real quick. 

Then a different voice slithered into my head, cutting Phoebe off. The god of war. In the Underworld. The sigil is gone. And I smell ... There was an odd slithering, almost a hissing noise that reminded me of a snake’s flickering tongue. Battle. I smell you, little Jacob Merely. I smell the mortality on you, and it gives me an appetite.

That voice. That presence. I felt small, inconsequential, painfully human compared to it. That was Hades. He was coming. And really, I knew I didn’t stand a chance against him. It looked like we’d lost our element of surprise.

But I would worry about him in a minute. I’d come for Myrina, and I wasn’t leaving without her, dammit—Hades or no. 

I reached out and pulled Myrina over the counter. She wasn’t quite there, but my fingers managed to get a hold of something. Mostly it felt like polyester, like she was nothing but her cheap uniform.

“Dina! Irene! Help!” Myrina wailed, eyes wide, beating at me with ghostly fists that did absolutely nothing.

The door to the back room burst open and out ran my other two Amazons. They were both in uniforms as well and were walking around with an extra fifty pounds, easy. It actually kind of looked good on them. Too bad frizzed-out hair and too much lipstick killed the vibe.

“You’re Amazons,” I insisted. “I’ve come to bring you back from the dead. I can give you new bodies, and then you can help me fight Hades.”

Myrina shoved me away. Dina, otherwise known as Doris, shrank back with Irene—make that Ianthe—next to her. “Amazons? Hey, we’re not that big.”

“I liked that Wonder Woman movie,” Irene said, smacking her lips as she chewed on a piece of gum.

Holy crap, they really didn’t remember anything. Of course not. They’d gone through the River Lethe. And Charon had hidden them in the 7-Eleven and had hidden them well. Even I barely recognized them.

I thought back to my little geography lesson of the Underworld. Persephone had called this place the Asphodel Fields. The Mind of Odysseus, the amulet set in the armor on my back, gave me the answer. Which meant this was the place where normal, everyday souls wound up. Normal. Everyday. That was like Rockford, all right. Not really a big city, not really a farming community, it was normal and everyday. Just about the most vanilla town in the U.S. So maybe, what I was really seeing was my own version of the Asphodel Fields. 

Cerberus roared outside, and even over the buffering effect of the sliding glass doors I heard the commotion. Yeah, that didn’t sound too promising.

I pushed him from my head, just as I’d done with Hades. There would be time for them in a few minutes. For now, this was my focus. My sole purpose. “Okay, Martha, Dina, Irene, listen, those are not your real names. This might sound crazy, but you’re actually semi-divine warriors fighting to save the universe. If you leave with me, we’ll go on crazy adventures, and eat good food, and there’s even some romance involved. Bottom line, I’m offering you a life of adventure. Or you can stay here working at 7-Eleven. Which do you want?” Then I gave them a big smile. Maybe I flexed my arms a little. Maybe I tried to smolder.

“Have we met?” Myrina asked, uncertainly. “I mean, like, have we done it, maybe?” Her eyes squinted as she looked me over. “I definitely feel like I’ve slept with you at some point.”

“Such a slut,” Doris said good-naturedly, slapping her on the shoulder.

“Only recently,” I answered.

“Well, I’m up next,” Ianthe insisted, waggling her eyebrows at me. “You dress like a dork, but you got a body that could kill.”

“Right. Well. Plenty of sex to go around on the road of adventure. We just need to get out the door first.”

Doris shot a glance at Irene and Myrina. “So, we doing this or what, ladies? I mean Bill has been a real dick lately. That asshole scheduled me to work this weekend even though he knew I had tickets to Dave Matthews. I say we do it. What’s the worst that can happen?”

“Well, he is carrying a murder scythe,” Irene replied, hands planted on her hips. “So I guess he might murder us?” 

“But is that really worse than Bill, though?” Doris shot back.

“He won’t kill us,” Myrina finally offered. “Not intentionally,” she added. “I don’t know why ... but I trust him.” She frowned, shook her head, then pulled off a black apron, stained down the front. “I don’t know why, but I’m in.” 

Doris and Irene both shrugged and followed suit, discarding their aprons. 

“If Martha’s got good vibes about you, then you gotta be okay,” Irene said. “Let’s get this show on the road.” 

As quickly as I could, I ushered the three women out of the 7-Eleven, sad to leave the air-conditioning behind.

Again, I felt that awful presence pressing down on me. I have grand plans for your soul, little Jacob Merely. You will know suffering hitherto unknown to even the most wicked and wretched. You will long for Atlas’ fate. Perhaps I shall find an eagle to eat something other than your liver every day.

I shuddered. My heart sank, and I was having trouble breathing. That thing. That awful presence. It was coming for me across the Plain of Judgement. Fate wasn’t on my side. Hades was going to find me and torture me. If I were lucky, after a few eons, he’d get around to killing me.

As I skittered out into the parking lot with my three dead Amazons in tow, I found pieces of the Erinyes scattered across the sidewalk and asphalt. No problems there, though my Amazons, it seemed, were having a helluva time dealing with Cerberus. The gigantic three-headed dog was savaging his way through their ranks, biting, snapping, and howling. His hair stood on end. That spit I’d seen drooling from his mouths splashed onto the pavement, creating pits of acid, which my Amazons deftly avoided.

Loxo and Sophia were doing what they’d done against the Hydra, keeping the thing busy and staying just inches out of reach. The rest of my Amazons waited their turn to get a shot at the dog.

The Huntress messaged me. We can handle the puppy. You and Phoebe need to get Myrina and the others back into their bodies. I liked their bodies.

I quickly scanned the battlefield. Phoebe and Persephone were by the river of fire. Charon’s necro boat sat on the banks of the river, upright but empty. Persephone was busy, arms waving, verdant green magic radiating from her in a halo as she used ropy vines, thicker than my arms, to lift the anvil from the chariot, setting it in Charon’s ship. The goddess quickly added the chest that held the figurines, followed in short order by the Hammer of Hephaestus. 

As for tall, dark, and bony ... Charon simply floated in the middle of the river, watching. He looked none too pleased by what we were doing, but he also made no move to stop us.

Phoebe scrambled into the boat, her bad leg giving her a bit of trouble. 

Beside me, Myrina and the two other Battle Wardens watched in wonder as the giant three-headed dog fought my army of beautiful women. The girls in polyester uniforms didn’t lose their shit, despite the fact that they still didn’t know who or what they were. Maybe working at the 7-Eleven had left them jaded. The late shift at 7-Eleven, even in Rockford, could get pretty wild.

“No time for rubbernecking,” I shouted, ushering the three ghosts through the madness of the battlefield and over to the forge. Persephone helped us into the boat. Even with six adults, there was plenty of room.

I turned to Phoebe. “Hades is coming, so we better make this quick.”

I know. He’s in my head, she sent. And he’s not being very nice about it.

“Hey, quick question. Do you see a 7-Eleven parking lot over there?” I asked.

Phoebe raised her eyebrows. Not sure what you mean, boss. This looks like a market town to me. It’s far more Ancient Greece than modern America.

I hefted the hammer. “Huh, well it seems that the Underworld is made to order, then. Or at least the Asphodel Fields are. I’m seeing my hometown.”

Great. You can sing Bruce Springsteen to me later. We have work to do. Phoebe motioned to the river of fire. “Inferno Shield, if you don’t mind ...” 

I whipped the Inferno Shield around and held it out, focusing my will into a knife’s edge; the shield blazed hotter and hotter, the flames glowing white-hot. Phoebe licked her lips and lifted the Myrina doll, cradling the figure in her rough palm. 

I blanched. “No, let’s not do her first. Let me try it with Doris or Ianthe, so I can practice.”

Sweat poured down Phoebe’s face, but she paid that no mind. Her eyes were fierce, her jaw clenched in concentration. You’ve done this hundreds of times, Jacob. This is why we are here. This is why we are risking everything.

Horns in the distance. Drums thumped. The ground rattled, no doubt under the feet of an encroaching army. Hades was coming. 

“You’re right,” I said, steeling my resolve. 

Phoebe oh-so-carefully laid a figurine made from gold, iron, platinum, and other precious metals onto the shield. That done, Persephone used her vines to lay the already burning shield onto the flames of the river. As the fire ate away her plants, ash sprinkled down into the river. Persephone slid in another set of vines for additional support.

I opened the gaming display and went to the “Create Amazon” submenu, located in the MANAGE AMAZON tab. I could create a Battle Warden, but I had no option to create a general. I needed a level-fifteen general, not a level-one Battle Warden. I needed all Myrina’s strengths and skills, and there was no way I could power level her up like I’d done with Sabra.

Phoebe had piggybacked on my vision. Okay, now I know why you’re pausing. Yes, we have a problem.

When I’d first created Myrina, under Battle Warden I’d had an option to create Myrina. Her avatar had been spinning there. Then again, I hadn’t been in the Underworld with her spirit right next to me.

Other times when I’d pulled a soul from the abyss, I’d given them the same name, and they’d returned with the same personality, with only dim memories of their past lives. Like with my generals before, they’d remembered Ares well enough to know that I certainly wasn’t him.

Something swooped over my head. Then something else. A third thing swooped low. 

“You would pull our prey from us,” one of the Erinyes cackled. She was little more than bones and feathers, and yet her black cloak had kept the pieces working well enough for her to fly. Of course, killing something that was already dead wasn’t easy. My Amazons had chopped them up, but the Erinyes had pieced themselves together. Because nothing could ever be easy.

“We will stop you,” another of the winged women said in a husky voice. This one was full of arrows and crossbow bolts.

“Our lord is coming, and you will know death,” the last Fury rasped. This one had the ballista bolt through her middle. It wasn’t stopping her from floating there. All were painted in lurid colors thanks to Persephone’s rainbow light.

The goddess of spring was sweating, arms trembling to maintain her spells. “Newsflash, War God, we have three of these warriors to forge,” she called out. “And my vines will only last so long. Might want to get going.”

Sophia appeared, all three of her, and hacked at the Erinyes with three glowing katanas. When the winged women went to attack her, she vanished. 

Asteria swooped in as a pterodactyl, talons first. Toxaris and the other Pegasus riders joined in the fight, and just like that, the newly reanimated Erinyes had their hands full. But who knew how long that would last—plus Hades was drawing nearer by the second. As my dad used to say, time to shit or get off the pot.  

I had to risk it. I chose Battle Warden from the menu option, entered Myrina’s name, and then saw that the River Phlegethon had heated the doll up to two thousand degrees Fahrenheit. Well, we had our forge. This was it.

“Okay.” I motioned for Persephone to place the Myrina doll onto the anvil with her burning vines. Then I hefted the Hammer of Hephaestus. I willed for this to work, for me to bring back a fully restored Myrina.

The ghostly convenience store workers next to me looked on, eyes wide, mouths open. It was pretty epic, standing in Charon’s boat, now a makeshift forge, with a battle above us and behind us, over a hundred of my soldiers fighting Cerberus and the three Erinyes.

Aella had recovered enough of her wind magic to sweep one of the Furies into the river of liquid fire. The demon’s clothes went up in smoke and her bones smoldered, but she flew up, now a vision of pure terror. A fire-covered skeleton with whips of flames.

She lashed out at my Air-Witch, but Sabra was there, conjuring up a wall of thorny vines to keep the whip lengths at bay. I shook away the battle—the endless distraction—and paid attention to the task.

Chubby Myrina blinked. “I’m not from Michigan, am I?”

“Nope. Not even a little.” I slammed the hammer down onto the doll lying on the anvil. Like all the other times, the figurine grew. But Myrina’s spirit let out a yelp. She blurred, and part of her became smoke, sucked down into the figurine.

Above, Charon nodded as though finally reaching some decision he’d been mulling over for a good long while. He reached out with his skeletal right hand. “I will give you a gift, War God, but you cannot tell anyone, and we cannot do this again. She will remember. She will be as she was before.”

I laid the hammer down a second time, a thunderous clang ringing out. More of the ghostly mist left the polyester-clad woman standing next to me and entered the figurine. It was now three feet long, rough features taking shape on her face. 

A whip lashed down and struck the back of my neck, breaking the skin. Blood poured down my back, but I didn’t turn away. I couldn’t lose focus.

Phoebe had Doris’ doll on the Inferno Shield. We were going to do this quickly, assembly-line style. But all the movement was rocking Charon’s boat, and I couldn’t miss. If I did, if the strike didn’t land true, I would cripple Myrina just like I had Phoebe.

I took a deep breath, held it for a two count. Slow is smooth, smooth is fast, I said, picturing my days on the rifle range. On the exhale, I brought my arm down. CLANG!

The final hammer strike was perfect. Myrina’s ghost disappeared in a flash of opal light, and the woman who tumbled off the anvil rose on steady feet. Even though she was naked, she didn’t hesitate for a moment. She leapt from the boat, rolled across the asphalt, and sprinted to the Helios Chariot. She plucked Athena’s Spear out of the vehicle. I remembered the weapon’s tag line. She’d be able to fight with it, but she wouldn’t be able to unlock any of its divine powers.

Myrina ran to engage Cerberus, who was heading straight for us. Part of the oversized doggo was on fire, thanks to Summer Tooth, and one of his rear legs was covered in ice. That was all Loxo’s doing. With Snow Claw, Winter Tongue, and the Vambraces of Boreas, she was our ice queen.

Myrina’s perfect ass flexed as she waited for Cerberus to run into her spear. I’d never seen her look more heroic. More capable. No time to check her character sheet. She certainly didn’t seem like a first-level Battle Warden. She seemed like my Myrina.

That gave me confidence. 

Doris’ doll was on the anvil, right there. I didn’t pause. Three strikes. Bam! Bam! Bam! And Doris tumbled into the bottom of the boat, her uniform-clad ghost vanishing in an instant.

Phoebe laid Ianthe’s figurine onto the anvil. The doll smoked slightly from the intense heat of the river. I forged her a new body with another three hammer blows.

By that time, Cerberus was above me. I stared into the huge mouth of the beast’s center head. I didn’t switch weapons. 

I launched myself off the boat, straight up, while whirling the Hammer of Hephaestus. I felt like Thor as I laid into the pup with the weapon, punching a hole through his wicked fangs. Channeling my inner Asgardian, I swung the hammer again and again, pulverizing the inside of the dog’s mouth. And since I had Lightning Lance at my fingertips, I figured I might as well use it. Electricity arced out of my hands and through the hammer as I channeled a bolt of pure power down Cerberus’ throat.

Then, just for good measure, I added Plague Locust. A cloud of angry hissing bugs exploded from the thin air and surged forward, down the hound’s pulsing red gullet. The insects were absolutely merciless as they went to work snacking on his esophagus.

Then I raced out of the mouth as the dog went insane, scratching at itself, whining, yelping, and yipping. He writhed on the bank of the Phlegethon, near Charon’s boat. I’m a dog lover, so seeing the poor guy in agonizing pain was like a knife to the heart, but there was nothing I could do about it. I mean, Cerberus was the size of a fucking dump truck and would’ve ripped off my arms and legs and used them as chew toys, given half a chance.

Asteria had left her fight against the Erinyes for a minute to land on the parking lot on the other side of the wounded monster. She changed into a triceratops. Ariadne was a Minotaur, and my other bull riders had their mounts ready. Myrina was with them. She’d dropped the spear but had her hands out.

I saw what they were going to do and skated down to stand next to my newly resurrected general. I messaged my Rune-Caster. Phoebe! Get Persephone and the others out of that boat! We’re going to push Cerberus into the river! 

Persephone had enough Divine Essence left to toss herself, Phoebe, Doris, and Ianthe off the boat and onto the asphalt of the parking lot using her flowering vines. The four scurried away.

“Amazons! Let us end this!” Myrina shouted, every inch the commanding general she’d been before her demise.

“One ... Two ... Three!” As one, we rushed forward, shoving the giant three-headed dog onto the boat, which promptly capsized, tossing the hellish guardian into the flaming waters. Cerberus thrashed and snarled, his heads breaking the molten surface for a beat before vanishing below. Was he dying? I didn’t know. Shit, I wasn’t even sure we could kill the guardian of the Underworld. If he was half as resilient as the Erinyes, this would only buy us a little time.

Still, a mist hung in the air, as did the scent of burning dog hair. The overgrown junkyard dog didn’t emerge from the river. Charon’s boat popped up to the surface and went floating away into the copulating bodies of the damned.

Ding! I’d leveled up and was now a level twenty-nine god of war. Holy shit ... Maybe we had killed him. That was definitely something I planned to add to my resume. Jacob Merely, Myth Killer. I would divvy out my points in a second, but there were still a few more threats to see to first. But all of those thoughts fled my mind as Myrina grabbed me and spun me around using all her strength—which was definitely at least level fifteen. She didn’t hit me, or berate me, or yell.

No, she kissed me, and kissed me hard.

Yes, Hades was coming, and we might lose, but at that moment, I knew I had done the right thing.

I didn’t need destiny on my side.

I only needed Myrina. Her and my other two generals. We’d started this journey together, and by the gods, we were gonna finish it together.
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A Million Dreams
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THE ERINYES COLLECTED in the sky, circling overhead like vultures just waiting for a meal. Two were little more than skeletons covered in rags with only a few feathers left on their wings. One still burned, a nightmare of bone and flame.

“We shall return with our lord and master,” they said in unison, their voices a weird harmony that grated on my ears. “We will eat your souls for all eternity. We will know every part of you, and we will relish your agony until time itself dies.”

Phoebe limped over to me and planted her hands on her hips as she glowered up at the Erinyes. Do you think they’re using the word “know” in the biblical sense? I hope not. I mean, the one on fire is kind of cute, but really, none of the Erinyes are my type.

The Furies shrieked laughter and flew off over the rooftops of Rockford—or at least the Underworld’s version of it.

The godstone hadn’t been a dick for a while, but then it flared in my chest. 

In an instant, I found myself taking to the sky and racing after the Erinyes, partly to appease the godstone, partly out of anger, but mostly I wanted to get my first glimpse of the Underworld proper. I wanted to see what lay beyond the river lands and the Asphodel Fields. Unlike the darkness of the Vale of Tears, this place had light that came from a moon-like glow to the north. I cruised above Rockford, coasting past familiar neighborhoods and cookie-cutter houses, until I came to a plain of stone, perfectly flat, where North Alpine Drive should’ve started.  

I turned, gaze brushing over the doppelganger town. The River Phlegethon was about where the Rock River was in the real Rockford, so the layout was the same, though the entire north side of the city was missing.  

Turning back, I let my eyes travel over the flat stone, which I knew was the Plain of Judgement. It was hard to measure distances here; it felt like my eyes weren’t working right. Still, I squinted, straining to get a glimpse. After a beat, things crept into focus, though time and distance didn’t seem to matter much here. This was the land of the dead, and both stretched away into madness. 

Straight ahead was the source of the ghostly illumination washing over the landscape: an enormous palace of white marble, or was it bone? Hard to say, though the harder I looked, the more I was inclined to say bone. The distance made it almost impossible to know for certain, though. The palace could’ve been a hundred miles away or farther. But the place was massive, that much I did know. A thousand spindly spires jabbed at the heavens overhead like reverse lightning bolts, and at the top of each tower was a glimmer like a distant star. 

To the right of the gleaming palace lay sprawling green meadows full of sunshine. Those had to be the Elysian Fields, a perfect heaven for heroes to spend all eternity. To the left of the palace, though, was the exact opposite. Tartarus. The walls holding the evil inside might’ve been a thousand feet tall, or a million. An iron gate the size of the Empire State Building held the damned back. A moat of fire flickered in front of the wall, fed by a snaking tributary that jutted off from the main body of the blazing River Phlegethon. 

On the other side of the river and the walls were the Titans, languishing in captivity, along with the insidious giants of Greek mythology and everyone’s favorite monster, Typhon, born from Gaia when she fell in lust with Hell itself.

My eyes returned to the Palace of Hades. Was it made from the same bone as Charon’s boat? Were these the bones of the very universe? Or maybe they were pieces of the eggshell that Acmon, Erebus, and Chaos shattered to birth creation. Nevertheless, the palace gleamed. The shining gates opened, and a vast army marched out.

They stormed across the flat Plain of Judgement like blood gushing from a mortal wound.

At their head marched Hades.

I’d seen him before, when Ares showed me a vision of that final fight in Lycastia City’s temple.

Even though he was so far away, somehow I was able to see him as though he were mere feet from me—the optics in this place were a damned nightmare. 

Hades was huge, twenty-five feet tall at least. His face was blank under his helmet—no skin, no mouth, no eyes, no ears. The god of death had pale skin oozing with maggots and pus. A black gemstone gleamed in the upper right of his chest. He was naked except for the helmet, a dirty loincloth, and his bone-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 titanic monster and covered with barbed spikes. In the other, he held a rusted shield with razor-sharp edges.

Look upon my forces and know despair. Hades’ voice bled into the air around me and froze my soul. No wonder he’d been able to kill so many of the Olympian Gods. He was death itself. And he was letting me see him and his lands. He wanted me to see, because he wanted me afraid.

My Amazons and I faced an army of 150,000 easily, which, by the way, was the population of Rockford. And if those things were anything like the Erinyes, we were gonna have a helluva time trying to kill them. We, however, could die, and quite easily.

I’d kicked ass against Necro Earl and Antiope and their army of beasties, but this army ... this was on a scale I couldn’t even have dreamed of. We were a hundred against countless. Yes, I was full of Divine Essence, and yes, I’d be able to use a lot of my weapons, but still, we’d never faced such terrible odds before.

Even if I took out ten thousand in a single blow, that was a drop in the bucket against the battalions we faced. I needed a plan. And I needed one, like, yesterday.

Add the gemstone of Hephaestus to your power, the godstone urged, whispering sweet seduction in my head. Engage Hades directly. Do not let his forces reach you. It is the only way ...

Perhaps with two godstones in me, I might be able to defeat the god of death in single combat. Then none of my Amazons would be hurt or killed. I’d protect them. And if I died dealing out the killing blow, oh well. I’d gladly sacrifice myself to save them and all of reality.

I fished the red godstone and the smaller crystal shard from a pouch at my side. Both crystals throbbed with power. I still held the hammer, and I saw it flash in my gaming display.

Defeating Cerberus had not only levelled me up to twenty-nine, but it had pushed me right up to the edge of level thirty. Each of my weapons had additional abilities I could access then. Ever better, at level thirty, I could use Colossus off the Path of War Skill Tree, transforming myself into a Kaiju-sized warrior, at least for a little while. Taking Hades out one on one was a dangerous gamble, but if I was thirty feet tall or more and had the added muscle of another godstone? Especially if I was in Defender mode. Shit ... I’d be like Mechagodzilla. And Mechagodzilla might stand a chance with the Crystal Scythe in hand.

But, unfortunately, I wasn’t there. Not yet.

But if you use the gemstone of Hephaestus, you will gain the power you need, the godstone suggested. Even the sliver will give you additional levels. You are a fool not to.

It wasn’t a bad idea. Even Phoebe had suggested it. However, that didn’t feel right.

I checked the battle functions for the Hammer of Hephaestus. They’d finally come online. Maybe it was because I’d used it combat, or maybe holding Hephaestus’ godstone made a difference. Whatever the reason, it offered some new abilities now, so I scrolled through the features.

<<<>>>

[image: image]

<<<>>>

I FLOATED DOWN TO STAND on the rock of the Plain of Judgement; the town of Rockford, also known as the Asphodel Fields, stretched out behind me. In many ways, it felt appropriate that the battle should take place here. Though the sleepy town behind me wasn’t real, it reminded me of what I was fighting for: not just for me and my ’Zons, but for all of humanity. In many ways, it also seemed to represent the battle I’d fought to get here, the battle to save myself—to retain my identity as Jacob Merely—against the onslaught of a god hell-bent on my destruction. I’d beaten Ares and the godstone in my chest, and now I was gonna drop-kick Hades’ teeth in ... Not that he had literal teeth.

Whatever. You get the idea

But taking Hades down wasn’t going to be easy. Time was wonky here, and distance difficult to judge, but my best guest was that we had less than an hour before the Lord of Death and his army were knocking on Rockford’s front door.

Once more, the godstone whispered for me to use both godstones. The necklace rattled against my armor in opposition. I was tempted to follow its advice, but then I kept picturing Asteria’s concern, Phoebe’s sarcastic bemusement, and Myrina, whom I’d risked everything to save. They didn’t want Ares. They wanted Jacob. And as myself, I had the best chance of beating the odds. The hammer felt heavy in my hand. One more divine weapon I could wield ... The problem was, I only had two hands. 

Then the idea hit me square in the face, and a slow grin broke across my lips. Might be a long shot, but it was worth a try ... 

Still grinning like a maniac, I floated down Rural Avenue and stopped at Highland Park.

When I reached the playground, I spun in a slow circle to get my bearings. If the Palace of Hades was to the north, that meant the big church was to the west of the park and the Riverside Apartment complex to the east. A strip mall made up the southern border. The north side of the park was packed with houses. Souls walked the streets, moving below me with their kids in strollers, creating a kind of mist that clung to the town.

Normal, everyday souls living in the Midwest. That meant lots of beer, football, and macaroni casseroles.

I came to rest on the top of the play structure and remembered the swings and slides that used to be there when I’d been little. Weird that I would return to my hometown to save the world. How many times had I played there as a kid, rescuing damsels in distress, vanquishing imaginary villains, or toppling the evil Galactic Empire with my buddies? I’d played out a million dreams with my friends, and that was just it. I was with my friends. I hadn’t done it alone.

Phoebe messaged me. Uh, boss, where did you take off to? Gonna go kill all the bad guys by yourself?

No. Just the opposite, I sent. I’m in Highland Park off Rural and Westchester.

That helps me out how? Phoebe asked. I’m not seeing street signs, and I’m not sure I’m in the same place you are.

Here. Follow the light. With a thought, I turned on the Aegletes Crown full tilt. The circlet on my brow lit up the dark park, acting like a beacon for my Amazons to find me.

I knew what I needed to do. I just hoped I had the skill to do it. And this was one choice I wasn’t going to run past the committee.

First things first, I had my Attribute Points to consider and my one Ability Point. That last one was easy. The godstone heated my chest, but I scoffed at it. “Shut up, you overgrown piece of coal. I’m running this show.”

From the Path of the Builder Skill Tree, I chose Elemental Smithing. Now we could modify the ballistae, javelins, and arrows with some serious sick shit. 

<<<>>>
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<<<>>>

PERFECT.

As for the Attribute Points, I dropped the whole shebang into Intelligence, and in the blink of an eye my miracle damage jumped by twenty points. And just like that, everything became crystal clear in my head. Yes, Highland Park would be a good place to make a stand. We could put the snipers in the houses, build barricades, and create a bottleneck. Hades might have hundreds of thousands of soldiers in his army, but that wouldn’t matter if they had to fight us one at a time—at least initially.

I went to the picnic area and set Hephaestus’ gem and the crystal shard on a table. The godstone threw red light across the wood.

All that power could be yours, my own godstone whispered. 

Broken. Fucking. Record.

“I don’t want power,” I said out loud. “I want to win.”

That table wasn’t going to be able to handle the blow I was preparing to deliver, so after a moment of thinking, I moved the gemstone to a big, flat rock near the swings. I gripped the hammer in a sweaty hand, just a hint of nervousness roiling inside my belly. If you’re somewhere out there, Hephaestus, guide my hand. I need this to work.

Before I could rethink anything, I lifted the hammer and slammed it down onto the bloody godstone, channeling my essence and will. Break, I thought. A flare of crimson light blinded me. An explosion, like Armageddon on a bad day, boomed across the houses, sweeping away the mist of souls for a minute.

I blinked rapidly, banishing the purple afterimage tattooed across my retinas. As the hazy blindness finally passed, I glanced down. The gem lay in three glittering pieces. With the added shard, that meant I had four crystals, all about the same size.

“Thanks, H,” I said to the dead god of blacksmiths, hoping he heard me. “Sorry Ares killed you. But we’re going to try to make it right.”

Phoebe walked into the park in her mech. Pterodactyl Asteria dropped in with Myrina on her back. The Battle Warden slid off, touching down with the grace and lethality of a fucking tiger, and strutted toward me on the dew-covered grass. She wasn’t naked anymore but was covered in piecemeal armor that her sister Amazons had given her.

Asteria shifted, taking human form. The three gathered around me, their faces solemn. No, make that four. Loxo appeared out of the shadows. She grinned. “Myrina wanted her javelins back, but I say finders keepers and losers weepers. That is an American idiom, is it not?”

I nodded.

Myrina came forward. Her eyes were on my face. “Thank you for saving me, Jacob.”

That surprised me as much as her passionate kiss had. “What? I thought for sure you’d go off on me. Something like, ‘Jacob Merely, you were foolish to risk the universe for my insignificant life. You must work to rise above your own idiocy.’”

Damn. That was spot on, Phoebe messaged us all.

A small smile played across Myrina’s lips. “We have played it safe, and I find the logistics tiresome. I long for the glory of battle. I want to fight by your side, Jacob, and not you as the war god, but you as my man.”

That kind of melted me a little. Myrina had changed so much. A temporary death and a stint at a Rockford 7-Eleven will do that to a girl.

She continued. “I say we make our stand here, now, and if we all die, then we shall die in glory rather than live in fear.”

Don’t live in fear. Die in glory. We could make T-shirts. Phoebe laughed.

“I like it. But I don’t plan to do any dying. I’ve made it this far against the odds, and I plan to keep right on kicking ass and taking names. And I’ve got a plan to do it.” I picked up the crystal shard that had powered Daedalus’ steampunk Minotaur. The red light painted Myrina’s face. “Can you loosen your armor. I need to see the skin above your heart.

“What are you doing with that?” Myrina asked, flinching.

But Phoebe knew. Damn, my dude, you aren’t fucking around here.

No, I’m not, I replied.

Hesitantly, Myrina unclipped her breastplate and let it slide down so her upper chest was exposed.

“Myrina, you will no longer simply be my Amazon. Now, you are the demigoddess of battle.” I pressed the shard into her skin. The crystal entered her easily, with no blood. She let out a cry as scarlet light enveloped her, pouring out of her eyes and mouth in a torrent. I remembered the process of becoming a god, and it was not a pleasant experience. But Myrina was tougher than a combat-hardened drill instructor, so I had no doubt that she’d handle her business. As I watched, she grew taller, her muscles thickened, and finally, that glow left her. The sliver of the godstone glittered like a ruby in her chest.

A single tear tracked down her cheek. “I do not understand. You could have taken all the power for yourself.”

“Not my style,” I said, shooting her a wink. “Now, who’s next?”

Asteria came forward. She was already naked, and blue, so it was easy. She too had tears in her eyes. “You would make us goddesses, Jacob? You would bless us so much?”

“I would. I need the help, and I can’t think of anyone I’d rather have at my side than you four.”

She pressed herself to me, holding me tightly, and then stepped back. “I am ready.”

Without another word, I pressed the second piece of the shattered gem into her chest, just above her heart. “Asteria, you are now the demigoddess of animals and life itself.”

Asteria’s blue skin burned red, becoming a shining purple color. She too grew taller, and her muscles flexed. She was wincing when the gleam faded. “The power,” she whispered. “I felt it fill me. And it feels so good.”

Loxo didn’t hold back. “Ha, that’s what she said. It fills her up and feels so good.”

A little spark of the carefree Asteria came back. “Oh, Loxo, you are so funny.” 

Loxo came forward and bared her chest. I must admit, I got a little distracted. The Huntress noticed. “Focus, War God, we do not have time for that. Though when we win this thing, I’ll give you all the time you can handle and then some.”

With a grin, I pushed the third piece of the gem into her chest. “Can’t wait. Loxo, you are now the demigoddess of stealth, lust, and the hunt.”

Unlike Myrina and Asteria, Loxo fell to her knees, hunched over, screaming in pain. That blinding scarlet light filled her eyes and mouth, and every inch of her skin burned red. Her hair stood on end, sizzling as though she’d been hit by a lightning bolt.

I tried to talk to her, message her, but I was powerless. Why was she having such a powerful reaction? And would she survive it?

Before, when I’d tried to process Ares’ godstone all at once, the agony nearly snapped my sanity. I worried for Loxo, yet I couldn’t take back what I’d done.

Loxo finally gasped out, “I can do it. I can take it. I like it rough, War God. And this is rough.”

After what seemed like a trillion years, the light slowly faded away, absorbing into her skin. Loxo let out a long breath and stood. “That was a little much, but I do like how you pierce me, Jacob, in all kinds of ways. Demigoddess of lust, eh? It fits.”

I wiped some sweat from her brow. “And you can multitask. I’ve witnessed that firsthand.”

Asteria piped up. “He means sex! Loxo can have sex with a great many partners simultaneously.” She giggled a bit.

Myrina sighed and rolled her eyes, but there was no malice in it. And I loved it. Asteria was her old self again.

Loxo flexed a fist and cocked an eyebrow. “Sophia is going to be so jealous! I’m a goddess now!”

More troubling, Phoebe didn’t comment, and she hadn’t stepped forward. Did she think this was a bad idea?

If you do me, I want the hammer, the Rune-Caster sent. Also, that’s what she said. She lowered her breastplate. 

Are you okay with this? I asked.

I’m just worried for you, she sent back. And just worried in general. This seems desperate. I hate desperate. She paused. I am curious to know what this is going to do to my stats, though. 

Yeah, me too. I eased the last godstone crystal into her skin, hoping she didn’t have Loxo’s reaction. She didn’t. As with Myrina and Asteria, when the transformation was done, she was back to being my girl, my Rune-Caster, my Phoebe, with a glowing red shard of Hephaestus’ godstone lodged in her chest. “Phoebe, you are now the demigoddess of engineers.”

Fuck yeah, I am.

“And the demigoddess of cursing,” I added.

That’s also pretty fucking obvious.

I laughed and pulled up her character sheet.

<<<>>>

[image: image]

<<<>>>

I COULDN’T BELIEVE it. I’d increased her level cap with Artemis’ Blood, but that meant she’d have topped out at level twenty. Nevertheless, she sat at level twenty-five, and all her abilities were maxed out. 

Phoebe and I shared the view. How is this even possible? I asked her.

Easy, she sent. I’m massively smart now. 

She was. She’d jumped up ten levels, so she’d had 100 points to divvy out. Fifty went into Intelligence, and another fifty went into Fortune. That seemed particularly auspicious given the army of death we were about to face.

Phoebe messaged all her fellow demigoddesses as well as me. We’re no longer Amazons, guys. That’s why we didn’t hit the level cap. We are legit goddesses now. We might max out our levels at some stage, but honestly? I don’t think we have a cap. Now that we each have a piece of a godstone, the rules have completely changed for us.

I thought of Loxo’s difficulty in assimilating the godstone. Whipping up her character sheet, I saw that she too was at level twenty-five. Which meant she’d shot up nineteen levels in a matter of seconds. That showed how tough she was. That might’ve broken most people, me included, but not her.

<<<>>>
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<<<>>>

I NOTICED HER POINT gain in Fortune, but unlike Phoebe, her points had been spread through all her attributes. Yet her Stealth Damage was downright sick. She’d also raised her Class and Combat Abilities, though she hadn’t started out as a general and so those skills weren’t maxed out. However, the Toxic Blade looked particularly lethal.

Loxo, standing right there, faded from sight and materialized a second later like a ghost. Holy shit. She had become the ultimate assassin.

We needed to get to work, but I wanted to just check out Myrina’s and Asteria’s character sheets quickly.

Myrina first.

<<<>>>
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<<<>>>

HER STRENGTH WAS OFF the charts, and with her Health, she had become the ultimate tank. I also noticed something I hadn’t seen before. That Frenzy Damage nearly matched what I could do with the Crystal Scythe using my Smite miracle. Damn impressive. A little scary, even. I filed that away for future use.

Finally, I pulled up my Beastiamancer’s sheet.

<<<>>>
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<<<>>>

ASTERIA’S ATTRIBUTE Points had been spread about, but again, her Fortune had been increased by fifty points. 

If nothing else, luck was going to be on our side.

Her Animal Summoning ability had been maxed out as well. If that did what I thought it could do, that could prove vital in the upcoming fight.

Persephone zoomed in on the Helios Chariot, while I worked with my generals—now my fellow gods—to divide up the weapons we’d picked up on our journey. She touched down and stumbled out, her eyes wide as she scanned my new and upgraded ’Zons. 

“What have you done?” she said, inching forward, nearly slack-jawed. Loxo turned toward her with a wide smile, pulling down her top to let the spring goddess inspect my handiwork. 

“Since Jacob couldn’t get any help from the old pantheon, he made a new one.” She waved at her sisters. “Welcome to the new wave of gods!”

Persephone grinned from ear to ear, a dangerous glint in her eyes, which were now a stunning mixture of jade and gold. “Yet another nasty surprise Hades won’t see coming,” the goddess said, heading over to me. She traced fingers across my chest then down my shoulder. “None of the old ones would’ve ever thought to share power—the notion never would’ve crossed their minds. You are full of interesting ideas, Jacob. I just hope we win so we can celebrate.”

The rest of the army arrived a few minutes later, drawn by the burning light of the Aegletes Crown on my brow and shepherded by Hippolyta. They filed into the park, neat, orderly, and ready for war. Right up until they saw the newly forged demigoddesses. And then the whole lot of them just lost their minds. Excited murmurs broke out amongst the group, some falling to their knees, other weeping openly. By the time all of the Amazons had arrived, the awed chatter had died down and every eye was on me, waiting for me to make a speech, perhaps. Or offer an explanation.

But I’d given enough speeches. Now was time for my generals-turned-gods to shine. Myrina, you have the mic.

She nodded and stepped forward, easy to see since she was now so much taller than the rest of the Amazons. “Warriors,” she called out. “This is a dark hour. Hades marches against us with an army as endless as the sea. He would crush us. Obliterate us. And yet, in our bleakest moment, our war god has found a way to restoke the embers of hope. He has come here and saved my sisters and me against all odds. He has done a thing that not even Ares himself would’ve done by invading the realm of the dead. And more”—she pulled off the breastplate revealing the glint of red embedded in her chest—“he has exalted sisters and me.

“Jacob could’ve taken the godstone of the fallen Hephaestus and absorbed its power for himself. Yet instead, he chose to do a thing no god has ever done: sacrifice power. He has humbled himself in order to give us a fighting chance. He has entrusted us with more power than any Amazon has ever known, and I for one, sisters, do not intend to fail him. So, if you are with me, then rise. Steel your hearts. And make ready for war. We are going to teach Hades a lesson that he shall not soon forget.”  

Hope burned bright as my army let loose a war cry loud enough for Hades to hear, even miles away. And then it was a flurry of work. Upgrading weapons with elemental enchantments. Fortifying ballistae, digging berms, creating overlapping fields of fire. The minutes flew, carried away in a whirlwind of activity, but we were ready when Hades strode down Rural Street, past the fire department, and into our final apocalyptic fight. 

Time to get some.
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Rockford Bloodbath
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HADES STOOD ON RURAL Avenue, staring up at me. He towered over his army, twenty-five feet tall, with a club the size of one of my Amazons. The spikes on the thing exuded a terrible stench. An inky black liquid dripped from the spikes to pool on the ground below him. The asphalt sizzled next to his big naked feet tipped with curved yellow toenails. His massive fingers had nails equally big and jaundiced. 

Just looking at his shield made me want to get another tetanus shot.

We’d stacked cars on all four corners of the park, buttressed with playground equipment. Those cars didn’t run. Even Phoebe couldn’t get them to turn over. However, they were real enough and big enough to use as impromptu barricades to block off the intersections. We’d also wedged them in-between the houses on the north end of the park.

Behind them, on towers of other cars, we had our four ballistae at the corners of our fortified square. Phoebe had used her fancy new demigoddess powers to create fully adjustable mechanized mounts for the ballistae that allowed us to launch tree-sized projectiles in any direction with ease. And they weren’t firing normal bolts. Nope, this was the final throwdown and we were pulling out all the stops. I’d used my combination of Battle Forge Level 2 and Elemental Smithing to unlock their next-level abilities. I’d also put a little extra mojo on the arrows, javelins, and bladed weapons. 

Needless to say, we’d been busy. I’d used up nearly half of my Divine Essence. Worth it.

I floated above the ramparts in the Helios Chariot, all six horses pawing the air with hooves of flame that reflected off their dark, oily bodies. Gazing down, I took stock of Hades’ army. Every street in Rockford overflowed with his soldiers, all dressed in Greek armor. Many of them looked human until you saw that, like their master, they had no facial features, just blank skin stretched taut over their skulls. The freak shows didn’t even have ears. Not sure how they could sense anything. Mixed in with the foot soldiers was every type of horror, from wolf-headed men to women with snakes for arms. Spider centaurs—armored humans up top, all spidery legs on the bottom—scuttled up and over houses. In my old gaming group, we used to call them driders. Thank you, Dungeons & Dragons and Forgotten Realms. 

Huge hulking giants with skin like melting wax tromped down the street, leaving a trail of goo behind them. Wasn’t sure what that ichor was, but I knew it couldn’t be good.

Vulture-headed archers with short bows were mixed in with Hell’s infantry. I didn’t see any signs of harpies or other flyers, however, and that bothered me. I was holding some of own forces in reserve, so I expected Hades to do the same. Only my Battle Wardens and Elementalists were visible in the park.

I knew Hades had at least three Furies in his back pocket. However, the Erinyes weren’t fluttering around him at the moment.

I also didn’t see any sign of Gatling guns or berserkers, but then, those might’ve been Necro Earl’s idea.

Hades stood there without moving. His voice, though, filled my head. Before I quit this Underworld to bring death across the universe, I want to watch you bleed, Jacob Merely.

“Are you watching now?” I thundered. “Look upon me! I am the god of war! And when I say war, I mean the god of war on you, Hades! You are the only thing I want to kill. And the only thing I need to.”

I fired up the Aegletes Crown to make sure everyone—and when I say everyone, I mean everyone—was gazing up at me.

The driders stopped their scuttling. The strange melting ogres paused to look up, their faces dripping onto their chests. Even the faceless soldiers threw their helmets back, eyeless heads turned my way.

I was a glowing god above the dark city, shining like a blazing star on a moonless night.

Can everyone see how gorgeous I am? I messaged my troops.

Toxaris responded, You are beautiful, War God. We can see you from the southern river of flames.

Euryleia’s voice came next. We are hidden in the houses to the north, near the edges of the Plain of Judgement. And we can see you. I could almost hear Buttercup the bear growling in agreement.

Sophia and I can see you from the east, Asteria messaged me.

Myrina came next. Persephone and I are ready in the west.

Yep. We can see you from Satan’s playground, Phoebe sent.

That was all I needed to know. I messaged my army. Everyone. Close your eyes. Now!

I wasn’t about to trade threats with Hades. Such bullshit. I’m going to kill you, Jacob ... No, I’m going to kill you, Hades ... Nuh-uh, I’m going to kill you more ... I’m going to kill you infinity times ... Well, I’m going to kill you infinity times infinity.

Whatever. No. Instead, I lifted the Shield of Perseus and let the face of the dead Medusa do all the talking for me.

A cry boomed from below, a sea of voices that came together in one pitiful wail, but only for a second. Then the snap of flesh becoming rock echoed across the landscape as every single monster gazing up at me turned to stone in an instant. Driders crumbled as their spindly legs refused to hold up the weight of their petrified bodies. Those melting-skinned ogres would melt no more. They became statues, as did the various demon-headed creatures, along with a thousand faceless foot soldiers. They didn’t have eyes, but they must’ve had something close, because they froze up solid, trapped in stone. I got an ass-ton of experience points for that little maneuver. Level thirty, here I come!

Thanks for letting me use your shield, Hippolyta! I sent to the Battle Warden.

Any time, War God! came her joyous reply. Thank Loxo for giving me the Vambraces of Boreas! I’ve not enjoyed the cold until now.

That made me smile.

Hades roared in my head and came flying up at me. Because he was a god, he was unaffected by the Shield of Perseus—it was a powerful artifact, but it wasn’t a weapon of the gods. Unlike our other weapons, that shield was a one-and-done item until the next day. But it had served its purpose and leveled the playing field for us. 

I whipped the reins of the fire stallions, and we went dashing off, glancing over my shoulder at the madness below. My job for the moment was simple—draw Hades off long enough for my Amazons to beat the holy living shit out of Hell’s legions. And though we were still outnumbered, even after unleashing the Shield of Perseus, I had four demigoddesses running the show. But with Hades tearing ass after me, the infernal army would have no leadership at all. And without someone to rally their defenses and come up with a game plan, Hades’ troops were going to get steamrolled by my Amazons.

The remainder of Hades’ forces surged forward with a guttural warcry. But every avenue leading toward our stronghold at Highland Park was now full of statues. The demon army would have to pick their way through rather than storming forward en masse.

And as the nightmares rushed the park, my hidden forces sprang into action. From the north, my Beastiamancers hit the flank of the demon army. Bull horns tore through armor and into the organs underneath. Huge bear paws swiped off the heads of the enemy warriors. Arrows flashed and exploded on impact in blasts of fire, or cold, or electricity. Some exploded like grenades. We’d used every second to enchant our projectile weapons.

For a moment, I wondered how the creatures of the Underworld could be killed. Why hadn’t Hades brought spirits? Then I knew. He needed a flesh and blood army to wreak havoc across the universe once he escaped through the rift. This was his invasion force.

I urged the fire stallions forward as Hades pursued me.

I wheeled left, leading Hades toward the Plain of Judgement. Below, demons crawled up over our walls, but the Battle Wardens were ready and waiting. Ballista bolts, heavily enchanted, created huge explosions of flame that sent our enemies flying. Bodies incinerated. Doris and Ianthe, back from the dead and ready to party, stood on cars and speared driders as they tried to get up and over our makeshift ramparts. Hippolyta joined them, grinning from ear to ear because she wasn’t back in Lycastia City. Finally, she was out on a battlefield, fighting with the best of her sisters. She froze creatures using the magical bracelets on her arms, then blasted them apart with her grenade javelins.

Phoebe joined the fun. She marched her mech over the green grass to the car wall. She’d created a third arm on her walker to hold the Hammer of Hephaestus. The driders and snake women that made it over the wall had her to face, and as a demigoddess, she was a force of nature to be reckoned with. Phoebe laid into them with the hammer, using the AoE Firestorm spell, which delivered three times her Engineered-Weapons Damage. Spiders went up in flames. A dozen snake-armed women were fricasseed on the spot.  

Nearby, Brontia and Steropia worked the Gatling guns from the back of the Death Harvesters, laying down suppressive fire. Bullets screamed through the air, tearing apart werewolves and dog-headed soldiers in a storm of magically conjured lead.

From the west, Persephone, using her mother’s sickles, cut into the rear of the demon army. The sickle blades went flying down the street, hacking through soldiers and mowing them down like they were stalks of wheat. The enchanted weapons then returned to the spring goddess’ hands, only for her to hurl them once more. 

When the faceless foot soldiers turned on the spring goddess, Myrina was there to bring Athena’s Spear down. She hit them with Battlequake. Thousands died from that blast as she dealt out shit-tons of raw damage. Then, while they reeled from the spell, she waded into the fray, flinging shadow spears, killing countless creatures. Nothing could stand up to the new demigoddess of battle.

The ground rumbled. 

From the east, Asteria went smashing into the back of Hell’s forces as a triceratops. And she didn’t come alone. She’d used her Animal Summoning ability to bring two dozen other dinosaurs, everything from stegosaurs to enormous, spike-studded T. rexes. My Teleporter appeared over the prehistoric terrors—along with her two Temporal Forms. A flurry of katanas flashed like liquid lightning, chopping off heads and shearing through outstretched limbs. When the faceless foot soldiers went to spear them, the three versions of Sophia would vanish only to appear ten feet away, continuing the decapitations and amputations.

It was grisly work, but the Teleporter didn’t seem to mind in the least. 

Asteria gored a series of driders and trampled more. Then she shifted to he human form, and in her hands was Poseidon’s Trident. I wasn’t sure how the physics worked, but apparently the sea god’s shrimp fork could transform with her. Using the trident, my shifter general conjured gallons upon gallons of water. And then she froze them. Enormous ice spikes slammed into foot soldiers, caving their skulls, piercing their hearts, or ripping through chests and stomachs. 

The whole while, the Beastiamancer danced among her dinosaur friends, stabbing through spider centaurs and killing soldiers with the weapon of a sea god.

To the north, the east, and the west, my forces were culling Hades’ army by the thousands. But Highland Park’s south wall was about to get hit, and hit hard. This was part of the plan, and I didn’t call for Toxaris and her secret air force. Not yet.

With Hades still chasing me—the son of a bitch was fast as hell, ba dum tss, but he couldn’t match the speed of the chariot—I dove and bolted south. Raising both arms, I extended the Crystal Scythe and the Inferno Shield, and then let out a mighty yell. “Feel my Wrath, wretches!”

I wasn’t quite sure what a wretch was, but Ares had liked the word, and it seemed appropriate given the circumstances. The demon army gazing up at me suddenly had problems. Real problems.

Shadowy figures poured out of me—a whirlwind of all the souls I’d killed. The specters screamed down. I lost over half my remaining Divine Essence in a single breath. I lurched and fell against the front of the chariot, but I stayed conscious. That hurt. But whatever pain I felt was nothing compared to the death swooping down on my enemies below. The vengeful spirits of my Wrath went swirling through the streets, shredding nightmare bodies and eviscerating anything unlucky enough to be in range. Faceless soldiers fell by the hundreds. Driders curled into balls of destroyed flesh. 

Even Hades took a hit. The faceless assbag was promptly torn out of the sky by the fury of my Wrath. He slammed into a gray-shingled roof and bounced off like a skipping stone, slamming into one house after another, leaving behind a wasteland of broken sheetrock, shattered shingles, and crumbled bricks before finally coming to a stop in a pile of dusty rubble.

He rose in a cloud of ruined Rockford homes, debris billowing out around him. The trapped souls of Rockford dashed away; Hades was clearly pissed. He lashed out at a handful of fleeing spirits but missed every time. This wasn’t going like he’d thought it would. 

And that was because I was more interested in winning than some inane face-to-face confrontation.

Should we come and help you protect the south? Toxaris asked.

Not yet. I don’t see Hades’ air force, so just sit tight. 

I flicked the reins and made another pass through the southern streets. This time I flung the War Blade down, using its Shockwave ability. Clouds poured into the space above us and lightning struck the ghostly city, long claws of energy electrocuting any demonic solider unlucky enough to be in range. Scores died instantly, but for a full fifteen seconds, the Shockwave lit them up and made them shudder until their skin sloughed off their bones. Blood sprayed from cooked skin. Blackened husks fell over as acrid plumes of smoke drifted up.

Some, however, were able to withstand the attack. Okay, fine. I sent a round of Plague Locusts to munch on those resilient sons of bitches. Hundreds more died as the jade bugs descended, decimating the wounded force. Doing that miracle after the Wrath spell had me wheezing, my vision narrowing, a high-pitched buzz filling my ears.

But it was worth the pain, since only a few dozen of Hades’ forces made it to the southern wall. I felt the blast of cold as a bolt, fired from one of our enchanted ballistae, froze them where they stood. 

Hades kicked a VW bug. It went crashing away while he tromped toward me.

I turned the Helios Chariot around and went after him, hard. I could see the satisfaction etched into the lines of his body. This is what he’d been waiting for, a face-to-face battle where he’d mop the floor with my ass. He thought he’d bat me out of the air with his oversized club. Get me out of the Helios Chariot and onto the ground where he could pummel me into divine meat paste.  

He didn’t see the figure skulking behind him. I did. Even though Loxo could basically become invisible at this point, we’d agreed she’d come in from the south to stab the god of death in the back.

She plowed into him like a freight train, driving her blade into the back of one leg. Not a killing blow, but maybe a crippling one, which is what I was hoping for. 

Hades let out a yell and dropped to his knees. His left leg froze over, but it wasn’t just that—the skin was turning black as if his flesh had gone necrotic in a single heartbeat.

While he was busy trying to pull the dagger from his leg, I raced by him and struck him with the Crystal Scythe, adding a good ol’ fashioned dose of Smite to the attack. A house nearby exploded from the added damage of my Smite. A few faceless soldiers were reduced to dust. The force, the raw power, of my assault lifted the god of death from the ground. He landed flat on his back ten feet away, Loxo’s dagger still lodged all up in his quad.

Loxo skated through the air to meet me on the Helios Chariot since she now had the Talaria. What was the perfect gift for an invisible assassin? Yep, you got it in one. The winged sandals of Hermes.

Fifty driders filled the street below in a tangle of writhing, wriggling, horrible bodies. Curved swords filled their human fists while they hissed at us with the multi-eyed faces of spiders. Mouths opened to reveal poisonous fangs.

“Gross!” I yelled.

Loxo kissed me. “They are repugnant. Let me remove them from your sight.”

I shifted over and let Loxo take the chariot reins. She banked the vehicle, flew low, then turned on the Sunfire function. As a ball of flames, we blazed through the driders, charbroiling them into smoky columns of embers and ash. I’d used the Helios Chariot’s functions that morning against Necro Earl, but Loxo hadn’t. Neither had any of the other demigoddesses. Turned out, we could switch back and forth, each taking our turn for the day with the weapons of the gods. 

That little fact, which we’d just recently discovered, along with the arsenal we were packing, meant Hades and his nightmare army were in for a real fight.

After burning through spiders and another thousand monsters, we circled back. I took control of the Helios Chariot while Loxo pecked me on the cheek and skated away, vanishing from sight a second later.

I dove again, this time bringing the chariot to a stop in front of Hades, who was on all fours, breathing hard. Okay, maybe breathing wasn’t the right word. It wasn’t like he had a nose or a mouth. Still, he grunted and gasped. And he was bleeding. Red gore dripped from a wound I’d opened on his left shoulder. And the effects of Loxo’s cold poison weren’t doing his leg any favors.

I’d had to use a huge amount of Divine Essence to upgrade all our weapons, so I’d started off the fight down at around 250 points. I’d just used 240 points, and I wasn’t feeling so hot. It was probably a mistake to go into battle with only a measly ten points, but go big or go home, am I right? Besides, I wanted to get up close and personal with the god of death. The War Blade hung like a steel parrot over my shoulder, and I had the Inferno Shield and the Crystal Scythe ready. It could kill a god. 

And, as it just so happened, I had a god I wanted dead. 

You have done well against me and my army, little godling. Even wounded, Hades’ voice in my skull still made me want to cut off my ears and stab out my eardrums. Yet did you really think you could come into my realm and not taste death? Hubris shall be your undoing, just as it was Ares’ undoing.

An image filled my eyes. It was like he was projecting a picture right into my cerebral cortex. I saw a huge rusted doorway a mile high and half a mile wide creaking open. The groan of the massive hinges was deafening. Even worse was the smell that wafted out. It was rotting shit, pure and simple. Something that slept in its own excrement lived there, and it didn’t care a bit that it stank. In fact, this thing liked it.

I recognized the gate. I recognized the wall. Tartarus. Oh, shit. Hades was opening Tartarus. The River Phlegethon ran dry in front of the huge opening, allowing whatever was inside to walk through the moat unscorched.

“You can’t,” I whispered. “If you let out the things in there, you won’t be able to get them back in.”

If I die, you die. Hades straightened. Besides, you have my worthless wife on your side. Maybe she can help recapture them. If not, what is it to me? I want your blood, Jacob Merely. And I will have it. Even if I must destroy all of reality, I will drink your heart dry.

But instead of coming at me, he gained his feet and lurched straight up into the air. He went soaring to the north, over the Rockford battlefield, toward the Plain of Judgement, and right into a storm of harpies—tens of thousands of the things. They filled the unnatural hellscape sky with their pestilence. 

I messaged my army. Hades has gone to the Plain of Judgement. I’m going after him. But I have to warn you, we’re about to face whatever he had locked up in Tartarus as well as an ass-ton of harpies. So get your game faces on. This shit is about to get ugly.
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THE FIRE STALLIONS carried me over the city and into the maelstrom of harpies, more of the creatures than I could even begin to count. The winged women dove and swooped, trying to surround me, but when they got close, their feathers smoked at the blazing fury of the chariot and its mounts. The winged crones didn’t stop. They kept on coming even though it meant death by barbecue. They attacked in a mad frenzy. Claws scratching off the gold sides of my chariot. The ones that raked their talons down the Inferno Shield were flash-fried on the spot. 

A harpy had been the first monster I’d met on Lycastia, and it had taken down my Harrier.

That was NOT going to happen a second time.

I ignited Apollo’s Glory and became a ball of raw sunfire streaking through the sky. All those evil bird crones let out a cry as they fell back, blinded by the sheer badassery. I crashed through them like a flamethrower through a chicken coop. The War Blade flashed behind me, struggling to both lop off heads and keep up as I raced through the air like an angel of death.

Blackened harpies tumbled out of the sky by the hundreds.

The winged crones soon bailed on chasing after me and headed toward the battle in the city proper, where their efforts would be far more effective. And those harpies would play hell with our ground forces. Well, they would if not for the epic air support I had standing by, just waiting for my signal.

Toxaris, I have a sky full of harpies for you and the girls. Lure them close to Highland Park and let the Death Harvesters fill them full of holes. I magicked those guns to give them an extra kick. They’ll pierce that harpy skin without a problem.

Yes, War God, on our way! the Beastiamancer sent. 

Breaking free of the cloud of harpies, I urged the chariot into a dive and hit the ground with a thud, not slowing a bit as I bolted across the stone, searching for Hades. 

I couldn’t find the bastard. No sign of him anywhere, which was probably bad news.

What I did see, however, were colossal creatures storming through the mile-high gate that had once blocked off the entrance to the hellscape of Tartarus; they sprinted across the dry riverbed where the Phlegethon used to flow. Those giants didn’t come at me. No, in flashes of lightning, they disappeared. Thunder rolled across Hell, loud and ominous. I tried to count the escaped monsters, but they were gone so fast, I couldn’t. Six? Maybe more. Most likely those had been the Titans, and they were just glad to be out of their prison. With the rift open, chances were they weren’t going to cool their heels in the Underworld for long.

The next thing to come shambling out of the gate filled the horizon. It was five hundred feet tall if it was an inch, and it didn’t want to escape. No, it wanted destruction. It slithered toward me.

The stink of the monstrosity blew into my face on a stiflingly hot wind. Heat, incredible heat, struck me like a fist to the nose. That thing was like a walking volcano crossed with an octopus and a mannequin-arm supply company.

I stopped the Helios Chariot. Where had Hades gone?

Sophia teleported in carrying Phoebe. She vanished and returned with the Rune-Caster’s mech. Loxo skated in on her winged sandals. For a second, I was a little jealous—flying around in battle was pretty much the coolest. But then I thought of Hades’ black leg, withering in preternatural frost ... that was all thanks to the flying demigoddess of stealth, lust, and the hunt. Sophia vanished, returning to Rockford to help with the battle there.

Above Rockford, my Beastiamancers had engaged the harpies in an aerial battle. Archers shot bird crones out of the air in flashes of lightning, fire, and ice. Toxaris preferred grenade arrows that exploded on impact. I’d watched YouTube videos where good ol’ boys attached dynamite to arrows. It was just like that, only better. Because, you know, hot Amazons firing dynamite arrows. Everything’s better with hot Amazons. Harpies fell in explosions of feathers. Others went down with iced-up wings. Still more became burning torches of hapless chicken meat.

Meanwhile the Pegasi did their part, lashing out with razor-sharp hooves, bashing in skulls or stomping on wings. And from Highland Park, the Gatling guns on the Death Harvesters rattled. Tracers lit up the gloom, tearing the demon birds out of the sky. 

From out of the chaos of the aerial battle, Asteria, in her giant eagle form, flew to me holding a cage of vines created by Persephone. Inside it were both Myrina and the goddess of spring. Asteria landed and turned human. She looked epic, naked and holding the trident, which was as big as she was. Persephone flung the plants away as she and my Battle Warden strutted out like the two baddest bitches that every walked the face of any world.

Well, at least I wouldn’t be alone to fight the god of monsters sliding across the Plain of Judgement toward us like a skyscraper with a snake body.

“It’s Typhon,” Persephone said, face pale, hands balled into fists. “The Titan of monsters, and the very worst thing ever created. Hades is insane to have released it.”

And I had no doubt that Hades and the Erinyes would show up to take care of Typhon’s leftovers.

Typhon was close enough that I could see its body, which was mostly arms, a thousand at least, all of them as long as redwood trees. In its many, many hands it held a fine variety of weapons: spears, axes, swords, and a potpourri of polearms. Keeping with the snake motif Greek mythology seemed to enjoy, its legs were two long serpent tails that stretched at least another hundred feet behind it. On its back were two huge dark wings that sent gale-force winds to drive us back. The stench of the thing made me nauseous. And then it opened its big demon mouth, showcasing a mask of teeth and tusks situated beneath two gleaming eyes the size of the stained-glass windows in my church back home. Horns curled back from its forehead.

The god of monsters vomited out chunks of molten rock the size of semitrucks; the flaming asteroids crashed into the earth like wrecking balls and rolled across the stone, tossing bits of lava as they cooled.

Phoebe laughed. Okay, so big and ugly there breathes magma. All we need to do is get it some Gaviscon and that’ll fix up that heartburn quick. Put him in a much better mood.

I was too busy crapping my linen skirt to respond.

Typhon roared, laughed, roared some more, and kept right on coming.

My mind whirled as I thought about possible solutions ... There was one that might work, though it was a long shot, and it required some serious faith and trust in my new demigoddesses and in Persephone. But we were past the point of trust issues. Hell, we were elbow deep in an absolute shitstorm, and if now wasn’t the time for a Hail Mary, then it never would be.

“Okay. This is what we’re going to do,” I said. “We are going to rotate weapons. Use the most powerful attack, and then toss it to the next person. The once-a-day abilities seem be tied to the individual, not to the item itself.” I threw the Sower’s Glass to Phoebe, who caught it. “Can you stop time?”

She shook her head. Not enough mojo, it seemed. She tossed it to Persephone. 

The spring goddess smiled. She was a ginger now with a nice freckled face. “I can use the Sower’s Glass.”

That was awesome, since I’d already stopped time that day. “Okay, if things go sideways, do it!” Checking, I saw I’d regenerated a little over forty Divine Essence Points. I was up to fifty-three.

Then it was time to hit the god of monsters with everything we had. It reached down with its enormous serpentine arms, wielding a forest of weapons in its many hands. All those spears and axes must’ve been forged by the inhuman Cyclopes because they were double XL for sure.

Uh, make that triple.

Myrina got into the Helios Chariot while I readied the Crystal Scythe. I was dangerously low on Divine Essence, but it had been twenty-four hours and I had access to all the scythe’s goodies. 

Typhon, who was finally in range to attack, let out an ear-splitting bellow as he lashed out with a thousand truck-sized weapons all inbound at the same instant. With a thought, I triggered the Mystical Barrier function of the scythe. Above us, the air shimmered, and the incoming weapons struck the force field and bounced away, the barrier flickering electric blue. Ol’ Typhon couldn’t get past the divine energy shield, but we, on the other hand, could fire right through the barrier, unhindered. I added Time Orb to the mix, slowing the god of monsters by 90%. The spell was line of sight, and if I could slow a comet, I could sure as shit slow Little Timmy Typhon.

Asteria used her trident like a high-powered pressure washer, blasting Typhon’s torso and limbs with columns of unrelenting water. The high-velocity hose removed skin and muscle, and even broke bone. Meanwhile, Persephone used the Root Feet function, courtesy of her sickles. A veritable national forest snaked out of the stone with enough foliage to trap Typhon’s massive serpentine legs. In seconds, big and ugly was stuck.

Then Persephone got busy. The sickles whirled up the body of the beast, cutting off arms, which fell like raindrops around us. Big-ass raindrops. She’d triggered the Maelstrom Blades feature and now it was harvest time. The blades carved great furrows into the creature’s body and hacked through limbs with pitiful ease. Those dropping limbs presented a challenge of their own, however. We quickly found ourselves dodging, ducking, and diving as the amputated arms landed, shaking the ground. And even while we evaded, we continued to press our assault, launching wave after wave of attacks.

Myrina raced the Helios Chariot up the center of Typhon’s oversized torso using Sunfire to blister skin and sear through muscle.  When she crested the giant’s body, she then triggered Apollo’s Glory. The god of monsters let out a howl as it was blinded. Of course, Myrina used that moment to hurl Athena’s Spear into one of its eyes, most likely using the Strategic Initiative aspect of the weapon.

I tossed Phoebe the War Blade and she triggered Shockwave, calling down a lightning storm on the back of the Titan. Its wings caught fire, and one exploded.

Phoebe had given Loxo the Hammer of Hephaestus, and the demigoddess of the hunt went Chris Hemsworth on the enormous freak. Skating up on her winged sandals, Loxo bashed, fried, and blasted her away around waving arms and slashing weapons. Then at the top, Loxo created an iron wall and let it drop down on the skull of the demon-headed leviathan.

Loxo threw Myrina the hammer while she plucked Athena’s Spear out of the Titan’s ruined eye. Then Loxo did something downright cruel. She flew to the top of its skull and brought the spear down between its curling horns. As the weapon landed, she triggered Battlequake. The force of the magical assault crunched its skull. That massive hit blew out the other eye, permanently blinding the god of monsters. The behemoth Titan stiffened and spasmed, even as its snake tails flapped and shuddered.

Then it was my turn. I used my Strength to leap onto an arm, then another, then another, bounding my way up, up, up until I was halfway up his scaled torso, easily two hundred feet from the ground below. I drove in, pressing the Inferno Shield into its skin. At the same time, I wheeled back and hit that fucker in the belly as hard as I could with the Crystal Scythe. I added a Smite to the mix, doubling the damage and really tearing into the thing, though it left me useless for a minute. All the Divine Essence I’d regenerated in the last few minutes left in a whoosh—fifty points gone in an eyeblink.

My own blow sent me flying back. I slowed my fall by ramming the Crystal Scythe into the monster’s belly and sliding down its skin. I felt like Captain Jack Sparrow using his dagger to ride down a sail.

I hit the ground, dizzy and sick to my stomach. When I glanced up, however, I had to smile in feral victory. I’d opened a gaping wound in the god of monsters the size of a football field.

In mere seconds, the six of us had smashed away ten thousand points of Health, and we could do ten thousand more, since it was moving so slowly.

Ha, Phoebe sent, and we thought this was going to be hard.

Asteria flew down and caught me in her eagle talons. Her wings beat furiously as we rose, soaring back up through the forest of arms all swatting at the air, trying to take us down. I kept on hacking with the Crystal Scythe. It could cut through anything, and with my added Strength, it was nothing for me to take an arm off with each swipe.

Asteria swooped, dove, and barrel-rolled, driving back down. A moment later, we all reconvened on the ground, protected by the Mystical Barrier I’d created, as the thing reeled back and fell, blinded, down and verging on death.

I had to agree with Phoebe. “Well, that wasn’t so hard.”

Famous last words, those.

Something leapt up into the air—that son of a bitch, Hades. Perfect. Typhon wasn’t doing so hot, but he was hardly down for the count, and now I had the god of death to contend with.  

He pointed his club at me. Very good, godling. Very good. Yet perhaps you should’ve held back some. For I have healed, as have the Erinyes. Now tremble, for your doom draws nigh.

A mouth cracked open in Hades’ blank face, a jagged slit like an old scar that had never properly healed, revealing a black maw. And from that puckered hole flew the Erinyes. They came smoking out of his gullet, reforming wings, sprouting fresh muscle and skin, unfurling long whips while rage burned hot and heavy in their midnight eyes. As one, they shrieked, fire gushing from their mouths.

Typhon clambered back to its scaly feet and let out a roar. Though it was blind, it could still hear, and it could still fight. The enormous Titan staggered forward on his odd snake-tail legs, then promptly puked up another ball of lava, which smashed into the Mystical Barrier above us in a rain of rocks, fire, and ash.

I tossed the Crystal Scythe to Persephone, who activated another round of Time Orb.

At the same time, Loxo threw Phoebe the spear. The Rune-Caster smashed the butt of the spear into the ground, casting a Battlequake of her own. The destructive energy rippled through the ground, dust and rocks leaping up as fissures formed in the stone; the wave of energy smacked into Typhon, making it stagger back. But that was only a minor setback at most. And Hades and the Erinyes seemed completely unphased as they rushed our position.

Loxo tossed Myrina the War Blade, and she activated Shockwave. Clouds swept around us, swirling overhead as lightning electrified the air. The resulting thunderstorm from both the air and the ground wreathed the god of monsters, the god of death, and the winged minions in arcs of crackling blue power. All smoked. One of the Erinyes lost a wing. Naturally, that wing grew right back. Burned skin repaired itself. Sigh. Everything had to be killed twice. Er, three times. 

Hades laughed, the sound as cold and humorless as a winter wind blowing through a graveyard. He raised his arm and the spiked bone club in his hand burned with sickly green light; a wound on his chest—jagged and black and ugly—knit itself closed at once. All that damage, gone in two heartbeats. 

His club burned brighter and brighter, so bright it hurt to look at. Emerald energy, some kind of telekinesis, plucked me, Myrina, Phoebe, and Asteria up, then sent us sprawling across the ground. The Helios Chariot was upended, the fire mounts banished. In the same instant, Hades pulled Loxo from the sky and smashed her down beside us, pinning her flat on her back with the force of his rancid mind alone. Only Persephone remained untouched.

My Amazons and I fought to get to our feet, but then the next attack hit us ...

The Erinyes struck without mercy, lashing out with their bronze-studded whips.

Hades pounded the ground with his club. The shattered stone debris rose as if in slow motion, then slammed us back into the earth. Stars exploded across my eyes and the breath rushed out from my lungs, leaving me gasping for air. Holy shit, I’d lost half my Health from that one attack alone.

On the plus side, the mental force holding me down suddenly faded, allowing me to move. I rolled left just as one of Typhon’s axes—easily the size of my Kia Forte back home—crashed down onto the rocks, carving a deep furrow where I’d been a second ago. With a grunt, I gained my feet, clutching my chest as I struggled to regain my breath. Up above, Hades hung in the air, held aloft by some magic I didn’t understand, his cape fluttering madly behind him.

I thought about hitting him with Wrath, but I hadn’t cleared the twenty-minute cooldown timer yet. Besides, I didn’t have the Essence. I wasn’t even close. If I was going to take down this asshole, I’d have to think of something else.

Meanwhile, the fight went on unabated. Myrina, Asteria, Phoebe, and Loxo—who had regained the ability to move along with me—were dodging Typhon’s massive swords and flailing arms. Persephone tangled with the Erinyes. The goddess of spring was using a writhing mass of vines, which sprouted from the earth like some green Cthulhu horror. Wrist-thick tendrils of foliage wrapped around arms and legs, torsos and wings, drawing the winged women down to the earth while inch-long thorns drew blood. The Furies breathed fire on the vines, blackening the plants, and raked at them with wicked talons. 

The vines were working, sure, but they would only tie those three up for a matter of seconds.

Which meant I had to move my ass.

I turned and sprinted toward the Helios Chariot. 

Another flash of cancer-green light filled the air as Hades summoned a stone storm that knocked me from my feet. I face-planted, then rolled onto my back to find Hades standing over me, his club raised high, ready to end me. I rolled away before he could slam the spikes into my brain. I dodged the blow by mere inches. Hades brought the club down again, and this time the spikes lodged firmly in the ground. I flipped onto my belly, fear a tight knot in my stomach, then scrambled to my feet and broke into the clear. 

I thrust my right hand straight out as I turned and, with an effort of will, recalled the War Blade to my fingers. I didn’t have enough power to hit us with the normal round of spells like Burning Aura, Fury, and Defender—I was at single-digit Essence points—but I could turn into a werewolf one more time. As my fingers wrapped around the sword’s hilt, I shifted, nose elongating into a muzzle, claws and fangs taking shape as coarse hair sprouted from my skin. I squared off with Hades as a slavering wolf creature with the War Blade twirling around me in a slow orbit. 

Even as a snarl erupted from my throat, I glanced toward my generals. At least a hundred of Typhon’s arms were still swinging, but my Amazons were hanging with the best of ’em. Phoebe, now in the Helios Chariot, activated Sunfire to scorch exposed flesh. Loxo, dashing through the air, used the trident’s Create Earth function as a heavy-duty sandblaster. She blew off fingers clutching swords even as she removed skin from bone. Myrina hurled the twin Sickles of Demeter, using the Maelstrom Blades to hack Typhon apart at the fucking seams. Asteria had turned into a giant silverback gorilla, and she pounded Typhon’s snake-tail legs with the Hammer of Hephaestus, crushing scales and drawing blood with every blow.

But the Erinyes struck back. Having escaped their plant prison, they flew in and slammed into Phoebe, spilling her out of the Helios Chariot. They lashed her, Persephone, and Asteria until all three were bloody messes. When Loxo came in for the assist, the Huntress was enveloped in fire from their demonic mouths. 

Damn, I needed to heal them, but the god of death attacking me made that impossible.

My four paws carried me across the plain in a streak of fur. I lunged in low, taking a chunk out of Hades’ leg, and narrowly missed getting brained by his weapon. However, a bit of the club’s ichor dripped onto my fur-covered back, eating into my skin. Acid. Ouch.

I yelped and went scrambling wide. Hades made a motion with his shield. The decayed arms of dead men exploded from the earth below, clutching at me in a frenzy. I fought to break free, but I couldn’t. Yeah, Necro Earl had done something similar to me during our battle in Nyx. 

Hades, however, had exponentially more power. As the undead hands held me fast, spirits came screaming out of the sky like hailstones to blind me, to shriek in my ears, and to claw at me with cold, cold fingers.

I was enveloped in a whirlwind of angry specters, suddenly blind, deaf, and immobile. The ground quaked beneath me as Hades stomped forward—an unstoppable juggernaut out for blood. I braced myself, teeth clenched, muttering a silent prayer to someone, anyone, for help. Not sure the gods were in the habit of answering prayers these days, though. Hades slammed his club into my chest, cracking bones, splashing red blood across my fur. The acid ate into me, adding to the unbelievable blunt damage. My Health was stupid low, and the world felt unsteady around me. This was it ...

I was out, done for. This was the end. I took a deep breath, steeled myself, and opened my eyes. If I was going to die, at least I’d see it coming.

Then all went quiet.

The next second, I found myself human again, a hundred feet from the battle. Typhon filled my field of vision. Below him, Hades wrestled with the rose bushes entangling him. The thorns scratched him even as they held him down. That was Persephone’s plant power at work. But I didn’t know where she was, what had happened, or how in the hell I’d escaped my certain death.

Seriously. Nothing made sense. My friends, miraculously healed somehow, continued to battle both the Erinyes and the god of monsters.

I smelled flowers. I felt a soft touch. Persephone appeared out of nowhere, bent, and kissed me on the lips. I drank in that kiss. I felt refreshed ... Well, not refreshed, but not half dead, though I was still low on Health and out of Divine Essence.

The spring goddess had used the Sower’s Glass to save me. I guess maybe there was some power in prayer. Even better, she’d healed me just enough to move, though I still felt like someone had beaten me with a sackful of tire irons. 

I did, however, have the Crystal Scythe. 

Persephone shot me a nod, her lips pursed into a tight line, and raced back into the fray, creating a plant shield to protect Phoebe from an incoming mace the size of a Buick.

I had a moment to myself. Damn, if only I were bigger. If only I had bit more Divine Essence. But I was out, completely and totally out. True, Persephone had just hauled my ass out of the fire, but this fight was far from won. 

With a roar, Hades tore through the rose trap. He sped toward me, his bone club ready to drive more acid into my veins. The War Blade fluttered over to stop him, but Hades bashed it aside, sending the magical sword sailing toward the horizon. Going, going, gone. Damn.

The godstone howled in my head. See! I told you to take all the power for yourself, and you ignored me. Now, you and your friends will die! All of you will die!

The Necklace of Asclepius vibrated on my chest, the gears whining as they fought to keep the War God’s personality in check.

Wait ... The Necklace of Asclepius. Holy shit! That was the answer.

I clutched the necklace and felt the Divine Essence thrumming inside it. Yes, I’d filled it up full. I could access the energy there, use it like a battery to power me back up. It had worked for Persephone back in the labyrinth, so I had no doubt it would work for me as well.

Checking my character sheet, I saw that I was inches away from level thirty. I only needed one more kill, maybe two, to push me right over the edge. But I was in no condition to wade into battle. Still, this wasn’t the time to punk out. No, this was the time to unleash the full fury of the War God, no matter the cost.

I laughed at the gem in chest. “Do you want me to fail, you son of a bitch? Or do you want to fight?”

Fight! it roared. 

Yeah, that’s what I thought. I gripped the Necklace of Asclepius in my fist, squeezing down with the power of a god until it shattered. The sharp edges of the gears cut into my palm, and hot blood rushed over my skin. I didn’t care. Divine Essence flowed into me. All the times I’d charged the battery came back to me in a rush. And in the snap of my fingers, I was at full Divine Essence. Good news there.

Bad news? The rage of Ares overwhelmed the Jacob Merely part of me. I was blinded. All thought of strategy left. All I wanted was bloodshed forever.
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Colossal Asshole
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THE GOD OF MONSTERS, Typhon, was a wounded skyscraper above me. My Amazons were fighting it and the Erinyes with hammer, spear, trident, and javelins.

Hades flew toward me, rusted shield and acid mace at the ready. 

Still on the ground, I reached out a hand. But instead of blasting him with a Lightning Lance, I arced electricity around him and hit one of the Erinyes—her arm already broken, a huge gash in her leg, on the very precipice of death. Again. I pushed her over.

Ding!

What has two thumbs and is a level-thirty War God? This guy.

I had only seconds before I experienced an encore of Hades’ acid mace. 

The godstone took over. It loaded all my points into Strength and then chose Colossus off the Path of War Skill Tree.

I managed to pull up the Colossus miracle before the godstone had us go Hades-bashing.

<<<>>>
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<<<>>>

THE GODSTONE TRIGGERED the miracle immediately. Every bone in my body rattled, shaking and quaking, and my sinew and muscles stretched until they threatened to snap. I didn’t think I was capable of feeling that much torture without blacking out. I couldn’t think, couldn’t see through the pain. Had something gone wrong? Was I not ready to use Colossus?

Half my Divine Essence drained away. 

My lungs felt scorched, every inch of my skin felt lacerated, but, holy shit, my bones were what hurt the most. 

It felt like imps had taken up residence inside my skin and were beating on my bones with ballpeen hammers. My heartbeat thundered in my head.

My throat tore open from the screaming. I had my eyes pinched closed. Hades was coming. I had to open them, but the pain was so much. Too much.

When I finally cracked my lids and glanced down, he was the size of a toddler. Typhon was still mind-bogglingly big and awful above me, but as for Hades? Who was this little kid coming to mess with me?

Whatever. I kicked him away. The god of death went flipping ass over teakettle—a punk-ass rag doll who could never go toe to toe with me. Not in a million years. 

It took a second for me to realize that while I had been in mind-breaking agony, I’d grown a hundred feet. My Inferno Shield had grown to match. And my armor. And the Crystal Scythe. Below, my Amazons looked tiny, like scuttling roaches that I could squish with my pinky finger. Though I knew that wasn’t true. They might’ve been tiny, but Typhon was five times my size and my Amazons were still kicking his ass. I grinned and shook the thought away.

I had ten minutes to end the battle and save the world. And I knew exactly where I wanted to start.

The looming Typhon was both hurt and blind. I so wanted to add to his woes. I was level thirty now, and that meant I could use the Weapon’s Master component of the Crystal Scythe. Without looking at the stats, I activated it and leapt into the air, as high as I could. I reached back with the scythe and brought it down, adding Smite to my attack for good measure. Smite cost fifty points, but at level thirty, even after using Colossus, I had over 200 Divine Essence Points left. 

I drove the shining crystal blade into the thorax of the god of monsters. I’d opened his skin before. Now, I could hack up his innards.

Five other scythes appeared in unison to strike at the same time.

That’s right. Five. My attacks were already tripled because of my size. And they were doubled because of Smite. The base damage of the scythe was 250, but with five of the weapons striking the monster in unison—each the size of a Ford F-150, no less—that meant I’d dealt 1,250 just as base damage. Oh, don’t forget the frost damage, and since this Typhon liked to spit lava, well, I don’t think it liked the cold very much. Boom. 1,750 in raw DPS. Then double it. Then triple it. I brought over ten thousand points of hard-hitting power to bear, and I brought all of it right to Typhon’s scaly belly. 

Even the Erinyes took around 2,500 points, since they were fluttering a tad too close to the attack. 

Thank gods for splash damage.

Typhon couldn’t even roar. Blood flowed down from its mouth, popping and spitting, half full of lava that erupted from his esophagus after I’d ruined his innards.  Most of his thousand arms were gone, and his abdominal cavity was now laid open like a cadaver on a medical examiner’s table. More magma drooled down his front in great rivers of red and orange and gold. 

I landed on the ground, the Crystal Scythes—all five of them—whirling around me, shifting in and out of space and time. Maybe that was what Weapon’s Master did, phasing the blades out of sync so I could strike seconds apart, kind of like Sophia’s Temporal Form. I didn’t look to see if I was right, or if there were any other abilities. No time.

The god of monsters hunched over me in pain.

The Erinyes swarmed, but now they were like sparrows compared to my gargantuan size. Dropping the Crystal Scythe and the Inferno Shield, I grabbed one Fury, then the other, in my fist and squeezed. Their bones popped and their wings snapped, but I knew that wouldn’t put them down for good. So I shoved them into the molten-rock intestines of the god of monsters. Maybe they would survive the crushed bones and the inferno blaze, but even if they did, it would take them a long while to crawl their asses out of the cooling magma guts of an evil Titan. I stooped, grabbed the last, headless Fury, and crammed her in with the others. 

The Erinyes wailed while I collected my weapons.

Still hunched over, the god of monsters threatened to fall forward, which would kill my Amazons and just might kill me. So, I used Lightning Lance to blast that asshole backward. I hardly felt the nine Essence Points leave me. But to the monster, it was like a Utah thunderstorm breaking from my huge hands to race up and down the creature. Typhon spun and fell onto the plain, dead. 

Normally, when I kill something with the Crystal Scythe, I got five Divine Essence Points due to the Leech Touch feature. This time, I got all my points back. Every single one of them. I guess killing a god—or a Titan, or whatever the hell it actually was—is kind of a big thing.

My Amazons let out cries of victory, their voices like tiny bird chirps in my ears.

I’d ended Typhon, murdered him with my god-killing weapon, but I wasn’t done. I had another divinity to remove from the world. I whirled about, careful where my feet fell—I wouldn’t want to smash one of my ’Zons by mistake.

Hades had recovered and now stood on the edges of the Underworld’s version of Rockford, Illinois. The last of his forces had abandoned the city, instead rallying to the call of their master. They were losing and they knew it, so they were taking the fight to me. If they could kill me, my Amazons would crumble. A sea of enemies rushed me, snarling, screaming, hungry for the blood of a divine being. My Amazons at Highland Park had taken out half of his forces, but half of 150,000 was still 75,000 troops.

Loxo raced into my field of vision. “Got a present for you,” she yelled, holding out Athena’s Spear. 

Of course. I was level thirty now, which meant I could use the spear’s Immortal Hoplite ability.

I slung the Crystal Scythe into the custom holder on my back and picked the tiny little spear out of Loxo’s hand. Before I touched it, the spear was only about the size of a toothpick. It grew into the size of a tree in my hand. 

I grinned and activated the new spell feature. A horde of shining ghostly warriors appeared on the ground before me, arrayed in a semicircle of interlocked shields and raised spears. There were only a hundred of the ethereal warriors, but the vanguard of faceless nightmares hit the Hoplite shield wall like a sledgehammer ... And the shield wall didn’t give an inch. Damn.

I hurled a shadow spear at Hades, who blocked it with his rusted shield. I then let go of the spear. The weapon returned to its normal size so Loxo could catch it. Pulling the Crystal Scythe from my back, I stepped over the implacable line of Immortal Hoplites and stomped through faceless soldiers with my sandals. The crunch of bone was strangely satisfying. Every horror I killed was one less creature that could threaten my Amazons or the human world.

From above, I activated Lightning Lance and visited another lightning storm on the enemy army. The electricity fried whole swaths of troops, killing hundreds, if not thousands, at a time. And it only cost me nine points a strike.

Then I had an idea.

Normally, when I used Plague Locust, my little insect friends were two inches long. That was when I was around six feet tall. If I was about sixteen times taller, that meant, in theory, the locusts I could create would be about two and a half feet from their flesh-eating mandible to their deadly stingers.

It would cost me, sure, but I couldn’t help myself. I cast Plague Locust on Hell’s army. Thousands of the insects materialized in the air and descended on the encroaching horde, and sure enough, those suckers were the size of small coyotes. And a thousand times more vicious. They chewed through driders, werewolves, and faceless foot soldiers. Bit off heads. Snapped off arms. Decimating the forces—killing at least one in ten.

But still, Hades’ forces came. The bulk of the army had finally caught up to the infernal vanguard, and the Immortal Hoplite shield wall was starting to bow under the sheer numbers, though they were making Hades’ army pay for every inch in blood. 

Thankfully my demigoddesses had fallen in behind them, buttressing their ranks. 

Asteria had given up on the trident and was eating driders as a T. rex. Persephone rode through the ranks in the Helios Chariot, whirling her sickles. Myrina never looked happier as she flung her magical javelins along with shadow spears. Phoebe, in her mech, was next to her, the third arm on her contraption holding Poseidon’s Trident. She first power washed her enemies with high-velocity water that removed skin and muscle, then she sandblasted what was left. All the while, her automatic crossbow sprayed out an endless stream of quarrels.

She messaged me. Don’t worry about the ground troops, Godzilla. Get to Hades. And stick that scythe up his nasty undead ass!

I stopped stomping and started sprinting. Hades stood in the first row of houses on the edge of Rockford. He wasn’t as big as me, but he’d grown since I’d kicked his teeth in a few minutes ago; now he stood at a measly seventy-five feet tall. 

He wasn’t talking shit now.

The minute I got close to the houses, they burst into flame from the Inferno Shield, glowing like a sun on my arm. Hades stood in the flames, unmoving. 

The Amazons who’d been in the city now raced across the plain: bears, bulls, Pegasi, my Battle Wardens, my Elementalists. The brave one hundred that faced down the hosts of Hell and won. They were going to hit the dregs of Hades’ army in the flank. They would go through the Underworld’s army like a razor through paper.

Hades saw it. Saw it all. Still, he said nothing. His waxy skin, full of sores, was slashed and bruised. He was weak. Dying.

I walked through a house with a lopsided grin on my face. That grin morphed into a snarl as I brought the Crystal Scythe down in an overhead strike powerful enough to split the earth. He deflected it with his shield, the clang reverberating over the battle, and whipped his mace around in a vicious arc, trying to cave my head in. I sidestepped, faster than he was, and batted the incoming weapon away with the haft of the scythe. I lunged in, brought my leg up, and kicked him square in the chest. At seventy-five feet tall, he staggered back, caving in the ceiling of a house, but managed to keep his feet. But as he reeled from the blow, I shot in and backhanded the shield off his arm. 

The enormous metal disk went spinning away like a hubcap dropping from a car on the freeway, slicing an apartment complex in half.

Suddenly, Hades was down to his club. He hammered at my Inferno Shield, but it took every blow. The spikes on his club glowed from the heat, and the weapon smoldering in his hand, but still he fought on, refusing to drop it. He stank like rotting meat on a grill. 

With his free arm, he grabbed the shield and tore it off my arm. He then rammed a glowing green hand at my chest. Feel my death magic, War God. Feel my fury!

It was like he’d reached through my ribs to clutch my heart. All my Divine Essence left me. I staggered back, lost my size, and stumbled to my knees.

Glancing up, the god of death towered above me. He was still seventy-five feet tall. 

I, uh, wasn’t.

Of course, now he had to gloat. So, War God, perhaps victory will not be yours today after all. Death will always destroy war. I was fated to win from the beginning.

Fate. There was that word again. I’d defied the odds by coming in to rescue my friends, but what would my destiny be? Getting squashed like a bug by Hades?

Hell, no. Not on my watch. I couldn’t let that happen. Instead, I spun and darted down an alley between two old houses. Hades demolished one by swinging his club in an arc of death. The other he kicked into debris, which came crashing down around me in a flood of sheetrock and wooden wall struts.

I kept right on hauling ass, leaping over rubble as I skidded onto Rural Street, tripped over pieces of a broken ballista, and fell. The godstone cursed me for not keeping Hermes’ sandals for myself.

Hades walked casually toward me, the world shaking at his footsteps. Whelp. Looked like he was simply going to step on me like I’d stepped on his army.

I turned slowly. I wouldn’t run. I would fight him to the death. Maybe there was no chance to win here, but I could go out in a blaze of glory.

The Jacob part of me thought that was stupid. However, the Ares part loved the idea of dying in battle. Actually, that was what Ares wanted. The godstone didn’t want to win. It simply wanted to perish in glory and splendor. A battle for the ages.

“What’s your plan?” I asked the godstone.

Once the death god’s foot is in range, I will cut off one of his toes! the godstone growled inside my head. He will feel my wrath!

“And call his podiatrist in the morning while Persephone makes funeral plans for us and our Amazons. Look, Ares, listen to me, just this once. I know how we can win. But we’re going to have to work together. You game or what?”

The godstone grumbled, Very well, mortal. I am listening.
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What Marines Do Best
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THE ENTIRE TOWN WAS on fire, and choking smoke filled the air. I stood on the street near a broken ballista, with Hades towering above. He was seven stories of wounds and hurt, and he could end me right here. We both knew it.

“Hey, Hades!” I called out to him. “There’s a power I haven’t used on you yet. Do you want to hear what it is?”

The god of death paused above me. After a beat of hesitation, his awful voice filled my head. Foolish mortal. Why would you give away your attack? You do know that you are seconds from dying. I will make sure Charon brings you to me directly. There, you will—

And on and on it went. The minute anyone starts off with the words “foolish mortal” you know they’re not going to make it quick.

I waited. The godstone chuckled in my ear. I must admit, I am finding this subterfuge enjoyable, and when the time is right, we will strike.

“Yeah, we will,” I muttered.

Hades finally found his closing statements. And after a millennia, when I have shaved off every millimeter of bone, your torture will only have just begun.

“That sounds bad, H,” I said with a sigh. “I think I got you really upset. So, do you want to hear about my superpower now or what?”

Hades swept his club through the air. It smashed through a spectral minivan and went sailing through a Taco Bell. A big blob of acid splashed next to me. Oh, so it is not just a power, but a superpower now. I find myself curious, mortal dog. Tell me.

I leaned on the Crystal Scythe. “I have the superpower of every Marine in the United States Marine Corp, and that's the God-given right to talk shit to literally everyone about everything. Because Marines are simply the best.”

You are a human and a dog, Hades snarled.

“Phft, please. Dude, I’m a Marine and I served with Earl Necro Earl. Did you ever talk to that guy? Douche city, but he definitely knew his way around a sick burn. Gonna have to up your shit-talk game if you want to hang. And also, while we’re on the topic of you being terrible at things, how pathetic were you to end up in this shithole? I mean, Zeus was on Mount Olympus, banging everything with a hole and a heartbeart, and here you were, underground and obviously not keeping your woman satisfied. I mean, Persephone is all that and a bag of chips. I love how she smells. And I love kissing her.” I snapped my fingers. “Oh, damn, you can’t kiss her. No lips.”

I can ... I can kiss her. I mean, lips are not beyond me. I am the god of death. Altering my form is not beyond me. That voice wasn’t nearly as confident as it had been even a second ago.

The godstone shivered in his chest. Oh, you are besting him in this verbal duel, and soon we shall slay him. We are mighty.

Yeah, we were.

You kissed my wife? I will destroy you! Hades stepped forward to crush me with his club.

I squinted. “Really? Will you, though? Cause it seems like you talk a big game but can’t really deliver on the goods. You ask me, well, it seems to me you’re just a little bitch. Ares was right about you, you know? When I first landed here and I found out that I, a mere mortal, would have to go up against you, the god of death, I was like, ‘Whelp, I guess I’m totally boned sideways.’ But you know what Ares said? He said, ‘Hades is such a little bitch, even some mortal like you could take him down.’” 

I licked my lips, eyes scanning the battlefield, searching for signs of movement. There. My goddesses were almost in place, and Hades was so preoccupied with me, he hadn’t seen them approach. I just needed to buy them a little more time. 

“You only beat Ares the first time because you got lucky,” I continued, offering him a smug, go-fuck-yourself grin. “The truth is, you got this emo goth teen thing going on”—I waved an empty hand at him—“with, like, skulls and undead armies and your ratty-ass cape, but no one is really scared of you, dude. At best, you’re the god of Hot Topic rejects. I saw portashitters in Iraq that were more intimidating than you, dickhead. You’re a little bitch who got walked on by your brothers and sisters, so you threw a fucking temper tantrum like a three-year-old girl and staged a coup to show how sad you were on the inside. And even that ultimately failed.”  

Hades had grown very still and very cold, but the hate practically radiated off him in waves. Hades was a god, and he’d fought in the Olympian Wars, so he’d definitely seen battle—but I’d bet my entire life savings that no one had ever talked to him like that before. Though he had no real facial features to speak of, the shock was nevertheless painted across the blank canvas of his face. 

The suffering you will endure will stretch the edges of human understanding, God of War. I grow weary of this game. Let us see just how mighty you are when I peel the skin from your muscles, coat you in honey, and feed you to the Scorch Ants of the desolate wastes of Tartarus. Time to die.

“Nope,” I said, shaking my head. “Not today, dickhead. Hit it, ladies!”   

Plants leapt from the ground, encircling Hades’ feet. I recognized the attack. That was Root Feet, thanks to the Sickles of Demeter. 

Loxo flew in from behind the god of death, skating through the air on her winged sandals. Demeter’s sickles gleamed in her hands. She darted straight in, hacking into the death god’s neck first with one sickle, then another. Because she was a goddess now—and a level-twenty-five goddess, no less—the amount of stealth damage she did with both of those sickles was, um, sick. In seconds, she’d dealt over 2,000 points, leaving bloody, oozing rents in Hades’ pale skin. Thanks to her Toxic Blade ability, the flesh immediately turned necrotic, blackening along the edges of the gashes.

Loxo had been terrified of dying again, but here she was, back in the Underworld and saving the day. And she hadn’t come alone.

Hades tried to move, but his legs were firmly caught. Persephone came buzzing in on the Helios Chariot. Myrina rode behind her, and the Battle Warden had Athena’s Spear ready. She hurled shadow spears while Persephone aimed Poseidon’s Trident at her husband. She used the Create Earth ability to sandblast the helmet off his bare, sore-studded skull. And then she sanded the top layers of skin off his face until bone gleamed underneath. Blood gushed down in a sheet. I didn’t have access to Persephone’s stats, but I was sure her Miracle Damage was off the charts.

Myrina parkoured her ass off the chariot, clutching Athena’s Spear in both hands. She hit Hades’ chest, vaulted up, and then landed on his shoulder. She went crazy, stabbing, slicing, and dicing Hades across his cheeks, head, and neck. Her Frenzy damage was over 1,000 points a pop, and she was in full berserker mode.

Asteria swooped in, her eagle talons clutching Phoebe’s mech. The blue eagle set the steam-powered contraption on the street near the broken ballista I’d tripped over.

Phoebe vaulted off her mech—her limp gone now that she was a goddess—and did some lightning-quick battlefield engineering. 

In seconds, she not only had the ballista repaired and operational, but she was shooting exploding bolts into Hades, one after another, powered by Thymos Crystals she’d taken from her walker. Each of the grenade missiles hit like a Sidewinder, delivering her base Engineering-Damage, which was 675 points plus the base bolt damage, which was 450. Throw in fifty points of shrapnel, and she was shredding Hades’ huge body like a god-killing cheese grater. I mean, Phoebe was delivering over a thousand points of damage every time the bolts landed, and she was sending a round downrange every two seconds.

On outstretched wings, Asteria banked hard right and shifted in midair from giant eagle to a colossal T. rex, mouth open, teeth flashing. Her base Shifter-Damage was over a thousand points, as well. She landed on the oversized god of death. Digging in with her back legs, she clawed her way down Hades’ back, chewing as she went, snacking on his disgusting flesh.

Now is our chance to strike and win the day! the godstone screamed in my head. We waited for our tactical advantage, as you suggested, and now we have it!

“Look, Ares, just look at what our Amazons can do.” Standing on the streets of Rockford, the godstone and I watched the destruction of Hades.

The godstone turned strangely taciturn. Then it spoke. I see. You fashioned these women into weapons, and now they are delivering the killing blow. We lured Hades into the mouth of the trap, and they are the steel teeth. But what of our glory?

I shrugged. “You got the glory and lost. I let go of the glory and won. Which is better for the world?”

For a long moment, the godstone remained silent. Finally, Ares’ voice filled my head. You are wise, Jacob Merely, far wiser than I was. I release you. For now. Rest in your victory, enjoy your women, but do not think the war between you and I is over.

The godstone burned me one last time and then went quiet. It seemed I wouldn’t need Phoebe to make me another necklace, at least not right away.

I had to chuckle. Destiny hadn’t been on my side. I wasn’t fated to win. However, my generals? Yeah, fortune had favored them since we’d left Lycastia City on our quest. How lucky were we to find all those divine weapons? Was it fate that we destroyed Daedalus and got access to Hephaestus’ godstone? Seemed like it. Even Myrina dying played into our luck in the end. Without her death, I never would’ve destroyed the sigil and gone on a suicide run into the Underworld.

I hadn’t had fortune’s favor. But we did.

Asteria clamped her reptilian jaws down on Hades’ neck, a great gout of blood spurting out in an arc. She hung there like an oversized pitbull, working her fearsome jaws deeper and deeper into the god’s neck. Another incoming ballista bolt hit Hades dead in the chest, exploding with the force of a bunker buster; that seemed to be the straw that broke his ugly-ass back. He teetered, a tree deciding which way to fall, before finally dropping to his knees, then face-planting, crushing an old El Camino with a camper shell in the process. Asteria finally relented, freeing her jaws from the god’s neck, and backed up a pace or two. 

Hades shrank until he was only ten feet tall, surrounded by a completely destroyed Rockford awash in flame.

Phoebe left the ballista and slid next to me. Myrina leapt back on the Helios Chariot and, along with Persephone, raced to join us. Loxo skated down, sickles in her hands, her face glowing with bloodlust and battle hunger. Asteria, in the form of an eagle, touched down with a whisper of flapping wings, then turned human. She edged in beside me and slipped her arms around my waist, clinging to my side as she looked down on the fallen god with golden eyes.

Hades looked like he’d gone through a wood chipper. His head was ruined. A bit of skull showed through, the bone cracked open. He was missing one hand and most of one thigh.

“We left the killing blow to you, War God,” Myrina said, her voice sharp and deadly as a sword blade.

With a nod, I stepped away from Asteria, hefted the Crystal Scythe, and sped toward my enemy. I slashed with every ounce of power in my body and cut the faceless head from Hades’ shoulders. 

And just like that, the god of death was dead.

A shadow came from above, impossibly big, like midnight come to life. Whatever had come down out of the sky blocked out all light, blinding us. I thought to fight, but what was I going to fight? The night?

A voice, filled with infinite serenity, whispered into our skulls. Death comes for all, but death should not seek to destroy life. Death should seek to patiently nourish the living, because all will come to rest in me in the end. I will take Hades away, but I will need someone to rule this Underworld. Who will it be?

“I will,” Persephone said without missing a beat. “Though if my mother lives, I want her here with me.”

She lives, the patient presence intoned. In time, she will once again walk the Stair to come to the Underworld. As mother and daughter, you will bring joy back to the darkness, you will bring rest, and for those who deserve it, you will bring justice and punishment.

I thought of Necro Earl in the River Styx. Yeah, some souls did need a few eternities of correction.

When the vast, formless presence left, Hades was gone and the Asphodel Fields were no longer a battlefield. The fires were gone. The destroyed houses were restored. Every car, truck, and minivan was back in its normal place. Rockford had returned to its same old boring self. My Amazon army came creeping in behind us. We’d taken some losses. The spirits of the fallen warriors stood next to their living sisters, their faces solemn, silvery, and beautiful. 

With Hades gone, they had no reason to fear death now. There would be no one around to hunt them, to torture them, to turn them against me. Persephone, and eventually her mother, Demeter, would find places for them in the Elysian Fields where they would be happy and content. 

Unfortunately, the gates of Tartarus had been opened. Every beastie inside had escaped. And if they made it to the Stair, they could show up anywhere. But that was a problem for future Jacob. This battle was over. I’d done what Ares had wanted me to do, and the godstone had let go of me as a result. I wasn’t sure if it was a permanent state of affairs, but our victory had been my doing, and Ares’ godstone knew that. Dumb rock.

I let out a sigh. I was going to sleep forever. I heard a whistling sound. Ugh, I did not want to fight another single thing. In the end, I didn’t need to. It was just the War Blade soaring back from wherever Hades had smacked it. Shining brightly, my trusty sword slid into its scabbard at my side. I patted the hilt. Right on.

A woman in a housecoat and slippers came out of one of the houses. She looked familiar, thick and tough with a scowling face. It was her fauxhawk that gave it away. Antiope, the ghostly Illinois version of her. “Hey, I called 911. I thought I smelled smoke.”

I grinned and walked over to her. “Yeah, there was a little fire, but it’s out now. It’s all okay.”

She looked me up and down. “Nice costume. Is it Halloween?”

“Something like that,” I replied with a sad smile and a bob of my head.

Antiope gazed into my face and squinted, her brow furrowing in confusion. “Have we met? I think I know you. But it’s hard to remember. I feel like I should apologize.” Her voice broke. Tears threatened to fall. “Not sure why, but I’m sorry, for whatever it’s worth.”

“It’s okay,” I answered. “We’re okay now.”

She caught herself, blinking. “Okay, I’m being weird. I’m going to go back inside now. I was watching 300. You know that movie?”

Knew it? I’d lived it. And so had Antiope. She could be done with that now. She could find rest in this most normal of places. For a second, I wanted to go back to my world. The homesickness hit me hard. But the thing was, now I could go home if I wanted to. Hades was dead, the war was over, and Lycastia had four new gods to keep it safe. I mean, I’d need to use the Stair to find my reality, but there was nothing stopping me from doing so if that was what I wanted.

Ghost Antiope smiled, nodded, and headed back inside her house, closing the door with a soft click behind her.

I turned and smiled at my Amazons. They smiled back. We’d won.

Persephone walked up to me, creating a gazebo of ferns and flowers so thick that we had some privacy for a minute.

“I wanted to get you alone,” she said, her eyes half-closed, her mouth half-opened. Her lips were full, pink, and luscious.

“Uh, for what?” I asked. 

Stupid child, the godstone sighed. I guess it wasn’t completely gone, after all.

Persephone kissed me. “You’ll visit, will you not?”

She then reached under my armored linen skirt and grabbed me, gloriously, knee-shakingly hard. 

I struggled to breathe, to think. Just couldn’t seem to find the words. The godstone answered for me, “Of course, we will, goddess. You and I will know a glorious lust that would make even Aphrodite blush.”

For once, I didn’t disagree with the gem.
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Homebodies
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A WEEK LATER, I WOKE at sunrise surrounded by soft warm bodies. Asteria, Loxo, Doris, and Ianthe all were in my bed back in Lycastia City. I didn’t smell smoke, and the sun was bright once more. I breathed deeply and stretched out, muscles brimming with power and vitality. I felt well-rested and at peace, which was pretty much a first since landing on this island. Outside, the surf crashed melodically against the shore; I enjoyed the sound without wondering if there might be monsters lurking in the depths, waiting to pounce. 

Nope. We’d left the Underworld in the care of Persephone, the new goddess of the dead. She’d be a good one. Who better to rule the dead than someone who knew all about life and hope? Winter always surrendered to the greenery of spring, after all.

Yet both Persephone and Demeter, however much they knew about life, also knew about sorrow and loss. That would help them, as well. And that dark, patient presence that had taken Hades away? That had been Charon’s true boss, Thanatos, an entity far beyond anything we could hope to understand. The nice thing about the Greek gods is that however powerful they were, they were still human in a lot of ways. Things like Thanatos? That was primal stuff, beyond comprehension. With those three running the show, I had no doubt the dead would find the peace or judgement they deserved, and the land of the living would no longer have to worry about monstrous incursions.

I swung my legs over the edge of the bed and just sat there, leaning back on my hands. After I’d destroyed the sigil, the southern mountain had erupted. Once the volcano stopped spewing, the skies had cleared, and things had become peaceful. Normal, even. It had taken us days on end to sweep up the ash but compared to fighting hordes of hellspawn monsters every eight hours, a little light housework didn’t seem all that demanding. In-between bouts of cleaning and island restoration, we’d eaten, slept, and celebrated with more sex than I’d had in my entire life. 

I scanned the pile of sleeping women nestled in among the sheets and blankets and noticed that Phoebe wasn’t there. Where had she gone at such an early hour? Slipping out of bed, I quietly put on shorts and a T-shirt. Sabra and the girls had grown cotton, so I didn’t have to wear linen, leather, or bronze anymore, not now that the war was over.

I padded down the steps of my palace, a little hungry but more curious. Phoebe usually slept with us through the night. Myrina wasn’t much for group love, and she liked to sleep alone. I’d learned that the hard way. We’d tried to share a bed one night, just the two of us. She’d spent hours either hitting me or shoving me away. It was clear Myrina suffered from a sleep disorder. It was called night violence. Even in her sleep, that girl liked to fight.

I messaged my Rune-Caster. Hey, Phoebs, I just woke up, but you aren’t around. Where are you?

Come to the fountain, she sent back. And hurry! I’ll message Asteria and wake her. We all need to see this.

Well, shit. That didn’t sound good.

I jogged through the quiet streets, soft with the dawn, smelling of the ocean and flowers. As part of the restoration process, Sabra had taken to decorating our city with a variety of plants. I helped her by creating all sorts of gardens. It felt weird not having the sigil to protect any more. In fact, Brontia and Steropia were sculpting new statues for the central temple. Instead of one god there, they were going to create five statues for the new round of Olympian badasses. 

And, yes, Sophia had been jealous that Loxo was a goddess now. If Thanatos hadn’t whisked away Hades, I could’ve used the Hammer of Hephaestus to chip away more fragments to create more gods, but apparently that wasn’t meant to be.

I did put Sophia in charge of the southern city, which we renamed Persephone’s Gate. I’d fashioned another round of Amazons to watch over the rift, just in case any of the Titans that had escaped from Tartarus put in an appearance. Phoebe had filled me in on them. The Titans were the bad gods that the Olympians beat up, then caged in the Underworld. But when that dickbag Hades opened the gates to let out Typhon, the Titans escaped onto the Stair. There were at least six but might be as many as twelve. 

So far, it was all quiet, but in my experience as god of war, it was best to be vigilant and prepared just in case shit hit a god-sized fan. And if things got too out of control, Sophia could always teleport to Lycastia City and alert us, and we’d take care of business. Hippolyta, ever the good sport, also went to live in the new barracks we’d created in Persephone’s Gate. And of course, not only did she have the Vambraces of Boreas, but she also carried the Shield of Perseus in case the situation turned dire.

As for our other magical items, we decided to use the temple in Lycastia City as our divine armory. That was where we could put the world-destroying weapons we’d found during our adventures: the Crystal Scythe, the Helios Chariot, Athena’s Spear, Poseidon’s Trident, the Talaria, even the Hammer of Hephaestus.

I ran by the temple and around to the other side.

We’d left the statue of Ares above the fountain, kind of as a reminder of how not to fight wars. As a reminder of what the cost of ego was. Myrina and Phoebe stood at the water’s edge, staring down into the basin. Both were frowning. Near Phoebe was a complicated piece of machinery, gears ticking. A little window near a crank glowed from the Thymos Crystal powering the contraption. What the hell is that thing? I wondered.

Asteria came fluttering down, this time as a woman with wings, not unlike the Erinyes we’d fought in the Underworld. Asteria, though, was far bluer and much cuter. The red sliver of Hephaestus’ godstone gleamed in her chest. And now that she had rested and spent a lot of time in the ocean, using the trident to summon dolphin friends for her to play with, she was back to her giggly, carefree self. 

“What’s up?” I asked.

Asteria draped an arm around my shoulder. “Yes, what is the up going down?”

Phoebe frowned. That’s not a thing.

Myrina got down to business. “Phoebe, utilizing her enhanced engineering abilities, has created a surveillance system connected to the Stair.” She smiled. “Did I get that right, Phoebe?”

Perfect, the Rune-Caster sent. I wanted to keep in communication with Persephone, but I was also looking for her mother. Plus, I wanted to keep tabs on the Titans. So far, I haven’t found any of those shitweasels, nor any of the old gods that might’ve survived the Olympian War. But I did find something. She grew pale. “Yeah, um, this is hard.”

“What is it?” I asked.

Phoebe looked at Myrina. Asteria stepped back from me. Suddenly, I knew what it was. “You found a way for me to go home.”

Phoebe nodded.

The whole peaceful morning turned tense.

I could see my friends and family again on my version of Earth. I could play video games that didn’t require me to shed blood or sacrifice the lives of my friends. I could have a normal life.

Or could I? I still had the godstone in my chest. It had been quiet, but I knew it could try to take control of me again. And I’d been having a ton of sex with the Amazons, which kept them, and me, surprisingly happy. Would I really accept Pornhub as a substitute?

Unlikely.

No, my fate had been forever changed when Ares shoved the gem into my chest. “Guys, don’t worry, I might visit now that we’ve found where it is on the Stair, but I’m not going anywhere. We’re a team. We’re the new gods.” I offered them a big, goofy grin. “It sounds like a comic book,” I said. “The New Gods!”

Phoebe sighed. It was a comic book. Jack Kirby anyone?

Asteria hugged me again. Myrina nodded, a ghost of a smile playing across her lips.

Phoebe adjusted her engine. “Okay, we found your home, but we also found something else, slightly more ... problematic. Come and look.”

I bent over the edge of the fountain with Asteria next to me. The waters went milky for a minute, and when they cleared, I once again saw the strange M.C. Escher staircases winding through space and time. Landings flashed, showing exit points, and then one exit came into focus. Like a camera zooming in, we flashed through the tunnels of rock and into a warzone. A demon goddess moved through a burning jungle. Screaming, weeping people ran from her even as blood dripped from one of her mouths. She had three faces, each one a terrifying combination of fangs, tusks, and burning red eyes. A dozen arms held gore-splattered weapons.

A name came to me. “Kali,” I whispered.

Phoebe cleared her throat as if that word itself was a choking hazard. “We can’t find any signs of the Greek mythology, but we stumbled upon a sister world that is being destroyed by gods from the Hindu mythology. And, yeah, genius, that right there is Kali. She creates life. And she destroys it. This is her on one of her bad days.”

All those people needed our help, clearly, but I only knew a little about the Hindu stories. 

The godstone stirred at the idea of battle.

We all leaned over the fountain, watching the destruction. She was heading toward a mountain, and in that mountain was a cave—an entrance to the Stair.

I let out a long breath. Yes, I was a level-thirty god now, thanks to a little help from the Aegletes Crown, but I wasn’t done levelling or fighting. And now that my generals were demigoddesses, they too could continue to grow in power. I thought that after I defeated Hades, the video game I was living would end. But maybe that wasn’t the case. Maybe it was only the beginning of a new adventure. A DLC of epic proportions.

I said what we were all thinking. “If Kali can get to the Stair, she could try to pull a Hades. We have to stop her.” 

Myrina nodded. “We were not meant to luxuriate slothfully on this island. We were meant for battle.” Those Attribute Points in Intelligence were helping her vocabulary, without a doubt.

“I was meant for love and laughter and eating,” Asteria protested. “But ...” she faltered, shifting uncomfortably on her feet. “But I do like helping people. And I love being with all of you.”

I turned to Phoebe. She shot me a finger gun. I was made for loving you, baby. But yeah, helping people is cool too.

I inhaled deeply. “Semper fidelis.”

Always faithful. 

I thought I’d given that oath to the Marine Corps, but now it meant something different to me. I had a duty to protect the universe, and to that end, I would always be faithful. I knew my parents would be proud of me, and I’d shown Ares, my Amazons, and myself there were a lot of different ways to be a War God. I now wore that mantle, and in truth, I never wanted to take it off, not as long as I could fight with my Amazons to protect the innocent and save worlds. Yes, plural, because there were a lot of different worlds in the multiverse.

It was settled.

I’ll get the forges fired. Phoebe sent. We have Amazons to create.

Before she could leave, I pulled her into my arms and kissed her. Myrina and Asteria pushed themselves up against us, and I opened my arms for a group hug.

I was with my generals, my demigoddesses, my Amazons, and there was nothing that could stand against us. All hail the new phaeton, the new gods of war!
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IF YOU LOVED WAR GOD’S Mantle and would like stay in the loop about the latest book releases,  promotional deals, and upcoming book giveaways be sure to subscribe to the Shadow Alley Press mailing list: Shadow Alley Press Mailing List. Sign up now and get a free copy of our bestselling anthology, Viridian Gate Online: Side Quests! Your email address will never be shared and you can unsubscribe at any time. You can also connect with us on our Facebook Fan Page: Shadow Alley Press. 

You can find even more books and awesome recommendations over on our Facebook Group Page, Fantasy Nation! Home to the best Epic, Urban, and LitRPG Fantasy around!

Word-of-mouth and book reviews are crazy helpful for the success of any writer—or in, in our case, Publishing Company. If you really enjoyed reading about Jacob and his crew of badass Amazons, please consider leaving a short, honest review—just a couple of lines about your overall reading experience. This is also the last book in the series ... UNLESS we get overwhelming fan responses. So if you want to see a War God Book 4, please, please, please leave a review and let Aaron and James know. You can click here to leave a review at Amazon, and thank you in advance: War God’s Mantle: Underworld

Looking for more Harem Gamelit? Well, then check out the first book in Nick Harrow’s exciting new Dungeon Bringer series, Dungeon Bringer 1. Or keep reading to take a sneak peek.
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Construct your dungeon. Summon your monster girls. Slaughter your foes.

WHEN THE INKOLANA CARTEL's experimental computer network comes under attack, they give white-hat hacker Clay Knight two hours to fix the problem.

If he succeeds, he'll be rich beyond his wildest dreams.

If he fails, he's a dead man.

But when Clay hacks the hackers, he stumbles into an ancient ritual that summons him to the dusty, forgotten world of Soketra. In this strange new land, Clay finds dungeons, monsters, and a fierce pride of beautiful cat women who believe he is the reincarnation of the ancient Dungeon Lord Rathokhetra. With a band of bloodthirsty dungeon raiders on his doorstep, Clay must master his new abilities and gather guardians for his territory to save himself and his army of warrior women from a fate darker than death.
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Chapter 1: Meltdown
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SHE CROSSED THE BAR toward me with the lithe strides of a stalking tigress. Candlelight cast her face in shadow, but her eyes glowed with an emerald radiance that drew me to her like a barbed-wire lariat. Musical chimes tinkled against my ears with every step she took, and I wanted her the same way a man lost in the desert wanted water.

The good news was that she looked like she was just as thirsty for me as I was for her.

She didn’t say a word when she reached me. She tilted her head back and eased forward until our lips almost touched. Her breath smelled like honeysuckle and cinnamon, and the heat of it wrapped my brain in a warm, moist fog that made it all but impossible to think about anything but her.

I leaned forward to kiss her, and our lips met with an explosion of pain that dragged me out of the best damned dream I’d had in months. It took me a few seconds to realize why my lips hurt so bad.

It was the gun barrel a very unpleasant man had shoved into my mouth.

“You Knight?” the hulking shadow that loomed over my bed asked. He had to be close to seven feet tall and seemed almost as wide. A shaft of light through my open window fell across his heavily tattooed gun hand. The pistol was still pressed up against my lips, and my eyes crossed when I tried to focus on it, but I didn’t need to see any details to know it was big enough to turn my head into extra-chunky salsa if I made a wrong move.

I considered trying to convince the shadow he had the wrong apartment, but that seemed like a bad plan. If he’d wanted me dead, he wouldn’t have woken me up to seal the deal.

“That’s me,” I said and did my best not to flinch as my lips scraped across the gun’s muzzle. 

Neither of us moved for what must have been a thousand years. Finally, the gun moved a few feet away from my mouth, but its bore remained centered on my head. Still, I considered that progress.

“Gotta job for you,” he said. “Get dressed.”

“I don’t know—”

“This is a one-time offer, and it expires when I get pissed off.” The man’s gruff voice told me we were very close to that expiration. “You do this, you get a billion dollars. You fuck it up, or you lay there in bed like a slug for a few more minutes, and I’ll introduce you to one of Mr. Shooty’s bullet friends.”

He tipped the gun’s muzzle up so I could stare down the bottomless black well of its barrel.

I scrambled out of my warm, comfy bed and onto the cold hardwood floor like an electric eel had just tried to climb up my ass.  The freezing shock of the wood against the soles of my feet filled me with the sudden urge to empty my bladder, but there was no time for that. I grabbed the black sweatpants and matching T-shirt that I’d dropped on the floor before climbing into bed a few hours ago and practically dove into them.

“I’ll need my laptop,” I said as I tried to reach past the big dude to collect my bag off the dresser behind him.

“No.” He blocked my arm with his massive body. “We’ve got everything you need at the job.”

I wanted to explain to him that there was no way he knew what I needed. That laptop was loaded with tools I’d built or modified over a decade of security work. Asking me to do my job without that laptop would be like asking a carpenter to build a house without his hands.

“You don’t understand,” I tried to explain, but the big boy was having none of it. He abandoned the shadows for the rectangle of milky moonlight that spilled through my bedroom window and shoved his pistol into my ribs hard enough to leave a bruise.

But the gun wasn’t what freaked me out.

The shadow man was a straight-up monster. His enormous head was as bald as a newborn’s ass, with a brow so heavy it looked like you could break bricks on it. His beady eyes perched above a spade-shaped nose lined with whorls and ridges of flesh, and a pair of cracked tusks jutted from the corners of a gruesome, lipless mouth.

To top it all off, the dude was a puke shade of green and smelled about the same.

“We were told you were the best, and that is why I came for you,” he said, his carefully enunciated words at odds with his bestial appearance. “But you have reached the limits of my patience, and I am about to move on to our second choice.

“After I kill you.”

If I’d had any doubts about his willingness to put me in the ground, they vanished after one quick glance into his eyes. I didn’t know what had happened to his guy, but whatever nightmare accident had wrecked his face left him looking like a Lord-of-the-Rings-style orc straight out of central casting. He also looked like he might eat me after he shot me in the face.

“Lead on,” I said. I’d spent more than my fair share of time in the gym, because if you spend all day pecking at a keyboard, you have to do something or you’ll turn into a wad of sugar cookie dough. But I had no illusions that my sparring matches and weight lifting would stand a chance against this legit monster. I was sure he wasn’t actually an orc, but he still looked as big and mean as one of Tolkien’s bad boys.

“Don’t try anything stupid,” he said and waved the pistol’s muzzle toward the door. 

I followed his directions and kept my hands well away from my sides as I left my bedroom. I didn’t have a weapon, but I didn’t want the orc lookalike behind me to think that I did and get antsy. 

Besides, there was an upside to all this. If I pulled off the job they’d kidnapped me for, I’d be a billionaire.

I kept that thought locked firmly at the front of my mind as we left my apartment. The orc steered me toward the elevator and made his gun vanish as soon as we entered the car. He didn’t so much as glance in my direction for the rest of the trip.

“Can I at least know what corp wanted me so bad they sent you to shanghai me?” I asked between floors twelve and eleven. “I don’t usually go on a first date without knowing a name.”

He mulled the question over until we hit the eighth floor and then said something that scared me even more than his ugly mug.

“Inkolana Syndicate,” he said, as if deciding it didn’t matter whether I knew who’d hired me. 

Well, that explained the guns and money. The Inkolana Syndicate had more of both than they knew what to do with, and they weren’t afraid to use either of them to get what they wanted. And what they wanted was usually a bigger slice of the drug business and for their enemies in various world governments to disappear into deep, dark holes.

But what the hell would the world’s scariest cartel need with a hacker?

I asked that question when we hit the ground floor, but the orc just grunted and clapped an oversized hand on my shoulder. He steered me through the lobby and out to the sidewalk where a black sedan waited for us. My kidnapper shoved me into the back seat, then slid in next to me without another word.

I scrambled to the other side of the car before he could smash me under his bulk. The dude didn’t have much respect for personal space.

The sedan’s suspension groaned in protest as the monster settled into position beside me, and the engine protested mightily as the driver slammed it into drive and punched the accelerator. We glided through the streets of downtown Dallas, and the lack of foot traffic and Uber drivers told me I’d been taken in the dead hours of the night between the time when the barflies buzzed away from their booze halls and when the early risers dragged their sorry asses off to their slavery in corporate hellholes.

“Put this on,” the cartel thug said. He slapped a burlap sack against my gut, and I grunted in surprise. My blood ran cold as I raised the hood to get a better look at it. The coarse brown cloth was exactly the sort of thing you’d put over someone’s head before you put a bullet through the back of their skull.

“I never touched an Inkolana system,” I argued in a desperate effort to save my life. Maybe they thought I’d hacked them and they were taking me somewhere to torture me for a few days before they shot me. A vivid image of my naked, mutilated corpse lying in a ditch with the bloody bag over my shattered head bullied its way into my thoughts. 

“It’s for your safety,” the orc said. “You don’t need to know where we’re going to do your damned job.”

The argument made enough sense to put my paranoid dread at ease, and I yanked the bag down over my head. The loose weave of the burlap made it possible to see light and shadow, but I couldn’t make out any details. 

We cruised along for a while longer but never hit highway speeds. That told me we’d never left downtown, but not much else. Dallas had exploded in size over the past couple of decades, and its downtown was littered with massive skyscrapers. There was no way for me to tell which underground parking garage we pulled into, and I hoped the cartel would feel the same way.

The car stopped, my kidnapper dragged me out of it, and a few seconds later we were inside an elevator. A few seconds after that we were zipping up so fast my stomach tried to convince me we were on a roller coaster. It was hard to smell anything but the rich, musty scent of the burlap in front of my nose, but I picked up a harsh antiseptic smell that only got stronger as the elevator went higher. It reminded me of a hospital or a doctor’s office. Something medicinal.

Why would they bring me to a hospital? Did they want me to hack into its systems and assassinate someone during an operation? I’d seen a movie with that plot once, and the whole thing had seemed stupid to me. There was almost no reason for a hacker to come on site to do a job like that.

The elevator’s doors dinged open after several minutes, and the orc muscled me out of the elevator. He waited for a few seconds, then yanked the hood off my head and shoved it into one of his jacket’s pockets.

I blinked and struggled to adjust my eyes to the harsh light. Everything around me was polished white that gleamed with a sterile perfection. There were no pictures on the walls, no carpet on the floor, not even the thin black grid of tiles. It looked as if the whole place had been molded from a single block of white acrylic.

The orc snatched my right arm in his iron grip and almost yanked me off my feet as he hauled me forward. I took a deep, surprised breath, and my nose burned from the chemical reek of cleaning agents and raw alcohol in the air. A faint bubbling noise grew louder over the slap of my soles against the smooth floor. It reminded me of an aquarium’s oxygenating pump.

Where the fuck was I?  

We rounded a corner and came into a square white room about thirty feet on a side. The only furniture was a simple black desk with a fancy office chair made of so much chrome and leather it looked like it belonged in the private room of a strip club. My babysitter hauled me over to the chair and tossed me into it. He spun my seat around to face the desk with a hearty shove and slapped his hands down on the chair’s back.

“This is your workstation,” he said. “We need you to stop an attack on our system.”

“What system?” I asked. The more information I had, the better equipped I’d be to deal with whatever enemy they’d put me up against. “And what kind of attack?” 

“This is the system,” the big boy said, and the white wall in front of me vanished to reveal an enormous aquarium that looked like it was at least as big as the room that held my workstation.

A sinister black manifold hovered above the surface of the yellowish fluid that filled the tank, and thick, wire-wrapped cables descended from the multitude of bulbous nodules that dotted its surface. Those artificial umbilical cords drooped into the thick fluid, where they were each connected to a brain. 

A whole bunch of brains.

The lumps of gray matter were surrounded by status lights that mostly glowed amber. Whatever the cartel had to deal with, it looked like it had already taken a toll on their vat of brains.

“I’m a coder, not a biologist,” I said. Something about this place creeped me out, and I did not want to get stuck messing around with a swimming pool filled with dead heads. “And I don’t think anyone can fix brains after they’ve been scooped out of their skulls, so I’ll just mosey on back home—”

I didn’t get halfway out of the chair before the orc slapped his enormous hands onto my shoulders like a raptor putting the death grip on a rabbit. He pressed me back into my seat so hard its springs squealed, and I was sure a couple of my vertebrae had been crushed to powder. The cartel freak shoved my chair forward to pin my legs under the desk so I couldn’t try that little stunt again.

“This is a coding problem,” the enormous monster declared. He reached past me to tap the mirror-smooth surface of the white desk he’d trapped me against. His cologne, a surprisingly delicate but somehow musky scent, flooded my nostrils.

“Hey, what’s that you’re wearing?” I asked. “It reminds me of my grandma’s bathroom—”

The cartel’s muscle squeezed my right shoulder so hard I was sure he’d crippled me for life.

“Shut. Up,” he said in a voice like a concrete mixer’s growl.

I recognized a network diagram before the holographic display the hit man had triggered could fully render. Pulses of red light swarmed through the digital schematic and collected at critical junctures like widowmaker blood clots headed for a soon-to-be-dead-man’s heart. If those red blips broke through whatever defenses had held them back so far, the network’s central cores would be shredded into packets and downloaded in the blink of an eye.

“Wow, someone really, really does not like you guys,” I said as I leaned in for a better look at the mess I’d been kidnapped to fix. It was a truly impressive clusterfuck, of the kind I’d never seen in the wild. “This is a DDOS, but not the script kiddie variety. They’re flooding your ports, but I’ve never seen a traffic pattern like this. Looks like a pair of adversarial AIs are running the actual attack. Could be Russian, most definitely military grade. This might be too big of a job for one hacker to handle. I need to call in a few allies to help me lock this down.”

“You will stop the attack,” the orc thug said and gave me a firm pat on my bruised shoulder. “And we will give you one billion dollars. You. Alone.”

“Sounds good,” I said, frustrated by his response. People with money always thought more money could solve any problem the universe laid in their path. Sometimes that was true, but sometimes even the best hackers needed some help. I knew just the right folks to carve this problem up and serve it to the cartel on a platter, but I also knew Mr. Orc Face wouldn’t let me invite my friends over to play ball. Frustrated, I lashed out. “Can I get a pony, too? I’ve never been to Disneyland. Throw in a chartered flight to the happiest place on earth and hire some strippers to give me a concierge tour of Mickey’s Secret Playground while you’re at it.”

The orc cleared his throat and doors opened at the corners of the room. Four more heavies who’d all come from the same factory as my kidnapper entered, and the doors slid closed behind them. They watched me like a pack of ravenous wolves ready to rip into their prey the moment their alpha gave the word. 

Maybe if I survived this, I’d remember not to run my mouth around people who could kill me without losing a wink of sleep.

Oh, who am I kidding? I hated getting pushed around, and I doubted I’d ever sit still while a pack of steroid junkies yanked my chain.

“Mr. Clay Knight,” the big man said from behind me. His voice was as tight as a choke chain around a lunging pit bull’s throat. “This is not a joke or a hoax. We brought you here because our people have heard you are the best when it comes to defending against attacks such as the one we are experiencing. When you stop the attack on my employer’s network, I will give you the access code to a numbered offshore account that contains one billion dollars. With that amount of money, you can purchase your own herd of pony-riding strippers.”

“What if I can’t do it?” I asked. “Whoever’s behind this came loaded for bear. They aren’t just hammering your network; they’re flattening a whole chunk of the internet to get you. It’s the digital equivalent of carpet bombing, and even someone as good as I am can’t just make that go away.”

“If you cannot resolve this issue in a timely fashion, I am authorized to terminate your employment,” the orc boy said in a tone tinged with dark glee. “Believe me when I say that termination will be an extremely painful process for you.”

That threat did wonders to clarify my thoughts. 

“How long do I have before you start hacking pieces off my body?” I asked. My eyes had already roamed across the schematic to identify the most endangered parts of the network and the attack vectors aimed at their digital skulls. 

The incoming hack was impressive, but I spied a glimmer of hope. It would be hard as hell, but I could isolate the weakened nodes and rebuild their defenses in an hour or two. That would hold off the bulk of the attacks that converged on a set of storage and processing nodes at the center of the network. Then another two, maybe three, hours, and I’d turn the denial of service right back on the assholes behind it.

“You must stop the attack before the raiders can reach the secured storage nodes,” he said. “Our IT staff believe that will happen within the next thirty minutes.” 

“That’s not enough time,” I said after I’d caught my breath from that gut punch of a deadline. My thoughts raced as I analyzed the hack again and tried to come up with a defense I could implement in the very narrow window I’d been given.

The bad guys had gone all brute force and launched the internet equivalent of a nuclear strike at the cartel’s brain machine. I could build a bunker inside the network that would protect the critical nodes while I looked for a solution. “I’ll have to take part of your network down and redirect all the attack traffic to a honeypot to figure out a defense.”

“No,” the thug said. “The system must remain operational. Our investors have entrusted us with critical functions for their businesses. We cannot restrict access to our system for any reason.”

I blew out an exasperated sigh and hoped it would take the tension building in my chest with it. The cartel had hired the best defensive hacker money could buy, but it was going to be hard as hell to fix their problem if they tied my hands behind my back with their ridiculous conditions. Thirty minutes to stop an all-out AI attack with no backup, and I had to leave the system online?

I was in hacker hell. 

I debated making a run for it, but the bad men positioned at strategic points around the room made that a loser’s bet. Their scarred and tattooed hands rested on the butts of enormous firearms strapped to their hips or chests, and they kept their dead shark’s eyes locked on me at all times. If I so much as farted too loudly, I’d catch a bullet. 

My only option was to get to work.

I focused my mind on the quiet burble of the brain tank’s filtration pump, and my meditation practice kicked in. My thoughts slowed, my muscles loosened, and my pulse pushed blood into every nook and cranny of my overtaxed brain. The problem-solving skills that had attracted the cartel’s interest and put me in this do-or-die situation burst to life. 

“Okay,” I said. “Let’s make a billion dollars.”

I cracked my knuckles and raised my hands over the white surface of the desk. Illuminated keys rose through the mirror-smooth surface and adjusted their spacing and slope to the positions of my fingers. I’d never touched a keyboard like this one, but the instant my fingertips brushed the grippy, concave keys, my geek obsession with keyboards reared its ugly head.

“This thing custom?” I asked as I tapped in a command to pull up the traffic log files. “I want one. Where’d you get it?”

The thug behind me grunted but said nothing. 

“Fine, be that way,” I snorted. “I’ll check Amazon after I finish cleaning up your mess for you.”

Before I could issue any commands, a terminal window flashed to life and a brief message scrolled up to greet me. 

****WELCOME TO DECS 2033

****ELEVATED ACCESS TERMINAL

****>>>

I poked around to see just how highly elevated this terminal’s access was. I tried to switch to the root directory, but it was locked down. A quick search did turn up an admin directory, however, and that opened up to me almost as fast as my prom date had. It only took me a few seconds to find the traffic logs that I needed.

I extracted the logs from the network’s storage drive, encrypted them into a tidy package, and opened a terminal window to shoot it off to my tools server. I could have analyzed the traffic in the clean room, but the sophisticated analysis package ready and waiting on my remote system could crunch through it in a fraction of the time it would take me to do it manually. I could have done it even faster if they’d let me bring my laptop, but I’d just have to make do.

My shoulders tensed when I started the transfer from DECS to my remote server, but none of the thugs reacted to my breach of security protocol. Either they had no idea what I was up to or they had orders to let me do whatever I deemed necessary to clean up their shitstorm. I hoped it was the former, because I really, really wanted to leave myself a backdoor on this system. I’d never seen anything like it, and there was no way I would leave it alone until I’d pried out every one of its secrets from the safety of the island volcano lair I would build with my billion dollars.

That is how supervillains come to be, folks.

While my analysis package did its work, I ran a “who” command to find any rogue operators rampaging through the system. The massive denial of service attack had created such havoc with the DECS network’s firewalls that a whole army of hackers could be balls deep in it by now.

“Do you have a list of users you expect to be using your network tonight?” I asked the orc. When he didn’t respond immediately, I turned in my chair and stared at him. “Do. You. Have. A—”

“Who do you think you are?” the monster snarled at me. 

The big boy looked pissed enough to chew out my throat and keep my skull for his new cereal bowl. He obviously wasn’t used to being talked to like this, but I was fresh out of polite. I had a job to do, and the minutes I had left before my fatal deadline ticked away much too fast for comfort. If I was going to succeed, these assholes needed to work with me.

“I’m the billion-dollar boy, tubby,” I said. “I know you want to kill me, but you know you can’t. When I ask a question, I expect an answer. If you don’t have an answer, you better fucking get one. The fact that you only gave me thirty minutes to solve this means there’s a deadline over your head as much as mine. Do you have the user list?”

My kidnapper ground his teeth in frustration and turned away from me with one hand pressed to his left ear. He mumbled something to someone and tapped his toe as he waited for a response.

I turned back to my terminal and examined the list of logged-in users. Some of the names were garbled strings of nonsense characters. Those most likely belonged to bots who’d used brute force algorithms to pound their way through the network’s login screens and make themselves at home inside the DECS network. I scraped all those user IDs into a text file and sent it off to the pattern-matching AI on my server. Once the analysis found the common pattern the bad guys had used to create those IDs, we could blast all of them off the network in one swift stroke.

“All of our verified users for this run have logins that start with DECS followed by unique hashes,” the orc hit man said through a jaw clenched so tight I was amazed his teeth hadn’t ground themselves to dust. “The hash list will take us longer to extract, but that is in process.”

“Thank you,” I said in a tone laced with enough sugary sarcasm to cause diabetes.

It only took me a minute or two to hack together a friend-or-foe script to identify the bad guys and terminate their processes. I double-checked my code to make sure I wasn’t about to bounce a bunch of billionaires off their private MMO server and then launched phase one of my counterattack.

I opened a second terminal window while my script ran in the main screen. Dozens of user names scrolled up the screen with a bright red word after each of them: TERMINATED.

“I just kicked a few hundred rogue users out of your system,” I informed the orc-faced freaks scattered around the room. “Which means whatever scrapyard firewall you had in place has already shit the bed and gone off to the happy hacking grounds. You guys probably should’ve hired me before your frenemies played hide the sausage with your fancy network’s balloon knot.”

None of the hit men responded to my status report. They looked bored, as if waiting to shoot me was the simplest job they’d ever had. Maybe it was. Half the orc boys looked like they’d been kicked through a meat grinder and had come out ready for another fight. 

My script kept on playing whack-a-mole with the intruders. Every few hundredths of a second it checked who was online, and any name that didn’t match the safe list I’d established got its ticket punched with extreme prejudice. My trick burnt up valuable processing cycles, but it gave the network a little breathing room. I checked the diagram that had been opened for me and saw my maneuver had already relieved some of the network’s congestion.

That was good, but it wouldn’t last. These hackers were determined, and I needed to track them back to their source and clip their wings for good. If I didn’t, they’d figure out what I was up to and nullify my makeshift defenses with some new shenanigans. 

My phone vibrated around my wrist, and I bumped it against the desk to kill the alarm before any of the orc thugs freaked out. The pattern it had throbbed against my skin told me that my tools package had finished part of its work and had some juicy information for me.

I punched in a command on the DECS terminal to check my private message system and saw two notes parked in my personal email box. The first one was the list of IP addresses and countries of origin from the traffic logs I’d beamed out for analysis. I took a quick peek at the results, and what I saw turned my smile upside down.

The data my analysis tools had parsed didn’t make any fucking sense. There were too many digits in every address segment, and where there should’ve been the names of foreign countries, the AI had spit out long strings of nonsense characters.

“All right, these bad boys were smart enough to cover their tracks and spoof their IP addresses,” I said to the room. “If your boss has any idea who might be behind this or where they’re sending the attack from, now would be a good time to get straight with me. It will be a whole hell of a lot easier if I know where to look for these assholes.”

While the leader of the orc kidnapping ring mumbled into his phone, I checked the second message through the terminal. This was a list of unique usernames and my AI’s best guess at the randomized patterns their attack used. I gave it a quick command to search for any of those user IDs in the usual places and hoped it might come up with a hit. Some hacker groups were stupid and liked to hide cute little signatures in their work.

Don’t do that, kids. That’s how you go to jail.

I was surprised to find that the list of usernames was short. There were a few dozen different handles, less than that if you cut off the alphanumeric strings that seemed to have been appended to them at random. If the attack had truly been brute force, there should’ve been thousands of those bogus login attempts. 

Weird.

But even weirder were the strings of names that I could actually read.

Kezakazek||Drow||Sorcerer||????

Ristle||Gnome||Cleric||####

Sheth||Norisk||Warrior||####

Peska||Half-Demon||Rogue||####

“Cute,” I said sarcastically. “Maybe it is just script kiddies. The list of usernames in here looks like somebody’s D&D game spurted all over the place.”

I read off a few of the names to the orcs and asked, “Do any of those handles ring a bell for you boys?”

It was a long shot, but it certainly would’ve been nice if those names had been the aliases of the cartel’s most hated foes. Then Orc Boy Joe and the Gun Bunnies could’ve scampered off to solve the problem with bullets, and I could go home and get some damned rest.

After I collected my cool billion for helping them settle their shit.

“Checking,” the hit man said. “And the boss says we have too many enemies to count. This could be coming from anywhere.”

“Super,” I said with the same kind of fake good humor you get from the kid at Mickey D’s when you ask for a plain cheeseburger and fresh fries with no salt. “How long do I have left on my clock?”

“Twenty-five minutes,” the orc leader grunted. “Less talking. More work.”

“Fuck off,” I muttered and turned my attention back to the monitors.

The bad guys had been smart enough to hide their IP addresses, so a direct attack was out of the question for the moment. It was time for a different approach.

No one had thought it necessary to give me the details on how DECS was set up or where I could find important pieces of information like the firewall configuration schema. Fortunately, I was really good at this. It only took me a couple of minutes to find the firewall and set up a blacklist based on the IP addresses my AI had extracted from the traffic logs.

The firewall was a piece of shit. That was obvious by the fact that it had failed so spectacularly. I didn’t trust that it wouldn’t fail again, but the blacklist I fed to it would make its job so simple even a one-armed monkey with a bad weed problem could handle it. All the software had to do was check the IP addresses against the list I’d given it, and when it found a match, it would deny them even a single attempt to log in.  

While the firewall itself wasn’t worth a plugged nickel, there was one silver lining. The cartel’s otherwise incompetent IT boys had set up reciprocal blocking agreements with a few dozen firewalls owned by other companies in the same area. The IP addresses I’d added to the DECS blacklist would be shared with the next set of firewalls in this block of the internet neighborhood, and they’d share it with their partners, and so on, and so on. Before long, those masked IPs would be blocked by any system they tried to access.

A red border flashed around my primary terminal window, and I raised an eyebrow as I took in the status report from DECS. My script had killed most of the illegitimate user sessions, but they hadn’t been able to block them all. Kezakazek and her little pals were still loose in the system, and they were eating up bandwidth like nobody’s business. They were still digging in toward the core, but they were also transmitting an alarming amount of information back out of DECS. 

What in the hell were they up to?

I hammered in a quick string of commands to terminate Kezakazek’s session, but nothing happened. The command didn’t kick back an error message or shoot me a status report. I wondered if my keyboard had become disconnected, but, no, I could see the command on the terminal. The system just hadn’t bothered to respond to me.

That was very, very bad.

“What are the odds you have a mole in here?” I asked. “Someone with elevated privileges like the ones on this terminal?”

“Not possible,” the orc said. “And we don’t know anyone by those names you gave us earlier. Keep working. You have twenty minutes.”

Fuck. This just kept getting worse.

If the intruders had already given themselves download privileges, they might have also made themselves immune to my systematic purge. I needed to figure out what they were up to before I could launch another counterattack.

I took a quick peek at their activity logs, and my heart sank. They’d yanked gigabytes of data out of the system and injected gigabytes more. I tapped into the Kezakazek stream, and a flood of hexadecimal garbage splashed across the terminal. I grabbed a couple of lines of the middle of the stream and bashed together a one-liner program to translate the gibberish into ASCII.

****Kezakazek|| Chill Touch|| Wahket Commoner||3||Wound

What in the actual fuck was that all about? It reminded me of the readouts from the old online role-playing games I used to play on my iPad before everything went to augmented reality. I translated a few more lines, and they were all variations on the same theme.

If a gamer clan had hacked their way into DECS as some sort of prank or a way to gain an edge in some online role-playing game, this whole job was about to get incredibly messy.

Because these cartel assholes didn’t care why their system was shitting the bed. They’d kill whoever was responsible for their problem, whether that was another criminal syndicate or a bunch of otherwise innocent kids. And, even if it were just a stupid prank, I was still a dead man if I didn’t solve the issue before the clock ran down.

I glanced over at the firewall configuration terminal screen and cursed when I saw the red border flashing around it. I pivoted my attention to the alert and bit back a shout of frustration. 

The firewall had failed at the very simple job I’d given it. The masked IP addresses didn’t conform to the international standard, and the truly shitacular software the cartel had trusted to defend their system couldn’t handle any nonstandard inputs. The connection requests I’d counted on the firewall to deflect still battered the system, and DECS was getting closer to a catastrophic failure with every passing second.

Speaking of minutes, I had about fifteen of them left. Fifty percent of my work time had evaporated in what felt like thirty seconds. The shot clock had ticked down into the danger zone, and the time for playing defense was over. If I wanted to live, I had to get aggressive.

“All right, dickbags,” I whispered under my breath. “If I can’t keep you out, let’s see if I can get in.”

I switched back to my AI tool suite and commanded it to find the single most common IP address used by the attackers. It churned for a few seconds and then spat out three addresses that had each been used close to a million times.

“Here goes nothing.” I fired up some attack programs on my tools server and fed all three IP addresses into my attack.

Nothing happened for what felt like a few hours, and beads of sweat trickled down my spine as my nerves tried to push me into full-blown panic mode. There was every chance this wouldn’t work. But if it did...

***CONNECTING.

***CONNECTING..

***CONNECTING...

The inside of my lower lip was raw from where I’d anxiously gnawed on it. If I could catch one lousy break, I could wrap this fucking mess up and collect one billion goddamn dollars.

I checked the timestamp on my attack suite. Five seconds had passed. My head throbbed, and my pulse pounded in my ears as I waited to see if I’d get lucky.

***PLEASE ENTER LOGIN CREDENTIALS.

***>>>

“Holy shit!” I shouted and immediately regretted my exclamation.

The cartel’s gunmen jumped at the sudden sound and drew their weapons. Their eyes were like hard chips of flint as they burrowed into me, and every gun in the room was pointed at my head.

I lifted both hands off my keyboard and slowly turned in my fancy office chair to make sure they could all see I meant no harm. When they eased their pistols back into their holsters and crossed their arms over their chests, I finally spoke.

“Geez, jumpy much?” I asked with a cool-guy tone that I hoped masked my nerves. “That was just me celebrating the stupidity of the bad guys. They made the same mistake your dipshit IT guys did and didn’t defend themselves very well.”

“Twelve minutes,” the muscle said. “In twelve minutes, you’re either a billionaire or a corpse. Your choice.”

“I’ll only need five,” I said with a cocky exuberance that smoothed over the jangled snarl of barbed-wire nerves in my belly. “You did kidnap the best, after all.”

I spun back around to face the terminal and fired off a port scan. My eyes widened as I realized the attacker’s system had no firewall of any kind. I didn’t have a good user ID or password, and there was no time to run a brute force attack on them. But the port scan showed me that these dummies had left several ports open. Those would give me an angle of attack.

“Let’s see what we’ve got here.” I scrolled through the open ports. Port eighty-eight? That was probably a security camera. This could be interesting.

I accessed the open port, and a janky webcam interface of a type I’d never seen before opened in my terminal window. Someone had overlaid a crusty low-res sandstone texture across the whole thing and added an ugly drop shadow to make the words and text-entry boxes look like they’d been carved into the fake rock.

“How very late twentieth-century GeoCities of you,” I grumbled. 

One of the first things you learn as a hacker is that people are terrible about their own security. I typed “admin” and “password” into the appropriate boxes and tapped the enter key.

The interface flickered for a moment, and then a red ACCESS DENIED message flashed across the screen.

I changed the user name to “Admin” and tried again.

“Bingo,” I whispered as a green ACCEPTED banner flashed and the sandstone blew away with a surprisingly realistic animation. Static flickered on the terminal’s screen, but my monitor held a black square where I’d expected the video feed to appear. I wondered for a moment if I’d stumbled onto an ancient and forgotten security camera tucked away in an old basement storeroom. That wouldn’t do me any good at all. I needed to see some faces or at least some populated background scene to narrow down the attackers’ location.

The camera’s terminal window fuzzed out into gray and black static that slowly resolved itself into a recognizable image. The ambient lighting in the camera room was dim, and the walls looked like they were made from blocks of stone. The perspective seemed strange, and shadows stretched and shrank across the wall. It took me a few moments to realize the camera wasn’t aimed at a wall. It was pointed up to the ceiling.

Apparently, I was not going to catch the break I so badly needed.

The faint scent of cinnamon and other spices I couldn’t identify wafted through the clean room on a hot breeze. Other scents—hot wax, the faint sulfurous aroma of a spent match, and the warm, thick smell of honey—filled the room in a perfumed cloud. 

“Check the doors,” the orc who’d kidnapped me barked, and one of the overgrown muscle men hustled out of the room with his gun drawn.

“I’m going to need a raise if this gets shooty,” I said to the orc. “Hazard pay.”

“If there’s shooting, you’ll probably be the first one to catch a bullet,” he responded. “For now, concentrate on fixing the problem.”

“Wow,” I said. “You’re a fucking peach.”

I dragged the camera’s window up to the left corner of the holographic display and focused on the terminal window through which I’d launched my attack.

I might not have found anything useful through the camera’s naked port, but I was inside their network now. That gave me the opening I needed to crush them. 

I set up a quick script to grab the attacks the bad people sent at DECS and boomerang them straight back to their source. That flurry of attacks would overload the camera’s connection. If there was a god in heaven, that downed node would spread its pain to the rest of the network and melt the enemy attack into digital goo.

“Ready or not,” I said as I executed the attack command. “Here I fucking come.”

A high-pitched scream ripped through the room. The muscle boys ducked for cover and trained their weapons on the door their buddy had recently headed through. The chief orc clapped a hand on my shoulder as he positioned himself between my seat and the doorway.

“Keep working,” he said. He might not have liked me, but he put himself right in the path of any bullets that might head my way, and he did it without hesitation. “You will not die until your deadline is reached. You have my word.”

The other two gunmen took that as their key to put their bodies in the same path. They were assholes, but they were assholes with the dedication to lay down their lives in the line of duty. I had to respect that.

Especially when that duty was to keep my fat out of the fire.

The redirected assault pounded against the attackers’ network, but that did not stop the raiders already inside the DECS system. Kezakazek and the other unauthorized users were clawing their way closer and closer to the main data cores at the heart of the network. If they reached their target, they’d suck DECS dry in no time.

“And that’ll be the end of me,” I grumbled. “Not gonna happen today.”

I reached into my bag of dirty black hacker tricks and tapped into a zombie botnet I’d had on the back burner for a couple of years now. A quick-and-dirty script added all three thousand computers in that botnet to the attack on the raiders’ system, and a warm, happy feeling spread through my chest as I watched billions of port requests slam into my target like a swarm of torpedoes into the hull of a defenseless cargo ship.

“Are you there?” a woman’s voice whispered from the holographic display. “Lord Rathokhetra, is that you?”

A shadow obscured the webcam’s view for a moment, and then a woman’s blurred face appeared on the hijacked terminal’s display. Her eyes were the same vivid emerald green as those I’d seen in my dream just before the orc nightmare had so rudely shoved his pistol into my mouth. The spicy perfume I’d smelled earlier intensified and tickled my nostrils with its exotic mystery. Just like in my dream, those eyes melted my brain and made it almost impossible for me to think about anything else.

“Who are you?” I whispered back. My babysitters hadn’t noticed this new weirdness yet, but I didn’t want to draw their attention from whatever had happened outside the clean room. “You need to stop this attack on DECS, like, immediately. These guys aren’t your run-of-the-mill corporate security goons. This is a cartel network. They will kill you if you don’t knock it off.”

While I thought it was an extremely generous gesture on my part to warn this chick off her attack against the worst people I’d ever met, it was not an entirely selfless move. If I talked her into shutting down her system, I’d get out of this alive.

“Cartel?” she asked, and another scream caused her to look over her shoulder. Had the orc’s friends already found her hideout? Shit, I needed to finish this before the hitman killed all the enemy hackers and denied me my bounty. Before I could plead with the mystery woman on the monitor to knock it off, she turned back to the camera. Her face was still out of focus, but there was something else wrong with its outline. Her head had a strange shape, and she seemed to have horns on top of it. “You mean the Raiders Guild?” 

“What are you even...” I let the words die out. This hacker was clearly insane. She’d never see the sense of what I’d told her. I would just shut her down the old-fashioned way.

I’d kept the port scan running the whole time, and it kicked up some delightful bounty. The barrage of attacks I’d launched had overloaded the enemy system’s defenses and knocked more ports open. My AI reported that several of these were network storage devices, a couple were routers, and the rest were a rat’s nest of general-purpose computers.

“You have to complete the ritual, Lord Rathokhetra,” the woman pleaded with me. She pulled back from the camera as some noise attracted her attention, then stared back at me with those mesmerizing eyes. “Please. The dungeon raiders are killing us all!”

The static cleared for a moment, and mystery girl’s face was in full focus for the first time. My heart skipped a beat at my first glimpse of the enemy hacker.

Her eyes were far too large and burned with an emerald intensity that made the hairs on the back of my neck stand at attention. Three tawny stripes of short, sleek fur swept back from each of her plump cheeks like a tiger’s stripes. Her nose had an upturned tip that was a vivid pink, and her lips were full and blood red. And those things on top of her head weren’t horns; they were pointed ears covered in fur the same color as the stripes on her cheeks. Her skin was a deep bronze that seemed to glow with vitality.

I didn’t know how it was possible for my dream girl to have intruded on my job, and I didn’t care. I wanted her to survive this. I wanted to meet her when all this was over. We could retire to a nice tropical island somewhere without acid rain and bedbugs. Hell, I’d even take the bedbugs if she was part of the package deal.

“Is this some kind of joke?” I choked out. That got the orc’s attention.

“You have eight minutes left, hacker,” he spat. There’d been no further screams, so he’d turned back into an asshole.

“This is no joke,” the cat girl whispered. She had hunkered down so close to the monitor her face was lost in shadows. She reached forward to wrap her hands around either side of the device as if she were trying to clasp my cheeks. “We need you, Lord Rathokhetra. Awaken from your slumber and save us!”

Her eyes burned into me, and I felt a desire to save her from whatever the hell was happening to her. There was something about the woman that plucked at my heartstrings, despite the fact that we were on opposite sides of this fight. 

“Are you Kezakazek?” I blurted out.

“No!” she exclaimed, her face twisted with shock. “Kezakazek is leading the attack on your tomb! She is the one killing your faithful wahket.”

That wasn’t at all what I’d expected. Maybe we weren’t enemies in this battle after all. Maybe we were both getting dicked over by this rogue band of hackers. Even if the cat girl was nuts, she might have information I could use.

And I really, really wanted to save her.

“How do I complete the ritual?” I asked.

“You must open your Ark, my lord,” she whispered. “But hurry, there is little time.”

I launched a search for file names or directories with “Ark” in the name and crossed my fingers. My heart pounded in my chest as the seconds ticked away. If I followed this lunatic cat girl’s advice and it failed, I was a dead man. 

Directories scrolled up my screen, and my heart caught between beats as I read the list of directory names.

***Ark of Arukanaten

***Ark of Baasrek

***Ark of Inkolana

***Ark of Panakaneket

***Ark of Rathokhetra

***Ark of Thet

She’d called me Rathokhetra, so that must be the one I needed. My fingers flew over the custom keyboard as I dove into the directory. I wanted so badly to peek at the Ark of Inkolana, but there was no time for that. Maybe there’d be a few seconds to slip in a backdoor for later.

There was only a single file in the Ark of Rathokhetra directory: Ritual.exe.

“Well, that’s a pretty fucking obvious trap,” I grumbled. The safe thing to do was scan it down to the subatomic level, but there wasn’t time. 

Fuck it. You only live once.

I executed the ritual.

The hologram flickered and jittered like a monitor tuned to a scrambled network channel. The smell of cinnamon flooded my nostrils and filled my head with visions of a strange desert land.

“Yes!” the cat girl cried, and her voice was so clear and pure I whipped around in my chair to see if she’d appeared behind me.

A progress message flashed across the terminal.

***50% complete......

***60% complete......

***70% complete......

***Ritual.exe terminated. Out of memory exception.

“You have to be fucking kidding me,” I snarled. 

“Three minutes, keyboard cowboy,” the orc said. He and his pals had returned to their positions in the clean room, and all of them looked ready to shoot me full of holes.

Out of memory? Fuck that. I had access to a system with memory to spare.

I held my breath and copied Ritual.exe over to DECS.

It took less than ten seconds to copy the file into a temporary directory on the system I was supposed to save. For all I knew, I was about to trigger a virus of truly epic proportions.

And I didn’t care.

If it let me save this woman, I’d take the risk. 

I offered up a silent prayer and then executed Ritual.exe.

An explosion of gibberish covered the holographic display, and an eerie chorus of harps burst from the sound system. The smell of incense grew so thick in the air that I half-believed I saw wisps of smoke curl up from the tiled floor around me.

“What did you do?” the orc kidnapper barked. “What have you fucking done?”

“I’m saving your ass!” I shouted over the harps as they swelled to a crescendo.

The characters on the terminal transformed from scrambled ASCII nonsense to pictograms that glowed with golden light.

No, not pictograms.

Hieroglyphics.

My eyes drooped as the strength fled my limbs. My heart thudded slower and slower, and my blood grew cold in my veins. The golden glow faded from the glyphs, leaving behind what looked like dead, gray stone.

“He comes to us!” the cat girl shouted, her voice ecstatic.

And then a gunshot punched through the harps’ wails, and the world went black.

Continue reading to find out what happens with Clay. 
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