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      Enjoy this extra spicy reverse harem monster romance by USA Today Bestselling paranormal romance author Ophelia Bell.

      I broke free of Tartarus’ chains, only to be ensnared by bonds of a different kind.

      Seeking sanctuary with the Amazons, I discover community and a power within myself I’ve only begun to grasp. But I’m not alone. Campe and Alcides, my fierce protectors, rekindle a flame first ignited in the depths of that lightless dungeon.

      Together with the seven other guardians sworn to me, we secretly unite each night in my sanctuary. All except Vesh, whose betrayal casts a lingering pall.

      When I learn he's forced two of my mates into an unthinkable act, I know there's only one choice—to sacrifice my freedom to the source of our torment. Because sometimes protecting the ones you love means surrendering your dreams to the creature who haunts them.

      My mates' fate is bound to my own. This is the cost of the love I’ve found in their bonds. I can only hope my sacrifice will be enough to turn the key that sets us all free.

      The Brothers Bane is the second book in the Lords of Pandemonium series set in Ophelia Bell’s ever growing fantasy/paranormal world. The world features mythical creatures and gods alike, and the powerful heroines who capture their hearts. Each book has a happy-for-now ending, perfect for fans of C.M. Nascosta, Siggy Shade, Opal Reyne, and Katee Robert.
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        Nemea (pronounced: neh-MAY-uh)
      
        	
        Our heroine. As a member of the Bloodline, she possesses the powers of chaos and is trying to navigate her new surroundings after escaping Tartarus.
      

      

      

      	
        Alcides (pronounced: al-SEE-deez)
      
        	
        Also known as Herakles or Hercules, a demigod bound to perform labors and seeking redemption for his past sins.
      

      

      

      	
        Antiope (pronounced: an-TIE-oh-pee)
      
        	
        An Amazon warrior, wise and tough, who initially distrusts Alcides. One of Hippolyta’s sisters.
      

      

      

      	
        Melanippe (pronounced: meh-lan-IP-ee)
      
        	
        An Amazon warrior and second-in-command to Antiope, she is disciplined, dependable, and a skilled combat trainer committed to empowering the women in her care. One of Hippolyta’s sisters.
      

      

      

      	
        Hippolyta (pronounced: hip-POH-li-tah)
      
        	
        The Queen of the Amazons and the sister of Antiope, she oversees the protection and training of women in her care.
      

      

      

      	
        Eleutheria (Ele) (pronounced: el-oo-THER-ee-ah)
      
        	
        Hippolyta’s daughter and an Amazon, she is welcoming and supportive toward Nemea, offering a sense of sisterhood.
      

      

      

      	
        Penthesilea (pronounced: pen-thuh-SEE-lee-uh)
      
        	
        An Amazon warrior and sister to Hippolyta, Melanippe, and Antiope, she is known for her fierce combat skills and innovative tactics, embodying the valor and adaptability of the Amazonian spirit.
      

      

      

      	
        Campe (pronounced: KAHM-peh)
      
        	
        A dragon and warrior serving as a guardian of Tartarus, whose role extends to guarding Nemea at the Amazon camp. She plays a crucial role in training Nemea and preparing for the conflict with the Titans.
      

      

      

      	
        Vesh (pronounced: vesh)
      
        	
        A primordial being and the embodiment of Tartarus, his name derives from the Sanskrit root meaning "to wear" or "to don," reflecting that his human shape serves as the "garment" he wears in the mortal realm while wielding chaos magic and maintaining order within the prison he personifies.
      

      

      

      	
        Chaos (pronounced: KAY-oss)
      
        	
        A primordial being with immense power. He and Fate have an ongoing rivalry to one-up each other, much to the detriment of the world of mortals.
      

      

      

      	
        Titans (pronounced: TY-tans)
      
        	
        Powerful ancient beings that escaped from Tartarus and pose a significant threat to the world.
      

      

      

      	
        Tartarus (pronounced: TAR-tah-rus)
      
        	
        A deep abyss used as a dungeon of torment and suffering, often associated with imprisonment for powerful entities. Also the warden of said dungeon.
      

      

      

      	
        Pandemonium (pronounced: pan-deh-MOH-nee-um)
      
        	
        A sprawling casino and resort where key events take place, showcasing luxury and temptation, but with darker undercurrents.
      

      

      

      	
        Erebus (pronounced: AIR-uh-bus)
      
        	
        A primordial entity representing darkness; he has a deep bond with Nemea, providing guidance and power.
      

      

      

      	
        Chrysaor (pronounced: kris-SOW-er)
      
        	
        A powerful companion of Alcides known for his formidable skills and loyalty.
      

      

      

      	
        Cerberus (pronounced: SUR-buh-rus)
      
        	
        The three-headed hound who once guarded the gates of the underworld, who is now a guardian of Tartarus. A loyal protector of Nemea and her allies.
      

      

      

      	
        Asterius (pronounced: ass-TER-ee-us)
      
        	
        An immortal Minotaur and guardian of Tartarus, he is known for his manipulation of weapons and strong connection to the prison’s inner workings, providing support and guidance to Nemea as she navigates her powers.
      

      

      

      	
        Typhon (pronounced: TY-fon)
      
        	
        A multi-headed dragon-like creature and guardian of Tartarus, he possesses regenerative abilities and deep loyalty to his brothers, while also harboring a desire to experience the mortal world.
      

      

      

      	
        Pan (pronounced: PAN)
      
        	
        A faun and fertility god, he serves as a guard at the stygian doors of Tartarus, wielding a powerful voice that can subdue prisoners and exhibiting a mix of responsibility and mischief in his demeanor.
      

      

      

      	
        Nemean Boxing Club (pronounced: neh-MAY-an)
      
        	
        A shelter and training center for women seeking safety and self-defense skills, run by the Amazons and located in the town of Nemea, Greece.
      

      

      

      	
        The Nymphaea (pronounced: nim-FAY-ah)
      
        	
        A race born from the union of Fate and Dionysus, tied into the conflict and lore surrounding the story.
      

      

      

      	
        Dragons (pronounced: DRA-gunz)
      
        	
        A higher race of elemental creatures created from the union of Fate and the Mother Dragon, they embody fire and are represented by six immortal members of the Dragon Council, each associated with different elemental colors and powers.
      

      

      

      	
        Turul (pronounced: TU-rul)
      
        	
        A higher race of elemental creatures born from Fate’s union with Ouranos, the god of Air and storms, embodying the four winds and serving as guardians of the skies.
      

      

      

      	
        Ursa (pronounced: UR-sah)
      
        	
        A higher race of elemental creatures resulting from Fate’s union with Gaia, the primordial goddess of Earth, representing the four seasons through spirits that inhabit the queens of each of the four Ursa clans.
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      “Who are you, and why are you here?”

      It’s a woman’s voice, smooth and lightly accented. I’ve barely come to after being unconscious for who-knows-how-long. I turn my head toward the demand, straining to see through the dark fabric of the bag over my head. It’s rough against my cheek and smells of fresh bud, which is oddly calming. My wrists are bound, the hard plastic of zip ties digging into my flesh.

      I’m about to answer when Alcides’ voice cuts in.

      “You know who I am, Antiope. I have a bargain for Hippolyta. She’ll want to talk.”

      There’s a soft, derisive snort and a handful of other chuckles around me that cease after a sharp, “Shh!”

      “You really think after all this time, she’ll want to see you? You are a fool, Herakles.”

      I wince at the use of that name. “Don’t call him that.”

      Footsteps approach from the side, and I crane my head to follow the sound as they come around to the front. The bag is snatched off my head, the scent of pot replaced by the warring aromas of hay, manure, and sharply pungent body odor. A dark-haired woman with wise amber eyes and a scar cutting through one eyebrow bends down and peers into my face.

      “And what is your name, then?”

      I clench my jaw, holding her steady stare, unblinking. “Nemea.”

      Her eyebrows shoot up, and she straightens and crosses her arms. She’s tall and olive-skinned, with hair shorn close to her skull everywhere except the top, where it stands in unruly spikes. She’s clad in black cargo pants, a black tank top, and combat boots. I abstractly think she and Cassandra Vincent would have a lot in common.

      “Nemea,” she drawls, cocking her head at me and narrowing her eyes as she looks me over. “I don’t believe you, but okay.”

      “It’s actually my name, and Alcides is his name,” I snap. A tremor cascading through the earth beneath us causes the lights above to swing like pendulums. I grit my teeth and clench my eyes shut, willing the magic back.

      “Whoa, don’t piss her off, Antiope,” comments one of the other women.

      “I’m sorry,” I say when I open my eyes. But she’s eyeing me with a measure of respect now.

      “Sorry, she says.” She snorts again then looks at the others as if it’s a joke. “Where did you come from, Nemea? And why are you keeping company with this thieving bastard?” She jabs a thumb over her shoulder at Alcides, who is bound to the chair across from me, bag still secured over his head.

      “I didn’t steal it,” Alcides grumbles. “She gave it to me.”

      “You think I’m talking about the fucking belt, don’t you?” Antiope says over her shoulder. “You took my sister’s self-respect when you left. It took her centuries to get over you. Now you show up with your new hussy and want to chat. Why should I do anything but kick you the fuck out?”

      “You brought me to your ex?” I ask, incredulous.

      “Take this fucking bag off my head so we can talk, Antiope,” Alcides snaps. “I’m not here to fight. Nemea needs your help. I’m here to bargain for you to give it to her—the belt in exchange for protecting and training her.”

      Antiope turns and snatches the bag off his head, leaving his hair a wild mess. He blinks rapidly, gaze darting around the room before landing on me. He does a quick scan before some of his tension eases. The relief in his eyes at seeing me whole makes me want to go to him. I try to rise, only to find my ankles are bound to the chair legs.

      “Protect her from what—the four Titans who somehow got loose of their prison? Or something else? Tell me everything and I’ll consider bringing you to my sister to talk. You might start by explaining why you left in the first place and where you’ve been all this time.”

      “Hippolyta knew I was a mess when we were together. I was in no state for a relationship. I’m not trying to excuse how I behaved—I was an asshole—but I needed to complete the fucking labors so I could move on with my poor excuse for a life. When I was done, I dug myself a deep pit and hid in it, at least until Tartarus found me and gave me a purpose. I’ve been working for him since then.”

      Antiope cocks her head while she listens, not a shred of sympathy showing. Then she tilts her head to me. “And where does she and your uninvited visit fit in?”

      Alcides stares at me for a beat, swallows, then looks Antiope directly in the eyes. “She’s my fate, Antiope. And she needs a place to stay that isn’t Tartarus, because he tried to trap her inside his prison. But she can’t go home because it isn’t safe for her anymore. Chaos is seeking her. Her power is too raw and untamed, but if she’s trained she can potentially tip the scales against the Titans when we face them. But if the Titans learn of her existence too soon and her link to Tartarus…”

      “What is her link to Tartarus?” she digs.

      “They’re all my mates,” I interject, tired of being left out of the interrogation. “All the guards, and Vesh too.”

      A chorus of murmurs erupt from around us, some shock, some awe. Some oddly pitying.

      Alcides takes a breath, measuring his words carefully. “You can protect her here. I’ve heard stories about this place over the centuries. How you take in damaged women and rehabilitate them, protect them from abusers, and help them learn to protect themselves—respect themselves. Nemea needs your protection.”

      “Hey,” I say, frowning. “I’ve got plenty self-respect.”

      He shifts his gaze to me. “You asked for my help. I’m giving it to you.”

      We hold each other’s gazes for a second, sharing a charged look that makes me wish I’d had a chance to bond with him so we could have a telepathic link like I do with the others.

      I want to reach for them now, but don’t, afraid that opening the door to my sanctuary might allow Vesh to find me.

      “Cut her bindings,” Antiope says, gesturing to one of the other women, who steps close as she unsheathes a large hunting knife from her belt, then squats in front of me.

      As she cuts my zip ties, I take in my surroundings for the first time. We’re in a large cinderblock barn with high rafters and horse stables around the perimeter. Balconies wrap around above the stables, and a few women lean on the wooden railing looking down, all similarly clad in dark, utilitarian clothing like they’re mercenaries or soldiers. The far end of the space beyond Alcides is wide open, and occupied by what appears to be a fighting ring.

      The woman kneeling in front of me finishes cutting my bindings, eyeing me warily.

      “What is this place?” I ask her.

      The woman glances over her shoulder. “It’s a barn.”

      I narrow my eyes at her, and she smirks. “Nemean Boxing Club, officially. Unofficially, it’s a women’s shelter, a vineyard, a winery and brewery, and a pot farm, plus a survival training camp.”

      “And her?” I ask, rubbing my wrists and glancing sidelong at Antiope, who stands watch with arms crossed while Alcides and I are released. They only cut his ankles free of the chair, though, leaving his wrists bound. Two other women flank him and pull him to his feet.

      “Antiope, also known as Princess Battleaxe. I’d say her bark is worse than her bite, but it really isn’t.”

      “I meant what is she? She and Alcides seem to go back centuries. I know he’s a demigod.”

      “You’re not mortal. Don’t you know already?”

      I stare back blankly, hesitating to admit my mundane origins and lack of knowledge about this world I’ve been thrust into. “Uh… pretend I don’t.”

      “We’re Amazons.”
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      Amazons.

      The moment she utters that word, I’m overwhelmed by loathing and dread. The name only incites the dark memories of how my hometown was effectively indentured to a colossal corporation that commodifies the humans toiling in its distribution hubs. I was one of those humans from the time I could work without it being considered child labor, until I had enough money scraped together to buy a bus ticket at age twenty-four and get the fuck out. I didn’t care where I went, only that I put the place behind me.

      The urge to flee resurfaces, pressing in. A tightening feeling winds around my torso, unsettling in its intensity, before I recognize it’s my ink shifting on my skin as though trying to shed itself from my flesh. Thunder growls above. The woman loosening my bonds glances up before fixing her sharp gaze on me.

      “We’re the good guys, Nemea,” she says. “You’re safe with us.”

      I wince and tamp down my chaotic power, mentally soothing my tattoo at the same time. Before the name was associated with an oligopoly—or even a river—it had another, more ancient association, the one for which the river was named. I really wish I could enlist Rachel’s help in the St. George School library to read whatever information exists about these women. Everything I know came from a comic book.

      “I know. I’ve just got some baggage. Where are they taking him?” I lift my chin to the wide-open doorway the other women, led by Antiope, escorted Alcides through a moment ago.

      “To meet with the boss, as requested.”

      “Hippolyta’s the boss, right?”

      “Yes. She’s our queen.”

      “So… how worried should I be?” The knot in my gut won’t subside, partially because of the tight hold I have on my magic, which might cause too much destruction if I let it slip again even a fraction.

      The woman chuckles and steps back. “You’re his fate, or so he says. So I’d say you have nothing to worry about. My sister’s been over him for centuries, but it was a pretty one-sided affair anyway. He left even though she offered him an escape from his labors. It was foolish of him not to stay, in my opinion. But I guess he didn’t believe he’d find atonement without completing every last challenge. Between us, I hope he found it.” She steps back and turns, gesturing for me to follow.

      I silently contemplate this information as I fall into step with her, and we head toward the rear of the barn past the fighting ring.

      The air back here is dense, tinged with the scent of sweat and leather. Shafts of moonlight spill from small windows high in the walls above, casting a checkerboard pattern across the well-worn floor.

      My gaze skims the fighting ring at its center. The worn ropes are evidence of countless skirmishes, while the canvas mat reflects the toils of the combatants in its scuffs and stains. An earthy smell of raw linen mixes with a faint, metallic hint of blood—old battles lingering like ghosts as these women fought out their demons. Were they running too?

      The area around the ring reminds me of Chrysaor’s room, with its array of armor and weapons displayed like honored relics of war. Punching bags hang from sturdy beams, their surfaces a patchwork of repairs. Kettlebells and dumbbells lay scattered on racks, dulled and chipped from use. Gloves, some new with pristine leather and others aged with cracked seams, wait silently for their next training session.

      I can almost hear the echoes of grunts and shouts that must fill this place in daylight, resonating within these walls as the Amazons train and spar with the women they protect. The atmosphere holds a palpable energy—a testament to strength and determination of those who seek refuge here—yet in this moment, it lies dormant, holding its breath as we pass through.

      Or maybe I’m the one holding my breath, uncertainty gripping me about this new place I’ve been tossed into, leaving me feeling again like I have no control over the trajectory of my life and wondering whether I ever really did—or ever would.

      Despite the sense of being pulled along a track, I feel untethered, at the mercy of whichever direction the winds of Fate might blow. The only thing that allows me to feel grounded is my link to the mates I’ve bonded, which I hesitate to reach for now, lest I risk Vesh finding me and hauling me back to the prison.

      Which didn’t even feel like a prison until Chrysaor told me I couldn’t leave. Am I doomed to never recognize when I’m trapped until it’s too late?

      “Where are we going?” I ask, following my statuesque guide through a rough-hewn wooden door in the rear of the barn.

      “We have a policy of never turning away women in need. You’ll get a bunk for the night and a meal. Supper is over, but the kitchen is open. Are you hungry?”

      “Do you have a library?” I blurt.

      She turns back to look at me and cocks her head. “Yeah. Do you want something to read?”

      “For research,” I say, suddenly feeling stupid for asking. “On… whatever I can learn about, um, Amazons.”

      She lets out a small snort and stabs her thumb at her chest. “You want to research Amazons? Why not just ask an Amazon?”

      My face heats and I mumble, “Yeah, that would make sense, wouldn’t it?”

      She gives me a wry smile. “There’s always the internet too, though if you have access to the source, it seems silly not to use it. What do you want to know?”

      I suddenly draw a blank, grasping at anything to make conversation. “What’s your name?” I finally ask.

      “Melanippe. Everyone calls me Mel. I’m Antiope’s second, and her sister, in case you didn’t think you were important enough for the general’s attention.”

      “That hadn’t occurred to me. I’m nobody.”

      She snorts again and stops beneath a pool of light from one of many strands of bulbs that are strung overhead between the buildings. She’s darker in complexion than Antiope, with jet-black hair arranged in tight coils against her scalp. The stripe of a faint scar runs down the side of her face, ending just below her jaw and causing a deep crease to form when she frowns.

      “You make the earth move when you’re upset, Nemea. Even if you weren’t also sought by Chaos—and potentially the Titans too—power like that makes you someone. Alcides did the right thing bringing you to us. We can teach you to command that power in a constructive way. Or destructive, if that’s what’s warranted.”

      “Anything’s got to be more constructive than how they were doing it. Not that I can complain.”

      “Let me guess—they were using sex as a training tool. Yet you still left. If they forced you to do anything you didn’t want to do, we can make them pay.”

      “No, I was willing. I’d have stayed if Vesh hadn’t tricked me into being there in the first place. He told me I was free to leave, except he left out the part that nobody there is really free to leave. Except Alcides, I guess.”

      She studies me for a moment, as if assessing whether I’m being honest about not being forced. After a moment she shrugs. “Yeah, his sentence was self-imposed. Come on, let’s find you some food before I show you to your bunk for the night.”

      She starts up a path on a slight incline that leads to a large building overlooking the valley. A motion-activated spotlight blasts to life when we reach the steps, so bright it startles me. The bulb instantly shatters.

      “Fuck. I’m sorry.”

      “I hate that fucking light. Don’t worry about it.”

      “You seem to know a lot about Alcides. What else can you tell me?” I ask, continuing through the shadows until we reach a door sporting a glass window lit from within. The atmosphere when we step inside reminds me of the downstairs cafe at the school where Rachel and I sat up, eating cereal and poring over books about Greek myths. This place has a distinctly more Mediterranean feel, though, with whitewashed plaster walls and worn stone floors. But it smells sweetly of coffee and baked things, which makes my stomach rumble.

      Mel doesn’t miss a beat, heading straight to the back through a set of swinging doors. Through a pass-through, I watch as she opens a fridge to haul out an assortment of chilled meats and cheeses, as well as several jars of olives and pickles. She piles everything on a large cutting board, popping an olive into her mouth as she heads to the nearest table and motions for me to sit.

      The big room is cozy despite how large it is, with more than a dozen long wooden tables, worn from heavy use. A fireplace sits dark and dormant at one end, with an assortment of leather armchairs arranged around it. A shield hangs on the wall above it, painted with a scene depicting dark, feminine silhouettes engaged in battle.

      When Mel sits, she continues in between bites of food. “He lived with us for about a year—just long enough for us to almost forget that he had a dick. We’ve always isolated ourselves from the world of men, but Alcides made us start to believe men weren’t all that bad. That maybe it was just the gods who were assholes.”

      She didn’t provide plates or utensils, so I eat with my fingers right off the cutting board like she does, chewing and swallowing before I respond.

      “I don’t know him that well, but I suppose the fact that he brought me here says something. I trusted the wrong man and wound up in prison. Story of my life.” I let out a rueful chuckle and rip into a hunk of bread, layering meat and cheese on it before taking a big bite while I brood over my poor life choices.

      “Well, despite how he left things, him bringing you here tells me he hasn’t changed. I mean, he was a shit for deserting my sister, but I was always surprised he stayed as long as he did. He was too tortured over what that cunt made him do not to finish his labors and atone.” She shoots a wary gaze to the ceiling.

      “You mean when his stepmother drove him to madness and made him murder his family?”

      Mel scoots her chair a little closer to mine and lowers her voice. “He told you?”

      “Not in detail, but it’s not like I could ask him to recount the event. Do you know what happened?”

      “You know who his father is, right?”

      “Zeu—” I begin, but she shushes me.

      “He’s the worst of them,” she says with a grimace. “But his wife isn’t much better. Nothing is ever his fault. You’d think gods would be capable of holding each other accountable. I can’t tell you the number of women who’ve come to us after an encounter with him, provided his wife didn’t get to them first. The Furies themselves couldn’t dole out enough torture to even the score with either of them.”

      The look on her face strays from mere distaste to a banked rage, emphasized when she produces a large hunting knife from a sheath at her belt and stabs into an apple in a bowl in the center of the table.

      “Hmm,” I say, nodding and feeling just a little guilty about digging into Alcides’ past this way, instead of just asking him. But how do you broach the topic of the time a guy massacred his family while under the divine influence of a vengeful stepmother?

      Mel proceeds to slice the apple into quarters and core it. She offers me a piece, which I take, my belly happily buzzing with the satisfaction of being slowly filled. I haven’t eaten since breakfast with Asterius, I realize. The last thing I swallowed was Chrysaor’s cum. Which was tasty. Who knew demigod semen could be so delicious?

      Mel chews and swallows, then takes a deep breath. “Anyway, she has always had it out for her husband’s bastards. Any chance she can get to torment them, she takes. And that poor bastard caught the worst of her wrath.” She stabs the point of her knife toward the door. “By all accounts, he’d settled down to just live his life among mortals—wife, kids, the whole package. If she’d left well enough alone, he might have faded into the background and been utterly forgotten. But seeing him happy must have rubbed her raw.”

      “So she destroyed what he had,” I say with a nod. “Worse, she made him do it himself. No wonder he keeps his distance.”

      Mel stands and disappears back into the kitchen, returning a moment later with a pair of dew-laden bottles and two frosty glass mugs. She sets them down before raising a bottle and mug, then gently tilting the mug to decant the fizzy golden brew into it.

      Once filled, she hands me the glass, setting the empty bottle down on the table to pour her own. I peer at the label, which depicts a hop flower surrounded by a meandering labyrinthine design. “Nemean Brew,” the label reads.

      “You brew this here?”

      “The hop and barley fields are on the other side of the compound,” she says, gesturing with her glass as she licks a foam moustache off her upper lip. “Chief brewmaster and vintner are two of many roles I fill here. I’ll be training you as well.”

      I take a long swallow of the cold beverage and moan in pleasure at the perfect, semi-fruity crispness and the wash of floral aroma from the hops. I don’t think I’ve ever tasted beer so delicious.

      She chuckles. “Careful, it packs a punch.”

      “I should warn you I’m not exactly athletic.”

      “Training with us is less about strength than it is about discipline. But for the sake of argument, let’s see what you’ve got.” She shoves the remnants of our snack aside and props her elbow on the table, waving her fingers in the air. “Give me your hand.”

      I stare for a second before understanding hits. “You want to arm wrestle?”

      “Just want to get a baseline. Not that some of the residents aren’t game for the kind of training you’re used to, that’s not something we rely on here.”

      “You mean sex.” I rest my elbow on the table and clasp my hand over hers.

      “If Hippolyta lets him stay, you can still practice with Alcides. But you won’t necessarily have the option to fuck the Titans once you face them, so it’s best to train in other ways too. Ready?”

      I give a nod. She nods back and tightens her grip. The lights overhead flicker momentarily as my pulse picks up. I want to prove myself now, even if it’s just to show I’m not a complete weakling. I grit my teeth and focus, staring hard at our hands and gripping back, leveraging my hand against hers as the strain tightens my biceps.

      But before I can blink, our forearms are flat against the table and Mel gasps, then stares at me.

      “Fuck, girl. How did you do that?”

      I’m still staring in shock at where I’ve pinned her hand to the table, then quickly release her.

      “I—I forgot I’m stronger now. Did I hurt you?”

      She rubs her knuckles and laughs. “I’ll survive. I guess I’ll have to be careful with you, but at least this means I don’t need to hold back.”

      “Okay, now I’m officially scared,” I joke.

      She gives me a wicked grin, then knocks her knuckles on the table. “Help me clean up here, then I’ll show you to your bunk. Someone will give you the grand tour by daylight.”

      I rise along with her and pick up my empty glass, following her back into the kitchen where we wash our dirty dishes and put everything away. Despite the novelty of spending a few days in Tartarus—where the prison had a mind of its own, with magic that managed all these menial tasks—it feels nice to do simple work next to a friend.

      We work silently side by side, but the entire time I’m preoccupied by what she said. I won’t have the option to fuck the Titans once I face them.

      Once I face them.

      I’ve known for days that my summoning Pan was linked to their escape, and Vesh and the others have hinted at some urgency in my training to control my magic. This is the first time it’s been said out loud that I will be expected to face them, though.

      As we finish up, I venture, “Why do you assume I’m going to have to face the Titans?”

      Mel’s eyebrows rise in surprise. “Because you have the power of Chaos in you, Nemea,” she says, as if that explains everything.

      When I just stare blankly back at her, she sighs and motions for me to follow. She leads me back out the front, into darkness conspicuous now for its contrast against the lights strung up high farther down the path. She looks up at the broken bulb.

      “Power like that can’t easily be countered. It’s too wild. We’ve known of the Titans’ escape for days now. We sent scouts to investigate a sighting of them about five hundred kilometers north of here. They were no doubt headed to Olympus. Whatever they want with the temple, it’s not going to turn out well for humanity if they get it. Then add to that the fact that Alcides shows up here tonight with you, suggests there’s some upheaval going on in Tartarus since their escape. He has been loyal to Vesh for thousands of years. Hasn’t set foot in the mortal world in all that time. But he left for you.

      “It doesn’t take much to put the pieces together. Alcides’ sense of duty is strong. He wouldn’t just let their escape slide, but he also wouldn’t allow an innocent to suffer. Seeing what you can do, it makes sense that he’d bring you here. While Vesh and the Brothers Bane have the power to train you, they won’t be as effective if you feel trapped.”

      “So I’m really here to prepare to face them, not just for my own sake.”

      Mel offers a tight smile. “It’s one thing you’ll get used to if you stay with us. We are fighters at our core. Every woman here is given a chance to heal, but if she stays, she knows it’s because we have a duty to be ready to fight and she wants to be of service. I wish I could tell you that you’d have time to simply get to know yourself better without being shoved into battle, but I can’t promise that. It’s likely this battle will happen soon.”

      I stare up at the jagged glass poking out of the light socket, stomach churning. It isn’t with fear, at least, but maybe just frustration at the realization that there is no escaping my fate, though I’m not yet sure whether I’m ready to fully embrace it.

      My skin tingles pleasantly from what feels at first like a light breeze, but the deliberate weight of it tells me otherwise. It helps ease some of my worry.

      “We can fix that tomorrow. Don’t worry about it,” Mel says, waving a hand at the broken light before moving on.

      “I’m not scared of the dark,” I say, more relaxed now with the sense of having Erebus lingering in the shadows nearby, as if summoned by the conversation. A vague pressure inside my skull suggests he isn’t the only one trying to get my attention. Typhon is somehow here too. As much as I appreciate their concern, I’m not ready to open up to them again just yet.

      I jog to catch up with Mel, whose boots crunch over pale gravel down the hill to a squat stone building surrounded by flower beds. She pushes the door open carefully and steps inside, motioning silently for me to follow. The interior is mostly dark, but a tiny light casts a glow from a far corner, slightly illuminating the rows of bunk beds on either wall. The light comes from the lower bunk at the far end, where one woman is still awake, reading a book. The others are sleeping peacefully, faint snores coming from a few of the bunks.

      Mel takes a detour midway down the row to a door that opens into a locker room. She pauses by a shelf and makes a hum of approval. “Pen’s on top of things, like always,” she says, grabbing a duffel and turning to me. “Clean clothes, towels, toiletries—anything you’ll need while you’re here, and if you need more, just ask.”

      I take the proffered bag, unsure what to do with it until she swings open a locker and points. “Yours. And your bunk is the one with the same number. Showers are through here.” I make note of the “26” on the locker before following her into a dank, cool room of polished tile with rows of showers divided by head-high partitions without curtains.

      “Not a lot of privacy here, huh?”

      “The barracks are for sleeping and bathing. If you want a quiet place to have a moment to yourself, or to share with a friend, we have places for that too. The hot springs are a favored spot, but it’s a bit of a hike to get there. There are also a handful of secluded buildings scattered around the property.”

      “But not with a man, right?”

      She lifts an eyebrow at me. “I don’t know if Alcides will be allowed to stay. If he is, it will be up to Hippolyta where he’s lodged, but if I know her, she’ll isolate him from the women. Whether you’ll be permitted to visit him will be up to her too.”

      “I just meant in general,” I say, cheeks heating.

      “The rules don’t change for sex. But we don’t police our residents’ methods of blowing off steam. If anyone absolutely has to have a man to fuck, she’s welcome to visit one of the villages and find one. This isn’t a prison.”

      She says the last bit with emphasis, letting me know she’s fully aware of where I’ve been.

      “Anyway,” she says, turning away. “I’ll let you get settled in. My bunk’s the one nearest the door if you need me. Breakfast is at eight in the main hall where we were earlier.”

      I reach out and grab her arm as she turns to go. “When can I see Alcides?”

      She shakes her head. “It isn’t up to me. Sleep well, Nemea.” She rests her hand atop mine, then disappears back out the door.
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      The feeling of being unmoored intensifies now that Mel is gone. For several beats, I stare at the duffel and the locker I’ve been assigned, then start to unpack. As promised, I find towels, toiletries, and clothing: two sets of undergarments, and two sets of the same dark clothing I saw the women wearing in the barn—including cargo pants, tank tops, and a pullover—and sweats. When I open the locker, I find a pair of boots inside. Skeptical, I inspect them and find them in my size.

      I don’t know why that should surprise me, but it does, and yet it is comforting to be in a place that pays attention to such details.

      I pull out a towel and the toiletry bag, stowing everything else in the locker, then stash my satchel on top of it all. I don’t have much of value inside it aside from my sketches and pencils, anyway.

      Once I’m standing under the spray of hot water, the exhaustion hits, magnifying the sense of being overwhelmed by everything that’s happened over the past few days. Has it been only days? I wish I’d asked Mel what the date was. Don’t visitors to the Underworld lose time? Maybe I’ve been gone ages and the world Alcides brought me back to is years in the future.

      But no… that can’t be right. They said something about the Titans making a demand that they’d come to collect on in a week. If they need me to be ready to fight, we only have a week to do it in.

      That reminder only hits me even harder, and the tears start to flow unbidden. My gut’s a tangled knot of confusion and uncertainty, and the longer I stand under the hot spray, the tighter and tighter it grips me, until I’m doubled over. I brace one hand on the wet concrete floor, staring down at the water flowing into the drain while I clutch my middle, trying to suppress the silent sobs. Beneath my hand, my tattoo twists, coiling tentacles tighter around my upper arm as if in comfort. The ground trembles under my touch and my breath hitches.

      No. I can’t lose control like this. Not when it might hurt someone without me meaning to. But it’s nearly impossible to rein it in now, no matter how hard I grit my teeth.

      “Hello?” a light, accented voice similar to Mel’s calls through the steamy air. I inhale sharply, then scrub my wet hands over my face, pushing my hair back.

      “S-sorry,” I say through sniffles. “I didn’t mean to wake anyone.” Thankfully the shaking earth calms, making me wonder whether it was all in my head.

      “I’m a night owl, so no harm done. Everyone else is pretty dead to the world right now. I just came in to pee and heard you crying. I wanted to see if you were okay. The first night here is always the hardest.”

      I peek over my shoulder and see the back of a woman in sweats and a tank top, her curly, dark golden hair clipped up at the back of her head.

      She turns her head slightly, but keeps her eyes fixed on the wall.

      “I’m not that modest,” I say with a chuckle. I’m finally able to take a breath and rise, then turn and tilt my head back to wet my hair properly.

      She shrugs. “I didn’t want you to feel put on the spot or anything. My name is Ele.” It sounds more like she’s describing her name than telling me what it is. I must look confused, because she smiles and explains, “It’s short for Eleutheria. My mother is fond of symbolism. It means freedom.”

      “Ah, I’m in touch with that. My name is Nemea. My mom had a thing for lions. Or Greece. Or both—I’m not sure. Though she never left the state she was born in,” I answer, inspecting the assortment of bottles in the toiletry bag, but only finding lotion and toothpaste.

      “Shampoo is on the wall,” Ele says.

      I glance at her, then to where she’s pointing. A trio of dispensers are bolted to the wall beside the faucet. I was so wrapped up in my own torment that I hadn’t even registered them when I came in.

      “That’s handy,” I comment.

      She seems to hesitate when I turn back to face her, lathering shampoo into my hair. Finally, she speaks.

      “And I know who you are. I was there when they captured you. I… ah… was the one who grabbed you. Mel subdued your companion.”

      She says “your companion” in a forced way, as if she’s not willing to say his name out loud.

      “We were kind of sneaking around. I didn’t know where he was bringing me, but now that I do, I’m not surprised by the welcome party. At least it feels more welcoming now than it did at first. You’ve even got fucking shampoo dispensers in all the shower stalls.”

      She relaxes. “We do our best. You may not get a shower curtain, but at least we’ve got halfway decent shampoo and conditioner. If you need something special in the way of bath products, just ask.”

      “I’m pretty low maintenance,” I say. “You don’t have to stay and keep me company.” I tilt my face into the water and rinse. When I look at her again, I find her leaning with her hip against the low sandstone wall between the stall I chose and the one next to it. Her eyes are wide and fixed on my side.

      My mouth quirks and I look down. “He’s harmless,” I say, swiping my hand over the eyes of my tattoo, which are wide and staring right back at her. “Cut it out,” I whisper. “We’re trying to make friends.”

      “I guess that’s what I get for being nosy.” She lets out a nervous laugh. “Where did you come from? You’re not even human, are you?”

      “Only part. I’m part everything, I think. But I grew up in Eastern Washington, believing I was human the whole time. I’m Bloodline.” I glance at her and find her frowning. “You know about the higher races, right?”

      “And the gods. Who evidently don’t deign to meddle in human affairs anymore. Which is fine by me. Human men are just as bad, judging from the stories some of the newer residents share. I haven’t met many Bloodline yet, though.”

      “We tend to gravitate to one another. It’s how we bond, I guess. But I have the misfortune of being different. I can only bond with demigods, or primordials, it seems.”

      “Like Tartarus,” she says, eyes fixed on mine, curious but somehow understanding.

      “So you heard all of that.” I finish rinsing and turn off the water, then reach for my towel when she hands it to me.

      “Women often come in the middle of the night. Usually they don’t sneak in escorted by a legend, though. Did they hurt you in the prison?”

      My cheeks heat and I stare down at my feet while I stoop to dry them. She clears her throat.

      “I’m sorry, that made it sound like I think you only qualify to be here if a man has beaten you. You belong here as much as any of us do.”

      “What makes you so sure?” I ask with a wry laugh.

      She cocks her head toward the door. “Alcides brought you. He has not set foot in this land for centuries. Mother didn’t think he’d ever return once she learned he’d offered his services to Tartarus. It’s rare for anyone to leave that place once they’ve entered. And yet here you both are.”

      “Your mom… she’s been here a while, I take it?” I am cautious with my words. I know how cagey and mistrustful damaged women can be. How difficult it can be to trust anyone when the world has given you little reason to. But when your entire world is only one man, I get it.

      Before my grandparents gained full custody of me as a kid, I lived with my mother in a shelter, off and on. She went back to my father over and over until she finally broke free, only to place her entire trust into a different man who didn’t allow room for me in her life.

      Life with my grandparents wasn’t that much better. It gave me a first-hand look at why my dad was such a bastard. I didn’t get free of them until my twenties, but the jury is out on whether my current circumstances are much better.

      I remember one of those stays in the shelter, meeting women who had arrived pregnant and given birth while they were there. I remember how tightly they held their babies, how terrified they were of allowing the world in to corrupt them with all the broken promises and disappointment. I imagine Ele’s mother might not have been all that different from them.

      But that impression is dashed by Ele’s answer.

      “She’s been here since the start. Hippolyta is my mother. She built this place after Alcides left her. After my father left her.”
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      I freeze when she drops that bomb.

      “Does he know he had a kid?” I lift my gaze from drying my legs enough to study her a little more closely. Their resemblance is in the set to her jaw and in her sturdy build. Though just about every Amazon I’ve set eyes on were pretty sturdy women. She also has the same slightly curly, dark blonde hair.

      “Mother’s hopefully telling him everything tonight.”

      I wrap my towel around my body and grab my toiletry bag, slipping by her, uncertain what to say.

      When I reach my locker, she follows, sitting on the bench across from me, silent. I glance at her, but she’s just studying me closely, head tilted to one side, like I’m some strange creature in her midst.

      “I’m not sure what you want me to say—that I’m sorry you grew up without a dad? Honestly, I was better off when mine didn’t come around. Parents can fuck you up. My mom wasn’t much better, but after a while she was gone too.” I find the sweats and tank top, think about the underwear, but forego it. I’m still really tender from the last few days and want as little contact against my flesh as possible.

      She waves a hand. “We don’t need men here, in case you haven’t noticed. I only really missed the idea of him, but the concept of an absent father wasn’t something that caused me any trauma. Plenty of the other women who’ve come to us have had backgrounds like yours, so I get it can be a big deal to some. It just wasn’t for me.”

      “Lucky,” I mutter.

      Do I have daddy issues? Probably.

      Definitely.

      And I should probably unpack that and how it relates to my current circumstances. Or at least where I found myself the last few days, being railed by a bunch of otherworldy prison guards and enjoying the fuck out of it.

      But I glance at her again, a little envious now. To have a mom who showed up and was enough—I really could’ve used that.

      “It’s the only life I’ve known, really,” she says. “But I wouldn’t trade it for anything. I just wanted to let you know you’re welcome here for as long as you need. I wanted to be up front about my whole part in this because I think you and Alcides have unfinished business. I didn’t want you to think I would interfere. I want to get to know him, if Mother allows him to stay. But I gather what you’re here for will take precedence.”

      I snort a laugh. “More like un-started business. I barely know him. The only conversation we’ve ever had happened when I begged him to get me out of Tartarus.”

      She sits up a little straighter, frowning at me.

      I’m ripping a comb through my damp hair, belly tangled up with uncertainty about what’s supposed to happen next, at least with Alcides.

      “He said you were his fate. Is that not true?”

      My stomach tightens even more, and I can only nod at first. I still feel the others deep inside me, so… available. And patient, bless them. It’s a strange new sensation to start to believe you can actually count on people. And there’s already a very clear space being set aside for the others. Alcides, Campe, Cerberus; they were all in my head even before I was aware they were real.

      “It’s true,” I whisper.

      She’s looking at me with new appreciation. “What’s it like, to be touched by Fate?”

      “I don’t know.” I sit down on the bench and grab the tube of lotion from my toiletries, raise my tank top up to reveal my tattoo, and begin liberally massaging the lotion into my skin. The flesh under my hand seems to vibrate as if experiencing a pleasure completely separate from my own.

      “I don’t know that I ever really had a choice as Bloodline. It was either give in or die. Doesn’t Fate have their threads everywhere?”

      She shakes her head. “They don’t venture here. We’re daughters of gods, and the gods make their own rules. The Higher Races are the ones who are bound to Fate, and humanity in general.”

      “Fate wanted the Bloodline dead because we evidently sprang into being in a way that didn’t let them have dominion over us. But Deva Rainsong stepped in and promised to protect us. So it might be fate magic that affects us, but it was Deva’s fate hounds who probably determined where I wound up. I’m grateful, I guess? But it’s been kind of a mindfuck, if you ask me.”

      She looks wistful, staring at the stone floor.

      “How long have you been here?” I venture.

      “My entire life. I mean, we travel plenty. There are events I attend as a representative of the winery or brewery. We do community outreach practically everywhere in the world. There aren’t many of us who are willing to leave once we learn how wonderful it is to live here, to be a part of something bigger than us, to help others. But it’s the only way I get to see the world.”

      She still didn’t answer my real question. “How old are you, Ele?”

      A sad smile tilts her mouth. “I’m over three thousand years old, Nemea. It’s been a long time not finding love. So I really hope this works out for you. Not every woman needs it, but every woman deserves it.”

      The longing in her voice triggers an ache deep inside me, and I reach for her impulsively, grabbing her hand and squeezing. “No one in all this time? Really?”

      She squeezes back. “A few of the gods tried to pursue me. Even Zeus.” She wrinkles her nose at this. “Mother put a stop to that fast. They’re not allowed here anymore, at least not the men. There have been mortal men, but I learned a long time ago that it only hurts worse to fall for them, because I can’t keep them. So I always come back here. Home is healing. I’m fulfilled here. And regardless of how things turn out for you, I hope you will be too, for as long as you choose to stay with us.”

      She rises then, helping me up with her hand still in mine, then pulls me into a tight hug. I return it with fervor, grateful for her kindness, for her sincerity. “Maybe there’s an immortal out there for you still. I wouldn’t give up hope,” I tell her. “The ones I’ve met among the Higher Races aren’t all that bad.”

      “Maybe,” she says. “But I’ve got time.”

      “Well, I don’t, so I guess I should get some sleep so I can get started on whatever training is in store for me here. At least I think that’s why Alcides brought me.”

      “We’ll get you sorted out. Good night.”

      She gives me a peck on the cheek, which warms me to my toes, then turns and disappears through the door back into the barracks. I finish moisturizing in silence, for the first time finding it possible to relax. The lotion is faintly lavender-scented and begins to soothe me even before I’ve put away my belongings.

      Just before I close the door to my locker, I spy a small black case, shrink-wrapped on the top shelf. I peek at it and find a small rechargeable silicone vibrator. Curious, I unwrap it and pull it out of its case. There’s a convenient outlet in the back of the locker for stealth charging and everything. The label on the vibrator promises discreet pleasure, quiet but powerful. I press the power button and it hums to life with a pleasant flutter, and is indeed powerful.

      So this is how they survive with no men.

      I stash the toy back on the top shelf, plugging it in for good measure. You never know.

      When I head back into the bunk room, it’s dark, but enough moonlight filters in that I can make out shapes. I peek over to where I saw Ele when I first came in, and her eyes are open. She smiles at me as I make my way to the bunk with the number 26 on it. It’s a lower bunk, the upper empty. Women slumber all around in a faint chorus of breaths and snores, and the nighttime birds and crickets add to the white noise surrounding me.

      But despite the weariness in my limbs, I lie awake, staring at the underside of the top bunk, wishing I could predict what would happen next.
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      Two Amazons maintain vise-like grips on each of my arms as I’m escorted to Hippolyta’s quarters, still zip tied. I take in as much of my surroundings as I can on the way. This place is not new to me, but it’s undergone such transformation I barely recognize it. But the power permeating it is the same as ever.

      Up a gravel path, through a garden gate, stopping at a heavy wooden door of a whitewashed stone building set at the far corner of the compound. They only pause long enough to knock.

      “Enter,” comes her call.

      Perhaps I should react more strongly to the sound of this woman’s voice, but I only feel the same sense of weary anticipation I had the first time we met. I’m here to ask something of her, to make my case and hope she’s as reasonable now as she was then. She’s within her rights to turn me away, but I will stand my ground regardless, appeal to her as family, if nothing else, because I am far from the only child of a god who has had to weather the dysfunction of our family’s machinations.

      One of the Amazons produces a knife and cuts my bindings before opening the door and shoving me through it.

      Hippolyta’s quarters are warmly lit with electric lamps. Bookshelves line the walls, and plants occupy every surface remotely near a window. The space exudes an understated opulence—modern and comfortable, yet undeniably rich. A large mahogany desk dominates the room, a sleek computer perched atop it like a technological centerpiece. Despite the contemporary trappings, the aura of ancient power is even stronger the closer I’m pushed to her, until I’m finally urged down into the chair opposite her desk.

      Hippolyta rises from her own chair, fixing me with a piercing gaze. Even in simple jeans and a cotton shirt, she commands the room with a presence befitting a demigoddess. Our eyes meet, a flicker of familiarity sparking between us—a reminder of the bond we once shared. She is still as beautiful and domineering as ever, her dark hair a wavy cascade over her shoulders, the faint lines at the corners of her eyes only making her seem more powerful.

      “Alcides,” she greets, her voice even, but carrying an undercurrent of unspoken emotion. “I did not expect to see you here. Or anywhere in the mortal world, for that matter.”

      I incline my head respectfully. “Hippolyta. I come seeking your aid and council.” I won’t broach the topic of our last encounter unless she wants to. But suffice to say we parted on somewhat strained terms.

      Her brow arches delicately. “Does the great Hercules require assistance? And what will you bargain with this time? I have little to offer in the way of magical treasure.”

      Bristling inwardly at the use of my Roman name, I press on. “I am here on behalf of the girl, Nemea. She is… special. I will return Ares’ girdle to you in exchange for your help to protect and train her.”

      I reach around my back and unlace the belt I’ve worn every day since I parted with Hippolyta. It feels strange to place the heavy golden object with a thunk onto her desk, but it’s as if a burden is lifted when I release it.

      She stares at the golden belt, her mouth falling open. “You would really return my father’s gift to me for a mere girl?”

      “Ares’ magic has served me well all these centuries. But there is more at stake now, and the gift of this belt is nothing compared to what Nemea means to our world.”

      She heaves a sigh, still eyeing the belt as if picking it up represents too heavy a commitment. “We were done getting tangled in the pantheon’s wars when I gave it to you, otherwise I never would have let it out of my grasp. I have no desire to fight the petty battles of the gods again.”

      “Neither do I, but what is on the horizon is no mere battle of the gods. The Titans have broken their bonds and escaped Tartarus. They are loose in the mortal world and must be subdued. We need Nemea at full strength, and we may need you and your warriors ready to come to our aid when we face them.”

      Hippolyta settles back into her chair, gaze still fixed on me, assessing and perceptive as always. “I’ve heard the whispers about the girl—a human with fated ties to Tartarus himself. What could you possibly want with such power?”

      I meet her gaze steadily. “You know I am bound to him too, which means she is my fate as much as his, Hippolyta. How she came to be that is uncertain.”

      A derisive snort escapes her lips. “Fate? You know as well as I do how Fate gets their threads into everything they can. They’re a blight; an insidious fungus. But Chaos is behind this every bit as much. Perhaps he isn’t directly responsible for the Titans’ escape, but you can’t deny the connection. The very moment a girl with powers of Chaos appears, Fate has to get involved. But I suppose if it weren’t the two of them at odds, it would be two other gods or primordials butting heads and crushing the rest of us in the process.” She pauses and grimaces, then sighs. “But please do share more about this precious girl you’ve brought to me.”

      Drawing a fortifying breath, I begin to recount all that has transpired—the Titans’ escape, the curse they placed on the dragons and the bargain they’ve made to lift it, and Nemea’s crucial role that we have yet to fully grasp. Hippolyta listens impassively, her expression betraying nothing.

      “...which brings us to now,” I conclude. “Will you help? She is untrained, both in combat and control of her magic, which can be quite devastating if left unchecked. But what she holds inside her may be the key to subduing the Titans once and for all. Their powers were stripped from them in the prison and have regenerated over the centuries, but have not returned in full. They seek the kernels of their souls that were taken when they were captured, stored within the Temple of Olympus. If they reclaim those kernels, they will be unstoppable. You know as well as I do the consequences of leaving them to roam free.”

      Hippolyta drums her fingers against the desk. “You speak of events that could unravel the fabric of our world. And you believe this human girl is the key?”

      “Yes,” I admit. “And I believe you are the best person to help her.”

      A heavy silence stretches between us, laden with unspoken history. Finally, Hippolyta sighs. “Very well, Alcides. The girl may remain here. Training will begin tomorrow.” Her gaze sharpens. “But in return, you must make time for family.”

      I furrow my brow in confusion. “Family? What do you⁠—”

      “Our daughter, Eleutheria,” she interjects, her words like a thunderclap. “She’s craved to know her father all her immortal life.”

      The breath leaves my lungs in a rush as the revelation crashes over me. A daughter...with Hippolyta. Ancient memories of fatherhood stir, from long before I met Hippolyta. Hushed, reverent whispers in the presence of the miracles that were each of my three sons, from their first newborn cries to watching them grow into sturdy young men, only to be crushed and bludgeoned to death by my hands all those thousands of years past. It’s an image I force myself to recall, if only to remind myself to stay humble. I may be the son of a god, but it was a goddess who made me commit those atrocities.

      But now, a daughter? And if she’s been here all this time, I have no doubt she’s as much of a wonder as her mother.

      Hippolyta’s expression softens just slightly. “Hold onto the belt for now. We can sort that out later. But if you wish for the girl’s sanctuary here, you must make an effort to connect with Ele. She deserves that much from you.”

      I can only nod mutely, still reeling from the revelation of my daughter’s—Eleutheria’s—existence. Hippolyta seems to accept my stunned silence as my agreement, continuing in a firmer tone.

      “Very well then. Nemea will be welcomed and sheltered among my Amazons for as long as she wishes. You may stay for a week, during which I expect you to spend time with Eleutheria. Get to know the woman she has become.”

      Drawing myself up, I meet her unyielding stare. “You have my word, Hippolyta. I will embrace this opportunity.”

      A faint smile plays across her lips at that. “We shall see, Alcides.” She pauses, studying me carefully. “Now, tell me truthfully—what are your intentions toward Nemea?”

      I hold her gaze. “She is my fated mate, Hippolyta. Our bond has yet to fully form, but it is inevitable that we will join. For her own good, and the safety of humanity, I must be there to guide her burgeoning powers.”

      Silence hangs between us, heavy with unspoken thoughts. But even though what love we shared has faded to barely more than a memory, the respect we had for each other remains strong. Finally, Hippolyta gives a curt nod of acceptance.

      “Then we have a bargain. Stay true to your word, and the compound will offer sanctuary.” Her eyes glint with a hint of challenge. “Do not squander this chance, Alcides. It may be your last.”

      With that parting remark lingering in the air, I take my leave, my mind spinning with the revelations of the past few days. A daughter… a mate… and a precarious future bridled only by my ability to walk the paths set before me.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            6

          

          Vesh

        

        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      A casino heist wasn’t something I expected to have to pull off, especially not the one my team and I are technically tasked with protecting from break-ins.

      “We know the layout of the Pandemonium inside-out, so this should be easy, in theory,” I say, my voice a low rumble echoing off the walls.

      Pan snorts, his fingers drumming against the table. Before us, an ultraviolet rendering of the vault itself rotates in mid-air. “And you think just because we manage security at that glitzy hellhole means we can waltz in and take it?”

      “Nearly,” I counter. “Chaos might be cunning, but he trusts us to keep his treasures safe. All but one.” My eyes narrow at the thought of the vault—sealed by magic no being, save Chaos himself, can unravel.

      “So spill it,” Pan urges, leaning forward. “How do we crack open this nut without drawing his attention?”

      I pace before him and the others, my face still throbbing from the beating Pan and Campe gave me. The soreness becomes a distant memory as the plan takes shape.

      “There will be no cracking. It’s impervious to damage of any kind. We must coax it open. The vault is enchanted to recognize its master’s essence.”

      Pan grins wickedly with understanding. “Are you talking essence, or…?”

      Campe snorts. “He’s not foolish enough to just leave that kind of power laying around, unlike some people.” She eyes Pan, who studiously ignores her.

      I stop pacing and face him squarely. “Not to worry. I know just what we need to get it.”

      Pan straightens up, interest piqued.

      “Chaos’ libido responds to only two things: his bride and his chocolates.”

      Pan chuckles darkly. “You plan to seduce his spunk out of him with a chocolate? Because I don’t see you getting under Sybil’s skin.”

      “No.” I allow myself a smirk. “We’re going to steal it from under his nose during one of Sybil’s grand soirées.”

      Everyone leans closer, eyes brightening with interest. A party is the perfect thing to get them all invested. It’s also the perfect venue to secure the element needed to crack open that vault.

      “Please do tell how exactly you propose to get that creature’s semen without him noticing?” Campe asks.

      “With your help, my lovely dragon. He isn’t immune to the effects of certain mind-altering substances, and dragon breath is the most mind-altering of them all. You will trick him into believing you’re his bride while the faun distracts his actual bride. We all know how debauched Sybil’s parties can get, so it won’t be an unusual occurrence for her to want a private moment with her mate. Chaos will believe the ruse. And Sybil’s been wanting to get her tentacles into Pan’s pants since the start. Satyrs are her favorite creatures to molest.”

      She frowns. “You’re forgetting that I won’t have my full power while I’m piggybacking on one of your clones. Every iteration weakens my magic.”

      “Then it’s a good thing I’ll be setting you free.”

      Everyone rumbles in dismay about the unfairness of Campe being allowed to leave while the rest of them must remain prisoners. They’re only allowed into the world while riding along inside a copy of me, morphed to look like them. I raise my hand to quiet them.

      “I don’t just need you for the key. The party isn’t for a few days, which will be cutting it close with our timeline, but the more crucial piece of this is Nemea. There’s only one place Alcides would take her, and you’re the only one of us who can join her there. I need you to go to the Amazons and impress upon them the need to let you guard Nemea and help train her. We have only a few days until we confront the Titans, so time is of the essence.”

      Campe’s eyes brighten with excitement, and she stands even straighter. “I won’t fail you. How will the rest of this heist work?”

      I lay out the plan: In three nights’ time, Sybil is set to throw one of her infamous gatherings—ostentatious displays of excess meant to lure in the rich and powerful for her to have a taste of them, to gain leverage and manipulate. But I am hopeful she isn’t beyond manipulation herself. Pan will be the bait, easily seducing her and keeping her occupied for the night.

      Campe at full power is capable of shifting into any creature she wishes, so she’ll take Sybil’s form, divert Chaos for some carnal fun, drug him with her breath, and capture his semen, which she will then pass off to Erebus, who can easily spirit it via shadows straight down to the vault, where I’ll be waiting. From there, all I’ll need to do is apply my boss’ essence to the door, grab the key, and head straight back to Erika and her team. Chrysaor and Cerberus will each be on watch for the two lovers to make sure we aren’t caught, and Typhon and Asterius will remain behind to oversee the prison in our absence.

      “As security chief,” I continue, “I’ll ensure our paths are clear of any... complications.”

      An impatient rumble rises from all around us, even louder within my mind. I’ve sensed Typhon’s unrest growing ever since Nemea’s departure. As the most even-tempered of all of us, I’d hoped he’d let it go. A moment later, a shadow passes across the window of our war room, followed by a thud that shakes the tower as he lands on the bridge outside and peers one big eye through the narrow window.

      His deep, resonant voice causes the image of the casino map to vibrate. “Let me go this time, brother. Disguise me like the others. I need to be there. Either take me, or send me to Nemea.”

      “You’re needed here, little brother,” I say. “And you know the Amazons only allow women. Alcides is only there on a technicality.”

      He snorts hot steam through the window, filling the room in a fog. Chrysaor blinks and waves a hand in front of his face, then extends his wings and flaps them a few times to chase the fog away. Cerberus, true to form, looks bored and starts licking his balls with one of his three wolfish heads.

      Erebus solidifies and rapidly signs, “You and Pan can give him any shape you wish when he’s occupying a clone. And the Furies would happily guard the prison while we’re away. There is no reason not to have all your best guards involved in this. Asterius too.”

      I stare my brother down, unmoved by his silent pleas. The fact that he is signing rather than speaking right into my mind is telling.

      He wants the others to see. The bastard is deliberately trying to undermine my authority. But as the warden of Tartarus, it is my duty to maintain control.

      “The answer is no, Erebus. I will not allow Typhon to accompany us, nor will I release Asterius from his duties here.” My voice echoes firmly off the stone walls. I don’t elaborate because I shouldn’t have to.

      Erebus’ shadowy form ripples in agitation, his hands flying in angry signs I pointedly ignore. The others are watching raptly. Cerberus even perks up, all three of his heads swiveling between the two of us.

      Outside, one of Typhon’s giant eyes presses against the window, the steam from his snorting billowing through in wisps. Several smaller heads writhe through the gaps above and below the slitted green orb. Though he remains silent, I can sense his simmering resentment through our telepathic bond. He has always been the most curious among us, longing for the experiences he’s been denied since birth due to his fearsome shape. I fear granting his wish will only lead to greater yearning. Or worse, betrayal.

      No, best to keep him here. The risk is too great otherwise.

      Erebus finally stills, resignation weighing down his dark shoulders before he melts into the shadows. Typhon blinks one last time before giving the bridge one heavy stomp that makes the tower tilt to a sharp angle, forcing all the rest of us to grab the table for balance. It’s all I can do to mentally right the structure as my brother takes wing, trumpeting his displeasure.

      I suspect this argument is far from over, and it throws me off-balance as much as Typhon’s tantrum threw the tower off-balance. The lingering psychic echoes from the pair burden my mind with notions of “fairness” and “potential.” As if our purpose here is anything more than eternal vigilance over the damned.

      I turn my focus back to the heist plans glowing before me, ignoring the echoing departure of my brothers. We all have our duties. Mine is to retrieve the key, the final piece of bait we need to recapture the Titans.

      As my remaining guards keep staring, I bark, “Anyone else have any grievances to air before we proceed?”

      I let my gaze fall on Asterius, who scowls at me, but shakes his head.

      Cerberus lets out a yip from one head and a growl from another, while the third is back to licking his balls.

      “Cerb, I would appreciate it if you’d pay attention. You’re part of this plan, though if you’d prefer to stay in the prison, Asterius can take your place.”

      The big hound emits a disconcerting whine from one head and stands. He rises onto his hind legs, his three heads merging into one as he steps up to the table. He scrubs a hand through his unkempt hair, then down his face, shaking his head as if shaking off a bad dream.

      “I’m up to speed, boss,” he says, his voice a peculiar blend that seems to echo disparate undertones. His eyes flicker, briefly clouded with uncertainty that mirrors the merging of his minds. He doesn’t shift often if it isn’t necessary because of the occasional conflict that arises when three separate consciousnesses merge.

      An odd, abrupt laugh escapes his lips—a rare slip of composure that hangs awkward in the air.

      “You can count on me, always solid for Typhon, right?” His words jumble, though his loyalty seems clear, if tinged with an unintentional emphasis that contradicts our hierarchy. He gestures vaguely to the window Typhon vacated and the lingering wisps of steam that hang there, shimmering faintly purple in the light from outside the room.

      Realizing my brother is no longer there, he frowns, then gestures to the shadows across the table. “Seems like Erebus is the one we need, though. Right, boss?” His voice trails off, yet again bringing into question whether he even knows who he’s talking to. His gaze shifts as if seeking my other absent brother.

      Awareness finally fills his eyes and he heaves a weary sigh, slumping back into a chair against the wall. He rubs at his temples, massaging away the confusion that haunts the edges of his expression. “And Nemea… she’s central to all this too.” His tone softens, a pained grimace betraying his urgency for connection. Perhaps I should feel guilty for not facilitating his bond with her sooner, but her departure complicated matters to his detriment.

      A sliver of genuine concern crosses his features as he looks back at me. His eyes search for something unsaid—a silent plea for equilibrium amongst the escalating turmoil. Equilibrium I’m not sure I can offer.

      “My brothers know their tasks. And we’re all aware of Nemea’s importance to our mission. It’s the rest of you I need to make sure are clear on the plan. As we were discussing, Cerberus, you are tasked with keeping watch over Pan and Sybil at the saunas, while Chrysaor keeps watch in front of Chaos’ door. Sybil might want to make an orgy of it, but you are not to join in, got it? Naturally Campe will need to get Chaos alone so as to not give away our ruse. And to avoid contaminating our sample.”

      “And what about after? Even with Chaos’ spunk in hand, opening that vault won’t be child’s play,” Pan points out.

      “The essence will persuade the vault to open,” I explain. “It’ll believe Chaos himself stands before it.”

      “And if it doesn’t work?” Pan asks.

      “It has to,” I reply.

      Our plan is simple yet potentially devastating—a single misstep could spell disaster for my entire team, which is why my brothers’ displeasure sits so heavy on my shoulders.

      But such is the nature of our existence now: teetering on the brink between Fate and Chaos. The stakes are too high for us to fail though, and glancing around the room at my team confirms that they understand how crucial it is that we succeed.

      “When shall I go to Nemea?” Campe asks. “Surely you don’t want me to wait. There is little enough time remaining to train her as it is.” Her eagerness is well-contained on the surface, but I can sense her champing at the bit. Whether it’s simply the prospect of freedom that has her excited or of finally having Nemea mostly to herself, I can’t be sure.

      “As soon as we’re finished today. I need to return to the Pandemonium for final reconnaissance and to get a look at the party arrangements in case there’s anything I may have overlooked. I need you all along for the ride. Then you can go to her.”

      She cocks her head and narrows her eyes at me.

      “What is it?” I snap. “I thought you were excited about this.”

      “I am. But don’t you think there’s one thing you overlooked?”

      I stop, fixing her with a look that has sent lesser beings scurrying. “Speak.”

      She leans on the table, pinning me with one of her fiercest looks, as if to remind me that she’s older and wiser than I am. She’s the eldest of all of us. “First, you need to stop biting everyone’s heads off if you want this plan to work. We’re on your side, in case you’ve forgotten. Your brothers are too, so a little leniency with them can’t hurt. But more importantly, you owe Nemea an explanation at the very least. And an apology.”

      My pride bristles at the thought of reaching out to Nemea after all that has transpired—after Alcides’ flight has cast doubt on my decisions, and now my own brothers seem to want to sow discord among the team.

      Disconcertingly absent are the ever-present opinions of my brothers swirling around the back of my mind. Neither of them are here, which means they’ve gone to her. Never have my brothers been so angry with a choice I’ve made. Not even after that godsforsaken battle we fought on the island where Typhon lost three heads.

      Asterius seems to sense my reluctance. “Vesh,” he says softly, “it’s not just about mending fences. It’s about ensuring our plans don’t unravel because we neglected one detail. A decision, I might add, that is slowly causing rifts to form among our ranks. There is only one thing that will mend those rifts. If we ever want her back, it has to start with you.”

      He is right; Asterius often is when it comes to matters of foresight.

      With a sigh that feels like it drags up from my very darkest depths, I relent.

      “Fine,” I say, my voice barely above a whisper. “I’ll go talk to her.”

      Asterius gives a slight nod of approval, and they all return to their duties, leaving me to absorb the conversation. There is no time to dwell on it now, though. With the power of a thought, I return to the Pandemonium and gird myself for the preparations for our heist.
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      My eyes snap open in the pitch-black room, the chill of pre-dawn air nipping at my skin. I’ve slept fitfully and my covers are tangled around my legs. The dregs of strange dreams still coat my mind in sticky residue, making it difficult to separate them from reality. My heart hammers from the abrupt awakening, and it takes me a moment to orient myself to my location.

      A female silhouette materializes in the darkness. “Rise and shine, Nemea,” Eleutheria says. “Training starts at five.”

      Grumbling, I kick off the covers and swing my legs over the edge of the bunk. The floor’s cold bite is a sharp contrast to the warmth of the bed. “Already? I feel like I just closed my eyes.”

      “Trust me, you don’t want to be caught sleeping in.” Ele’s voice is a mix of amusement and sternness.

      I dress fast, yanking on the clothes Eleutheria hands me—a sports bra, a snug-fitting tank, and black athletic shorts that don’t restrict movement. The boots are a pleasant surprise, fitting as well as my own boots do. I lace them up, still grasping for the ambition to justify being awake at this ungodly hour.

      Hunger gnaws at my belly, prompting me to ask, “What about breakfast?”

      “After training. Eight o’clock.”

      My stomach lurches in protest, a silent scream for food. “I’ll starve by then,” I mutter under my breath.

      Other residents are in various states of rousing and dressing as we pass through between the bunks.

      We step outside with the trickle of other women, into the cool morning air, stars still clinging to the sky as dawn prepares to break. Not all the women are dressed for training; some wear jeans and T-shirts, others are in comfortable shorts and tops as they stride purposefully toward various buildings. It’s a bustling hub of early morning activity, with more women than I expected, some originating from a second building down the hill from where I slept.

      Ele leads me down a path toward a somewhat flat field dotted with contraptions obscured by morning mist, which resolve themselves as pieces of an obstacle course when we draw close. An oval dirt track circumscribes the area, giving me rude flashbacks of gym class in high school. They’re far from my least favorite memories, but definitely not my best, either.

      “Mel should be here soon. You’ll do great today,” Ele says, squeezing my arm.

      “Wait, you’re leaving?” I blurt, eyes widening. That’s when I take in her more business-like attire of crisp linen trousers and a white top that accents her tan skin.

      “I run marketing for our winery and brewery. I have to go to work. I just wanted to make sure you made it to the training ground. You’ll be in good hands with Mel.”

      A knot forms in my throat as I face the prospect of navigating today alone.

      Seeing my unease, Ele sighs softly and calls over another Amazon—a tall woman with wide shoulders and eyes that could cut glass. “Tell Mother I’m going to miss the morning meeting. I’ll catch up with her at lunch.”

      The woman nods once before disappearing up the misty path.

      “You didn’t have to do that,” I say, though I’m secretly grateful that she decided to stay.

      Ele shrugs. “It can’t hurt to sharpen my skills a bit. Just let me go change. I’ll be back in a blink.”

      Other women gather, some sitting on nearby benches to wait. I chew on my lip, answering the occasional morning greeting with a nod and a forced smile. They don’t all look like Amazons at least. Some appear just as unathletic as me, so maybe I won’t be alone in my imminent failure to pass whatever test I’m about to undertake.

      Ele returns at a jog, dressed in identical black tank and shorts, though her boots are more worn and scuffed. She holds something out to me, and it takes a beat for me to realize it’s a hair tie.

      “You’ll want to put that up before we start,” she says.

      “Thanks.”

      I fumble with the small elastic, dropping it once before shoving it between my teeth to try gathering my sleep-tangled hair. This should not be as difficult as it is, but my hands are shaking. I’m just grateful that my power is solidly tamped down deep inside me for the time being. It’s probably hiding just the way I want to hide right now.

      “Here, let me,” Ele says in a gentle tone, retrieving the hair tie from the ground where I’ve dropped it again. “Sit.”

      I obey, plopping my butt onto the end of the nearest bench. She steps behind me and deftly gathers my hair between her fingers, weaving the strands into a French braid that trails down to the center of my back.

      “Thanks,” I mumble when she’s done. Having another woman show me any kind of consideration is an alien feeling. Even my girlfriends back in school behaved more like casual buddies who would joke and share secrets, but reserved their affection for their partners more so than me.

      Ele gives me another warm smile that makes me wonder if this is what it would have felt like to have a big sister, or even a mom who was halfway present in my life. My grandmother didn’t even show this much affection. I was foisted onto her by child protective services, and she did her best, but she’d only ever raised the one boy who’d abandoned her as quickly as he abandoned my mother. Girls were too much work for her, I guess.

      I’m still absorbing the strange sensation of sisterhood when a hush comes over the group and the other women begin to stand. I peer over my shoulder and my heart jumps into my throat. A trio of intimidating Amazons march toward us, Mel taking the lead with two others flanking her to either side.

      Mel reaches us, and the crowd parts for the trio to pass through. They pivot on their heels in an easy synchronicity, like they’ve been doing this for ages.

      When Mel finally speaks, her voice carries easily through the mist, and her gaze tracks over the crowd, resting on me for only a second before moving on.

      “All newcomers to the Boxing Club are required to undergo a physical assessment to determine where you fit within our community. This is not a pass/fail kind of test, so don’t worry if you can’t hold your own against your fellow residents. Not all of you will be cut out for combat, and that’s okay, but those of you who have any affinity for it at all will be expected to train to maximize your skills in order to protect the compound and its residents, or to protect yourself in the event that you choose to leave.

      “I shouldn’t have to tell any of you why this is necessary. Many of you already know there are predators out there more powerful than the average human man. As such, running is often the only option. So with that, let’s get started! Run as many laps around this track as you can until the whistle blows!”

      The woman on Mel’s left pulls out a stopwatch, raises it, and then inserts a whistle between her lips, emitting a shrill, piercing bleat.

      Ele nudges me once, then breaks into a jog. “No snoozing, Nemea! Let’s go!” she calls over her shoulder.

      My heart races as I catch up to her. We jog together, my legs pumping in time with hers. I expect to feel winded quickly, but something’s different. With each stride, my lungs seem to expand, drawing in more air than I thought possible. The burn in my muscles is there, but distant.

      Ele shoots me a grin. “How are you feeling? Can we step it up?”

      I chuckle and shake my head. “I should warn you I’m the least competitive person alive. But I think I’ve got more to give, sure.” I grin back and push a little harder.

      The endorphins flood my body like a drug, though it isn’t an entirely new sensation. I felt this that first day in the prison, in the midst of being taken to my very limits while cradled on a hammock of Typhon’s mass of writhing snake heads. The obvious difference is I’m not being fucked right now. This is all me, pushing my own body to its limits just for the sake of finding out what those limits really are.

      Limits I haven’t truly tested until now, I realize. I’m not clouded by a haze of desire, hyperfocused on mine or my partner’s pleasure. The only time I’ve had the chance to test my physical strength was the morning after the ritual, revisiting the wrecked cabin and finding I could easily move entire hardwood beams with one hand and not get winded.

      I’m not winded now, either, so I push myself even harder, drawing ahead of Ele only to have her match me a moment later. She’s red-faced and puffing now, but her eyes are bright with excitement.

      “Come on!” I taunt. “I thought you could keep up with me!”

      I have no idea how far ahead we are until we come up behind the rear of the group and pass them easily. Some women let out laughs and surprised curses as we blow by. The mist clings to my skin, cooling me off as my body heats from the exertion.

      This is the freest I’ve felt in my entire life, and I barely register the whistle blowing as we round the far end of the field for the third time. It’s a matter of seconds before we reach the starting line again and slow to a stop. A round of applause and hoots and whistles greet us from the handful of women already stopped, more congratulations coming for the rest as they make it back.

      “Fuck, I haven’t had a run like that in decades,” Ele says. “Now I want to see what else you can do.”

      “Me too,” Mel says, looking impressed. “Nice work, everyone!” she calls. “Who here enjoyed that?”

      I raise my hand, along with a handful of the other women. Most offer good-natured “fuck-thats,” though.

      “Well, this is just the start. Before you get comfortable, let’s test your strength! Everyone drop to the grass and give me as many pushups as you can until the whistle blows!”

      After the pushups, we do sit-ups, then jumping jacks. Then she sends us down the small obstacle course in the center of the field, which includes a tire run followed by a climb up a rope dangling from a steel framework high above. Somehow, I surprise myself again by making it to the top within seconds, then dropping easily into a crouch on the ground again. It isn’t until I hear the gasps of the observers that I look up and realize how far a drop it was. No one else, including Ele, makes it that far.

      I find myself more grateful for these tests than annoyed. I wouldn’t have tested myself otherwise, and wouldn’t have had such a clear understanding of my limits.

      When we’re finished, Mel is conferring with her two fellow trainers. After a moment she nods, then steps toward the group again.

      “You all did amazing. We’re going to split up now. When Thalestris and Areto call your name, line up with them. Nemea, you’re with me today.”

      My mind races—amazement mixed with trepidation—as Mel’s expression shifts from impartial to something almost gleeful.

      “Prepare yourself,” she warns with a hint of mischief in her tone. “Training with me is no walk in the park.”

      I nod silently, understanding dawning on me that this is only the beginning—the threshold of what promises to be a grueling, but empowering journey into discovering just how deep this newfound strength runs.

      A nudge at my side makes me turn to see Ele grinning. “See? I knew you’d kick ass. But I think it’s time I left. I’m not about to let Mel put me through my paces.”

      “Way to instill confidence,” I gripe, even though I’m feeling up to the challenge for once in my life.

      But Mel raises an eyebrow. “Giving up so soon, Eleutheria? I thought you had more mettle than that.”

      This makes Ele stiffen, and her jaw sets, making me wonder how often she was met with this particular taunt. As an Amazon princess, she no doubt had to prove herself over and over.

      “You know I can run this course in my sleep, Mel.”

      “I know you used to be able to. Can you still, or have you grown soft sitting in that cushy office and traipsing around the world in first-class cabins all these years?”

      “I can still take anything you’ll throw at me. Don’t fucking hold back.”

      “You got it.” Mel smirks. I glance at Ele, who is still flushed from our tests. She definitely looks more determined.

      I face Mel again. Her clipboard is gone and she stands with hands on hips.

      “Are you ready?”

      “Do I have a choice?”

      Her expression softens. “You always have a choice. It may not always be an easy one, but you always do. If you’d rather stop here and go find food, you can. It’s entirely up to you. Ele, however, has to put her money where her mouth is, so if you leave, she’ll just suffer alone.”

      I chew on my lip for a second, then shake my head. “I need to know how far I can go.”

      She nods. “Then follow me.”

      Mel leads us off the field to a path through a grove of olive trees. We reach the wide, straight corridor amid the grove that Alcides led me through when we snuck into the compound last night. The one with all the nightmarish obstacles.

      Mel points to a row of steel beams suspended crosswise over a pit filled with water. “You’ll start here,” she says, her voice cutting through the morning air like a knife. The rising sun glints off the metal, and the water below is a murky green with algae growing on top. The beams are placed far apart—too far to easily step across.

      I swallow hard, feeling the first tendrils of doubt creep in. Sure, I’ve discovered newfound strength and stamina, but this? This requires a finesse I’m not sure I possess.

      “Take it one step at a time,” Mel advises, her eyes locking onto mine. “Don’t rush it.”

      Except there’s no way to take this slowly if I want to get it right. Running will give me the momentum to leap far enough to span each gap.

      I nod, settling on my course of action, and eye the first beam. Taking a deep breath, I back up, then take a running leap, my foot landing squarely on the metal. Without missing a beat, I launch to the next, then the next. I lose my balance a little by the fourth, and the next few steps are shaky, my arms flailing. Ele follows behind me, her movements more practiced, but visibly strained. She at least doesn’t look like a balloon man flapping in the wind, though.

      We progress from the beams to a series of ropes dangling from tall poles. The task is to swing from one to the next without falling. I grasp the first rope and swing forward with too much force, barely managing to grab the next one. My coordination is definitely off, but I push through it, adapting to the rhythm by the third swing.

      Next comes a climbing net stretched up a steep incline. My hands and feet tangle in the ropes at first, but as I climb higher, my movements become more fluid. Ele is right behind me, her breathing heavy, but determined, though she is definitely more focused on proving herself this time than on shoring up my crappy self-esteem.

      We finally reach what looks like an obstacle from an action movie—a narrow plank suspended between two platforms over a pit that smells suspiciously like manure, complete with buzzing flies. One misstep could send us plunging into the stinky, murky depths below.

      My heart pounds as I step onto the plank. It wobbles beneath me, and for a moment panic sets in, only exacerbated by the stench. But then I remember Mel’s words: “Take it one step at a time.” I focus on each step, finding my center of gravity. By some miracle, I make it across without incident.

      Ele crosses next, her every muscle tensed with effort. She’s clearly pushing herself to keep up with me, and though it’s obviously a challenge for her, she does it without faltering.

      Finally, we stand before the last challenge—a towering stone wall with ropes dangling just out of reach from the top.

      “Are you serious?” My voice comes out as more of a squeak than I’d like.

      I stare up at it, feeling small and insignificant. The idea of scaling this wall seems ludicrous.

      “You don’t have to go over if you can go through,” Mel says.

      “You want me to go through the wall? What, like a wrecking ball?”

      Mel nods firmly. “We haven’t truly tested your powers beyond your endurance and strength. Let’s see if you can draw from it to do more.”

      I look at Ele beside me; she’s catching her breath, but watching me intently.

      Taking several steps back for a running start, I hesitate only for a moment before dashing toward the wall. My legs pump beneath me as if powered by engines and my heart thunders in my chest.

      Drawing on my power feels like tapping into an electric current that courses through my veins and gathers in my palms. Doubt flickers—can I really do this?

      With a deafening yell that rips from my throat and echoes off the surrounding trees, I thrust my hands forward just as I reach the wall.

      The impact is monumental; power explodes from me in waves and the stone wall shatters into dust and rubble before my eyes. I skid to a halt before I trip over the resulting chunks of stone and cement, nose tickled from the cloud of dust filling the air.

      Breathing heavily, I stand there in shock at what I’ve done and slowly lower my trembling hands. I’m not sure how I feel about this. On the one hand, I’m ecstatic that I can focus my power enough to do something like this on purpose, but I just tore down a fucking stone wall. What else could I break?

      The dust gradually clears as the morning sun breaks through. When I can finally see past where the wall used to be, Alcides stands on the other side. His dark eyes are wide with something akin to awe or hunger, and next to him stands an imposing woman whose presence demands attention even without saying a word.

      Alcides opens his mouth as if to speak, but nothing comes out. He shifts his gaze between Ele and me like he’s caught between two worlds colliding.

      Ele stands awkwardly beside me, as tongue-tied as her father.

      The silence stretches until it’s almost unbearable. I can’t take it anymore.

      “Jesus, you two. Alcides, meet your daughter, Eleutheria. Eleutheria, meet your dad. Now, can we go get some food? I’m fucking starving.”
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      Trickles of sweat glisten on Nemea’s skin in the morning light, rivulets tracking through the dust that settled from her blast through the wall. I’m too stunned to speak as she strides away with purpose. She’s fierce, more of a force of nature than I imagined after tearing through stone like it was paper. The sight of her round backside departing sets my heart racing in a way that’s too complex to untangle right now.

      My first introduction to her was the glimpse I had while she was tangled up with Typhon and Asterius, seemingly a victim to their whims, though it was clear she was enjoying herself. Prior to that, my desire for her was merely an awareness in the back of my mind that took root the moment we learned of the Titans’ escape and Pan’s disappearance from the prison.

      I’d never felt that pull to another creature before, not even my long-dead wife when we first met. As much as it pains me to admit, my attempt at domesticity was an effort to escape the debauched life of a god. My legacy at the time, it seemed, was to be my father’s son, and I wanted no part of it.

      There’s a new pull now, though, and it isn’t to Nemea. This is at least familiar to me in a way that wrenches my heart. Before I murdered them in a rage incited by a bitter goddess, my sons were my entire world. Their loss left an emptiness I’ve carried ever since. And while Nemea may be the missing half of my soul, the hole in my heart cannot be filled so easily. I want to fill it. But where do I begin?

      Turning to Eleutheria, I’m at a loss for words, still dumb after Nemea’s display and doubly so with this monumental introduction. How do you start a conversation with someone you’ve only just learned exists? Someone who’s lived thousands of years without you? The weight of missed time presses down on me like the labors I once bore.

      Eleutheria glances at me, her expression open and unburdened by the same tangled emotions that knot inside me. Her strength is apparent, not just in the lean muscle of her frame, but in the steady gaze she offers, so much like her mother’s. Her hair is lighter, like mine, and her eyes are a shade of blue that reminds me of my mother’s eyes, from the sparse memories I retain of her before my father spirited me away to Olympus.

      “Hello, Father,” she says as if she’s always known me.

      I find my voice at last. “Hello, Eleutheria. I am... Alcides.”

      She smiles faintly, the first hint of uncertainty at this meeting. “I know who you are.”

      “Right,” Hippolyta says, as if the introductions are sufficiently settled. “Let’s go eat. You two can get acquainted over breakfast.” She takes our daughter by the arm, and they head up the path. I quickly stride forward and fall into step beside them, grasping for anything to start getting acquainted with my daughter.

      “I’ve missed a lot,” I say, my voice gruff with emotions. The statement strikes me as ludicrous, and I let out a soft snort. “I’ve missed everything.”

      “You’re here now.” Eleutheria shrugs. “That’s what matters.”

      Her forgiveness is a gift I’m not sure I deserve, but one I accept gratefully. “I want to be part of your life... if you’ll have me.”

      “We’ll see,” she says, hedging. But there’s warmth there. A start.

      We walk toward the mess hall together in silence, my mind racing with all the things I want to say and ask. But for now, this is enough—just walking beside her.

      Melanippe leads Nemea ahead of us, and though my eyes are drawn to Nemea’s powerful stride—a confidence she didn’t have even a day ago—I force myself to focus on Eleutheria. My heart tugs in two directions: the protective pull of fatherhood, and an undeniable attraction to Nemea that defies explanation.

      Eleutheria breaks into my thoughts. “She’s something else,” she says with a nod toward Nemea.

      “Yeah,” I agree, pride swelling within me at Nemea’s display of strength. “She sure is.”

      We reach the mess hall where the scent of fresh bread and sizzling bacon fills the air. My stomach growls, but it’s the last thing on my mind as we step inside together.

      Heads turn when I cross the threshold, more than a hundred eyes settling on me at once, whispers erupting from around the room. I stop in the doorway, letting Hippolyta and Eleutheria move ahead of me. This is not a place for men, and for the first time I’m painfully aware of how out of place I am.

      Hippolyta moves to the center of the room and raises a hand; the room falls silent.

      “This man is here as my guest. He is Ele’s father, Alcides. He’ll be staying with us for a week only. But the reason for his arrival is one everyone here needs to know. My most senior warriors have already felt the ripples of a shift in power. Entities as old as time have risen from the bowels of Tartarus, where Alcides has served as guard these many centuries. Four Titans have broken free of the prison and returned to the mortal world. These are no mere men, and if they are not brought to heel, their power may yet exceed that of most gods. The destruction they could wreak on our world is indescribable. We must prepare for a battle the likes of which we haven’t seen in millennia.”

      Nemea has already made a beeline for an empty seat between two women I saw leaving the training field when Hippolyta and I passed by. She flashes an apprehensive look at me over a bite of toast, then at Hippolyta. But Hippolyta makes no mention of the new trainee here, or her power, nor the expectation that she will likely be the weapon to help us win this battle.

      The alarmed murmurs rise in volume until Mel places fingers between her lips and emits a sharp whistle. Hippolyta nods her thanks and continues.

      “Everyone, please gather at the amphitheater at sunset for a longer discussion on what this will mean for us. I have more to share, but now is not the time, nor is this the place. Please continue to enjoy your breakfast and the rest of your day.”

      She directs me to a table at the far end of the dining hall, still empty but with bowls of food laid out down the center, waiting to be served. Antiope waits by one of the seats, along with their other sister, Penthesilea, and three other Amazons who seem familiar, but whose names I don’t recall. Hippolyta pulls out a chair and sits, and as if waiting for her, so do her sisters and the others.

      “Areto, please let Alcides sit with us for today,” Hippolyta says to the Amazon seated to Eleutheria’s right. The stocky woman eyes me warily, but nods and moves to another table.

      “What more is there to share?” Antiope asks. “Surely it isn’t that he intends to stay. You remember how that went before.”

      “Water under the bridge, sister,” Hippolyta says, shooting me an apologetic look.

      “Right. But we don’t need him to hang around in order to train the girl. He’ll just be a distraction if what he said last night is true.”

      I grit my teeth, unwilling to cause a scene that would just serve to make me appear more threatening than I intend to be. But Eleutheria smacks her palms down on the table hard enough to make the heavy wood creak.

      “Just stop, Antiope. He’s here for me as much as her. I have waited my entire life to meet him. If I want him here, he can stay, got it?”

      “It truly is only through the week,” I finally say. “The Titans have cursed several dragons outside the Temple of Olympus. We have made a bargain to trade the key to the temple for lifting the curse. Tartarus and I must be there, with the key, at the end of the week to fulfill our end of the bargain.”

      “That doesn’t give us much time to prepare,” Antiope snaps.

      “We didn’t exactly have any warning that they would escape,” I shoot back.

      “And you’re just going to give them the key? We may as well just surrender now!”

      My nostrils flare with my effort to hold back my ire at this insufferable woman. Antiope is a formidable warrior, but has never been a fan of mine.

      “No,” I say in as even a tone as I can muster. “We intend to capture them and avert whatever destruction they plan to cause if they are given access to the Temple. The kernels of their power are locked within. Aside from their confrontation with the dragons, they’ve been lying low since escaping. That will change if they are allowed to reclaim their power. We won’t let that happen.”

      Antiope’s continued scrutiny bites like a blade at my throat, but I don’t let it show. Instead I lean forward, my voice a low rumble that only those at the table can hear.

      “We have a plan,” I begin, locking eyes with each of the women before me. “But for it to work, Nemea needs to be at her full potential. She’s more than just a trainee—more than just my fate. She’s a weapon.”

      I keep to myself the fact that I still don’t know all the details of the plan, only that Vesh was working on them before I left. All I am sure of is that he still needs me to unlock the Temple, and I don’t intend to let him down, despite my betrayal in taking Nemea away from him. As far as I’m concerned, her desire to leave was his fault, and my loyalty is as much to her as it is to him.

      I glance over to where Nemea sits, laughing now with the two women beside her. The sight of her relaxed and unguarded eases a tension in me I hadn’t realized was coiled so tight. She looks free. Relaxed. I only wish we didn’t need her to capture the Titans.

      Antiope’s gaze follows mine. “We need to train Nemea quickly then,” she says.

      Hippolyta nods. “She’ll be ready. If her display on the course is any indication, all she needs is a little discipline and her talents will be razor-sharp.”

      My gaze lingers on Nemea again. Discipline isn’t the only thing she needs, but the women at this table don’t need to know that detail. For her to be at full power, she’ll need to complete her bonds with all the guards of Tartarus, including me.
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      “You’ll have to forgive Antiope,” Hippolyta says when the meal is finished and most of the residents have departed. Nemea has been commandeered again by Melanippe for more training, while Antiope has disappeared to go tend to the horses, which were always her preferred companions. Penthesilea and Eleutheria remain at the table with us.

      “I hold no animosity toward your sister,” I say. “Even though I’ve done nothing to earn what she shows to me.”

      Eleutheria shares a pointed look with her mother, who gives a curt shake of her head. Pen rises to clear the dishes as if this is her cue to disengage from the conversation.

      “Shortly after you departed last time, she made a visit to the Temple of Zeus. She was still bitter over the bargain you and I made, and perhaps a little bit more so over the baby you left in my belly. She prayed to the god to teach you a lesson. To make you fail your next labor.”

      I grimace at the thought of any woman willingly summoning my father to aid them. He always exacts a steep price for his favors. Hippolyta sees my reaction and shakes her head.

      “Perhaps she thought that as our grandfather he would have some shred of affection for her and would grant this favor. But he is so far removed from his various progeny it’s unlikely the familial tie mattered to him.”

      My skin prickles at the gravity in her tone. I know I’m not going to like what she says next.

      “His price was her body, and when she changed her mind, he took what he wanted anyway.”

      The ceramic mug in my grip cracks under the strain of my hand wanting to curl into a fist. It’s only Eleutheria’s hand on my arm that makes me ease up and take a breath.

      “He did not deliver on their bargain,” I say. “I succeeded in stealing Gerylon’s herd. All the remaining labors I undertook after that were a success.”

      Hippolyta’s lips are a tight line as she nods. “That was when we destroyed his temple. None of the gods are welcome here, and few of the goddesses. Being only slightly removed from him in stature and likeness, she is still reminded of that one bad decision when she sees you.”

      “I am not my father,” I say, staring at my knuckles. I turn to Eleutheria. “I am not him,” I repeat with more vehemence. “Would that I could denounce our ties entirely, but I cannot. But I have undergone my own torture because of my blood. The best I can do is try to balance his heinous acts by doing good where I can. I had hoped serving Tartarus would help me atone, but all it has done is teach me that the gods are more capricious than ever in who they choose to sentence or let roam free. But if there is anything I am certain of, it’s that the Titans must not be allowed to.”

      “It shouldn’t be your responsibility to make up for the wrong your father has done,” Eleutheria says. “You deserve freedom and happiness too. And from all the stories I have heard, you have more than earned it.”

      I place my hand over hers and squeeze. “You’ve raised our daughter well, Poly,” I say, earning me a sad smile at my use of my old nickname for her.

      “She’s her own woman now, and has been for a long time. Ele, why don’t you give your father a tour of the compound? He hasn’t seen it in a while. Just be back in time for the gathering tonight.”

      “I will, Mother. Shall we go, Father?”

      She rises and moves toward the door, and I follow, still uncertain whether I’ve earned the right for her to call me Father at all.
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      I make my way to the amphitheater at dusk, muscles humming with the sweet ache of exertion, my belly full of another delicious meal shared with new friends. My optimism has increased by a huge margin since this morning, though I’m still apprehensive about whether I will be ready when the time comes to help defeat the Titans. I don’t even know how long I have to prepare.

      But with every new challenge, I reach deeper and deeper into my well of power, so deep I’ve become painfully aware of the fact that there is a limit. One that may find me coming up short when the time comes to perform. Those few days I spent in Tartarus showed me that with every new bond I form, my well grows deeper, but today has only shown me that it is still not deep enough.

      Perhaps running away was the wrong plan. Was I a coward for making Alcides help me escape? I was able to bond with six of the guards. The other three linger in my thoughts every time I reach for my magic to use it during training. How much more will I be able to use once I’ve bonded with all of them?

      Destruction wasn’t my only lesson, but it turns out it was the easiest to learn because it was something I could easily do without thinking. After breakfast, Mel took me back to the wall I blasted and made me rebuild it, brick by brick, without a single tool to help.

      My knuckles are scraped and raw, my fingers blistered, but after hours of hard labor, my visit with Benedetta came back to me. She’d explained that the power of chaos wasn’t just destructive, but it took far more effort to channel it for creation.

      It took an hour of concerted effort for me to recall the creative flow it took when I first crafted objects using the glass I found on the shores of Bear Island. But it turns out that using my magic to manipulate mundane materials is even more difficult than using it on the glass.

      The glass, which wasn’t glass at all, but shards of Tartarus himself. Of Vesh. My affinity for him as a medium was so much stronger than any other medium I’d tried at the school. But I still found enjoyment in all of them. So when I finally found that core of creative energy, it became easier to rebuild the wall, and by suppertime I finally completed it, down to the last spec of crushed stone merging back into a smooth, hard surface.

      It tapped me, and for the first time since arriving, I’m entirely spent of magic, to the point that even my tattoo lies dormant on my skin.

      The lack of worry over whether I’ll inadvertently damage my surroundings allows me to relax for once. To feel like a normal woman, just chilling with other normal women who could be friends if I stay long enough.

      Good-natured chatter and laughter rings out from the slowly gathering group. The women I arrived with are still joking over a conversation we had at supper about how a particular actor we loved had played roles as both a romantic lead and a serial killer in different movies, and how the romantic lead was the scarier of the two. “So many red flags,” one woman says.

      Did I miss something when Vesh came to spirit me away from the island? Actually, if I backtrack to the day I lost, those disjointed memories suggest some level of dysfunction between him and Pan. Whether it’s only about Pan’s unwillingness to return to servitude, I don’t know. The only obvious red flags were Vesh’s lies and perhaps neglect, though under the circumstances, I can’t blame him for being distracted.

      None of the others can be accused of abuse, though. Only one stood in my way when I tried to leave, and Alcides ultimately took my side and helped me escape.

      My attention is only half on the conversation now as I scan the growing crowd to find him. As the amphitheater fills, I’m more and more astonished at how many women live here. There are at least a hundred, and Mel wasn’t lying when she said there were no men.

      I looked for Alcides at mealtimes and found him easily, usually deep in conversation with Eleutheria. I hope they’re finding some common ground, some bridge over the years they’ve lost. But a territorial urge has risen inside me. I want him back.

      Maybe it’s selfish of me, especially considering I’m bound to all of them, so he has no choice but to share. But that doesn’t mean I have to share him.

      I finally spy the pair descending the moss-covered stone steps. Alcides looks more relaxed compared to how he was at breakfast, and Ele is smiling. I offer my apologies to the women I’m with and meet the pair at the bottom row, heart in my throat and feeling a little shame over my wish to have Alcides to myself.

      “How’d your day go?” I look between them, hoping my jealousy isn’t apparent. Ele was the first friend I made here. I’d like to keep her.

      Alcides’ eyes crinkle with genuine contentment. “Ele’s shown me just how much heart she pours into this place. It’s impressive.” Pride swells in his tone, and it warms me to see this softer side of him.

      We settle on the bench together, me on Alcides’ left, Ele on his other side. He continues to rattle off all the impressive things Ele shared with him today, while the abashed look on her face suggests she’s not used to such overt praise.

      Meanwhile, acute inadequacy sets in deep. I try to tell myself she’s had centuries to become as awesome as she is, but that doesn’t stop my sense of shrinking into myself.

      Blessedly, Hippolyta arrives, and the noise of the crowd dulls to a low murmur. She makes her entrance from above, her commanding presence silencing any remaining whispers.

      In that silent moment before she speaks, Alcides’ hand brushes mine on the edge of the bench. Electricity jolts up my arm, the sensation warming me through. I glance up at his profile, but his gaze remains fixed to the front. Even as he stares at Hippolyta, he turns his hand and grazes his knuckles deliberately along the side of my bare thigh, then rests his big palm over the back of my hand, threading his fingers between mine.

      I let out a shaky breath, my body hot with awareness of his proximity, that small feeling obliterated by the heat of his skin on mine.

      I’m so hyperconscious of his touch I almost miss what Hippolyta is saying. Her voice carries through the amphitheater, calm, yet commanding. I turn my hand under Alcides’ so our palms press together, then direct my focus to the dais in front of us.

      Hippolyta’s eyes shine bright when she glances at us, then our clasped hands. The smile she offers is satisfied, a silent blessing if there ever was. Then she spreads her arms wide.

      “We stand on the brink of a conflict that will test our strength, our unity, and our very survival. The Titans threaten not just us, but the balance of power in the world, as well as the realm of the gods themselves.”

      She pauses, her gaze sweeping over the gathered crowd. “But we are not without allies or resources.” Her eyes find Alcides. “One such ally has returned a treasure of great significance to our cause.”

      Murmurs ripple through the crowd as Alcides rises from his seat beside me. He gives my hand one last squeeze before releasing me. His movements are full of purpose as he descends to join Hippolyta on the dais in the center of the amphitheater.

      When he reaches her, his hands fall to his waist to unbuckle his belt, a girdle of hammered gold gleaming even in the dimming light. He presents it to Hippolyta with reverence, and she accepts it with a solemn nod.

      The air seems to thrum with anticipation as Hippolyta fastens the girdle around her waist. The moment it’s secure, a hush falls over us all. It’s like she grows taller, more formidable—if that’s even possible.

      “Sisters,” she says aloud, her voice strong and clear. “This girdle was forged by Hephaestus himself for Ares, god of war. It embodies his strength, his skill in combat, and his indomitable spirit.” She turns slowly so everyone can see her. “With this girdle, we will amplify our might and sharpen our awareness on the battlefield.”

      To demonstrate, she motions for her sisters to join her on the dais.

      Hippolyta’s voice fills the amphitheater, ringing with authority and promise. “Now, let us see the true power of unity and strength combined.”

      She beckons toward the newer members of the club, including me. I hesitate for a second, but then I stand, heart racing. There’s a buzz of excitement as others join me in stepping onto the dais.

      Mel, Antiope, Penthesilea, and Alcides take their places opposite us. Mel gives me an encouraging nod, her eyes telling me to trust in what’s about to happen.

      I face off against Mel. She’s taller, broader, a seasoned warrior whose presence alone should intimidate me. But something shifts inside me as Hippolyta approaches. She places a hand on my shoulder and another on Mel’s. I feel a surge of warmth, a connection that’s both comforting and empowering.

      “Let the demonstration begin,” Hippolyta commands.

      Mel attacks first, a swift strike meant to test my defenses. But my arm moves as if guided by instinct, blocking her effortlessly. Our eyes meet in surprise; mine wide with disbelief, hers sparkling with approval.

      I counterattack before she can recover, my movements fluid and strong. It feels like I’m dancing, every motion in perfect harmony with Mel’s. We’re evenly matched—each parry met with a block, each thrust with a dodge.

      The crowd gasps and cheers as we go back and forth. Neither of us gains the upper hand; it’s an exhilarating stalemate that has us both grinning despite our exertion.

      Beside us, Alcides faces off against another newbie. He moves with his usual grace and power, but finds himself matched at every turn. His opponent is smaller, but just as quick and fierce under the girdle’s influence.

      The other club members are equally astonished by their own abilities—every new member holding their ground against Amazons who have not only trained for centuries, but also carry the blood of a god.

      When Hippolyta signals for us to stop, there’s laughter and panting breaths as we all step back. The energy is electric; we’re united by a shared sense of strength we didn’t know we had.

      Hippolyta steps forward again, her eyes shining with pride.

      She raises her arms high above her head, the girdle around her waist catching the last light of day and gleaming brilliantly. The murmurs fade as she concentrates, her expression serene yet focused.

      Suddenly, I hear her voice inside my head—a clear message that resonates through my very soul: “Together, we are unstoppable. Together, we are Amazons.”

      It isn’t just words; it’s a feeling—a connection that binds us all together in that moment. A sense of belonging washes over me. I am part of something much larger than myself.

      The amphitheater erupts in cheers and applause. The energy is palpable as every woman present feels the conviction settle into their bones—the undeniable power of the girdle uniting us in purpose and strength.

      I find myself cheering along with them, caught up in the wave of excitement and hope. For once, I don’t feel like an outsider or someone who doesn’t belong; I am an Amazon now, connected to these women by something extraordinary.

      I glance over at Alcides; he’s clapping loudly, his eyes meeting mine across the space between us. There’s pride there too—a shared acknowledgment that we’re part of this incredible force together.

      As the noise subsides and everyone starts to mingle again, talking excitedly about what just happened, I feel lighter than I have in days—maybe even years. With this newfound power and these allies by my side, maybe there’s a chance we can actually win this fight against the Titans after all. Maybe freedom isn’t the end-all, be-all if it doesn’t come with community.

      Alcides approaches me with a piercing focus I feel to my marrow. When he reaches me I look up into his eyes, suddenly breathless with anticipation.

      In a low, gruff tone, he says, “Ele told me of a place we can be alone up in the hills—a hot spring set apart from the one everyone else visits. Will you come with me?”

      “Lead the way.”

      He takes my hand and we disappear into the shadows, leaving the revelry of the night to echo behind us.
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      Our sunset stroll through the vineyards bears no resemblance to our clandestine infiltration under cover of darkness the night before. Alcides holds my hand this time, and the sounds of crickets and night birds is more comforting than foreboding.

      “Tell me about your day,” I venture when we’re well out of earshot of the compound, shrouded in shadows between the rows of gnarled, twisty grapevines. The path is easy enough to find at least, and I realize I can see far in the distance without effort, tracking the trail up into the hills he indicated when we started walking.

      He glances at me once, then shrugs. “It’s hard to describe. I am in awe of her. All day I kept kicking myself for never coming back. I could have known her all this time, but I missed every milestone that a girl’s father should be present for. But then I wonder if I would have only made her life harder had I stayed. If she would have been half as amazing had I been here.”

      “She is pretty great,” I say. “But you are here now, even if it’s only for a short time. Just make sure she knows she’s valued and that you love her and you’re proud of her. That’s all a daughter really wants from her father.”

      He gives me a sharp look, and I wince at the bitterness that threaded through my tone.

      “You did not have this from your father, did you?”

      I let out a derisive snort. “My dad gave me nothing. Neither of my parents did. They didn’t even raise me. And my grandparents were more like glorified babysitters than role models. All I’m saying is that Ele could do so much worse than having you as a dad. Just… let her take the lead. If she reaches out, answer. Be available. Listen. It can’t be that hard.”

      “It shouldn’t be difficult for any father,” he grumbles. “And it wouldn’t have been for me, had I known. Hippolyta never told me of Ele’s birth. I left before I knew she was pregnant. I stayed away because I knew I couldn’t give her the escape from her role as queen that I thought she wanted. And the truth of it is, if I had known, I would not have trusted my presence not to do more harm than good. Drawing attention to my happiness would have only made Hera angry. Had I stayed, there is a non-zero chance Ele would not have survived.”

      “Well, I guess that answers your burning question. You did the right thing. Unlike my dad who did absolutely everything wrong.”

      He squeezes my hand, then releases it so we can move single-file up the narrowing path as it climbs into the hills.

      “Do you think it will be different now? If your stepmother finds out about her, I mean,” I ask.

      “I think Ele’s well-protected, and now with the girdle returned to Hippolyta, all of them are more than capable of defending themselves from any of the gods. But I won’t be staying; Hippolyta was clear on that point. If I spend more time with Ele, it won’t be here after this week.”

      My stomach turns a flip, because I hadn’t considered much beyond the next few days. “What if I want to stay?”

      The vegetation is thicker the higher we climb, with scrubby trees blocking out more of the moonlight, but I can see when Alcides glances back at me. “Then you should stay. I have a commitment to Tartarus and the other guards. I needed to see you through this. But until the Titans are put back in their cell, I must return to help the others.”

      “I have a commitment too. But nobody’s given me a timeline, just vague insistence that I need to be ready. For what and when, I still have no clue. Is it happening as soon as the end of the week?”

      My voice comes out brittle, my emotions churning enough to cause my tattoo to flex around my upper arm, waking for the first time since supper.

      We reach a level ledge, and he turns to face me. “Vesh never told you the details, did he?”

      I raise my hands in frustration. “No one did!”

      He utters a curse under his breath, glancing at the ground and shaking his head. “Fucker has gotten too used to us all being in his head. He doesn’t typically hide information like this from the rest of us. If anything, it’s a testament to how much you’ve affected all of us, even Vesh.”

      I grit my teeth. “I’m not aiming to forgive him yet. But if what I keep hearing is any indication, we have less than a week to get me trained, don’t we? So any hope I had of staying put here for the foreseeable future is just a fucking illusion.”

      He reaches out a hand to cup my jaw and tilt my head back. “You can come back. You can stay once this is done. Our bond will keep us close, Nemea. Once it’s in place, we can’t be parted.”

      “How are you so sure?” I ask in a small voice, even though I’m not even sure this is where I want to be. I only know that I feel safe here. Understood.

      “Because I know you have a connection to the others already—the ones you’ve bonded. Erebus visited me last night and told me you’ve shut them out. He wanted to make sure you were okay, and to tell you that you don’t have to fear opening your sanctuary to them. Vesh will stay away if you lock him out, which is perfectly within your power to do. You get to choose who you let in.” He taps my temple gently with one fingertip.

      “Is it okay if I want to be alone with you for a little longer?”

      His gaze tracks over my face, landing on my mouth. With a low hum, he bends and presses his lips to mine. A charge jolts through me even though the kiss is soft, a gentle press that’s little more than a promise. He pulls back only slightly, pressing his forehead to mine.

      “It is more than okay. In fact, I am grateful for it. The day I arrived and found you cradled by Typhon while Asterius fucked you, I wanted you so badly it hurt, but I didn’t want our first time making love to be in front of an audience. You are everything to me, Nemea. I accept that you are not only mine, but I need to show you how much I am yours the first time. And I need your full attention when I do.”

      I slide my hands around his neck and gaze into his eyes, somehow faintly glowing in the darkness. “You have it now. How much farther do we have to walk?”

      “As it happens, we’re here,” he says, taking my hand again and turning us toward a patch of utter darkness. He snaps his fingers once, and a spark lights the night, becoming a small orb of lightning floating above his fingertips. It illuminates an opening tucked between two large boulders canted against each other. Mounted into one is a bracket holding a lantern.

      He lifts the globe of the lantern and touches the magical light to the wick. A small flame erupts, casting the end of the trail and the cave mouth in warm light and flickering shadow. The faint scent of minerals tickles my nostrils, and it grows stronger as Alcides leads me in, ducking his head to clear the low entrance.

      The sound of trickling water grows louder, echoing off the stone walls when we pass through the low corridor into a larger cave. The main chamber is about half the size of the bunk house I slept in last night, the floor and walls worn smooth and flat, no doubt over centuries of use and alteration. The lantern light reflects off glistening condensation that covers the sandstone walls, as well as the dark, placid pool that takes up the center of the floor, faint tendrils of steam swirling up from the surface.

      Alcides moves farther in, lighting other lanterns mounted on the walls from the one he carries. The bathing chamber, now awash in the soft glow of lantern light, looks like something out of a dream. It’s both wild and serene, untouched by the modern world. And with this handsome, broad-shouldered man in his fur cloak with the club at his belt, I can almost pretend I’ve walked into some medieval fantasy.

      The surety with which he prepares the place is interrupted when he glances up midway through scattering lavender flowers across the water. He sees me watching him intently and his lashes flutter, gaze dropping to the water again as if I’ve caught him in some illicit thought. He clears his throat.

      “The lavender is calming. We’ve both had a long day, but yours was no doubt more strenuous. The minerals in the water will help.”

      “I hope you’re not trying to put me to sleep,” I joke, bending down to unlace my boots. I continue undressing and his focus fixes more deliberately on the water and his preparations for our bath.

      “I only want you to be comfortable,” he says.

      He turns away, checking the nearby shelf for fresh towels, which were there when we arrived and haven’t budged. Beside the shelves of linens is a large stone basin with several earthenware mugs lining a ledge above it, a ladle hanging off one end. He fills two with what I assume is fresh water, then sets them at the edge of the pool without looking at me.

      My naked reflection catches his eye in the pool and he looks abruptly at the wall. I pad quietly around the edge to him and grip his wrist, making him turn to look at me.

      “What are you afraid of?”

      “Nothing.”

      When I raise my eyebrows at this, he chuckles. “Really, it isn’t fear. Not exactly. It’s just been a very long time since I was with a woman. An eternity, really.”

      “Since Hippolyta?”

      He takes a deep breath, shaking his head. “There were others after her, women I sought out to dull the pain the way I did with drink. But I haven’t had a woman or a drink since my labors ended and I pledged to serve Tartarus.”

      “I imagine it’s like riding a bike,” I say. He frowns at that, and I laugh. “’You’ve never ridden a bike before, have you?”

      Smirking, he shakes his head. “No, but I grasp your meaning. I had not ridden a horse for centuries until today when Ele gave me a tour of the property, but it was easy to remember. Muscle memory, I think it’s called.”

      I reach up and tug at the sturdy iron clasp that holds the fur cloak to his shoulders. It slides off and falls to the floor.

      “Well, the steps here are easy, but I’m happy to help.”

      His shirt is a simple linen tunic with laces across his chest. They’re already untied, so it makes it easy to simply pull the hem up. He takes over, pulling it off over his head. His bare chest beckons, and I rest my hands against the hard planes of his pecs, then slide them down his stomach. He’s smooth and hairless until I unfasten his pants to reveal a light line of hair extending from his navel down. The soft fringe above his cock tickles my knuckles when I push his open fly apart. He has nothing beneath but bare skin and his half-hard cock nestled in dark curls.

      “I think you forgot something,” he says in a low voice tinged with humor. When his pants fall down to his ankles I drop my gaze, realizing his leather boots are still on his feet.

      I glance up at his face with a smile. “You’re enjoying this, aren’t you?”

      “I enjoy everything about being with you.”

      Lowering to my knees, I look up his torso, then at his hardening cock. My nipples tingle at this game, so different from the others, yet every bit as exciting. His cock is beautiful, thick and long with delicate veins patterning its surface and a pale pink foreskin only barely concealing a darkened tip. It curves like a bow toward the ceiling, the weight of it making it drop so it almost brushes my forehead as I move to finish undressing him.

      I swiftly unlace his boots and help him step out of them and his pants. But I don’t rise right away.

      “Can I touch you?” I ask, feeling oddly reverent toward this man, this demigod, standing above me. I gently place my hands on his hard thighs, sliding them up to his hips.

      “It looks to me like you already are.” His voice is a low purr that seeps its way down deep, making my insides quiver.

      With a tentative touch, I trace the heavy ridge of muscle that spans either hip, pointing down to his groin. I glide my fingers down into the curls that surround his cock. It kicks in front of me, a reflexive spasm in response to my touch.

      Of all the cocks I’ve encountered this past week, his is the most human, but despite being nowhere near as massive as any of the others, it’s still intimidating to behold. I wrap my hand around his base, testing his girth, then cup his balls gently in my other hand. They’re heavy and cool compared to the heat of his shaft, which I begin to stroke lightly.

      When he doesn’t object, I lean close and press my lips to his tip, darting my tongue out to tease at the slit.

      He emits a shaky breath, and when I glance up to look at him, he’s staring intently at me, mouth open.

      I slide my fist up his shaft then down, pulling his foreskin back, then open my mouth wider and wrap my lips around his tip. Sliding my tongue around the smooth skin of his tip elicits a rough groan from him. He lifts a hand and gently caresses my cheek.

      “As much as I would relish spilling into your mouth, I want to look you in the eyes the first time you make me come. I want to be buried inside you, feeling your body wrapped tight around me.”

      I release him and let him help me stand. He still looms over me, somehow seeming bigger despite being completely naked now. He’s the most breathtaking man I think I’ve ever seen, like this. The others were awe-inspiring in their own ways, all beautiful despite their unique monstrous traits. But Alcides is the only one with purely human features rendered to utter perfection.

      “Are you okay, Nemea?” he asks when I can only stare at him, still dumbstruck.

      “I just don’t feel worthy of you, I guess,” I say, then let out a soft laugh at how silly it sounds. I don’t really mean it, but it’s hard to find words to explain it fully.

      His expression goes soft and he dips his head to my level, peering into my eyes. “It is I who am not worthy of you. The things I have done…”

      “Don’t. You are not the actions forced on you by circumstance. What I mean is I’m nobody. You’re practically a god.”

      “Do you not want me because of who I am?”

      My eyes widen and I shake my head. “No! I mean, of course I do! Fuck. I don’t know why it was easier with the others. Probably because I wasn’t really alone with them, one-on-one, except for Chrysaor.”

      He narrows his eyes and his mouth twists to one side. Then he seems to come to a decision. “Get in the water,” he commands. “Then turn with your back to me.”
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      I swallow, but obey his command, grateful for a direction and more than a little turned on by his suddenly less deferential demeanor.

      Up close, the water is crystal clear, but I dip a toe in to test the heat before stepping in at the corner of the pool where three shallow steps lead down. I wade into the water, which is the perfect temperature, hot enough to soothe my fatigued muscles, but not so hot it hurts. But then I could probably withstand hotter, now that I know what I’m made of.

      The lantern light around the perimeter casts flickering shadows on all the walls as Alcides moves, padding on bare feet around the edge to the steps. The water ripples with his descent into the pool, and my nipples prickle in awareness of his approach. When he reaches me, he stops, just close enough for me to sense him, to feel his breath faintly gusting against the top of my head.

      His voice is low and deep, almost a whisper, when he finally speaks.

      “What you missed, which would have perhaps set you more at ease in this moment, was my own promise of what I would do to you that first night you spent in the prison. Do you remember?”

      “How could I forget?”

      “You heard from most of the others, all their lewd suggestions. But all I could think in that moment was how none of them deserved you. Because you are a goddess in my eyes, Nemea. But even a goddess likes to get dirty, which I realize now.”

      He pauses and drifts both wet hands up my arms from elbows to shoulders. I let out a shuddering breath at the warm contact, my body coming alive.

      “Breathe, Nemea. Because I’m going to take my time tonight.” He rests his hands on my shoulders only briefly before sliding them down my back and beneath my arms. He presses against my back, his erection digging into my spine as he cups my breasts.

      I take a slow, deep breath, leaning back against him, and mentally reach for my power without really thinking, just to gauge its level. There is more than I had in the amphitheater, evidence that it’s this kind of contact that replenishes it. Even an incomplete bond with one of them fills me, little by little.

      He grazes his thumbs across my erect nipples and I bite my lip, eyes closed to simply experience what he wishes to give.

      Mouth close to my ear, he says, “What I’m going to do is tease you. I’m going to lick and suck and caress every inch of you, every sensitive place from the tips of your perfect breasts, to the wet, slick heat between your legs.

      “I’m going to put my mouth on your hot little cunt and lick until you gush all over my tongue. I’m going to slide my fingers into your pussy, then into your mouth, make you taste yourself on my fingers after you finish.

      “And when you’re limp and spent, then I’m going to have my way with you, fucking you slowly, so slowly. I want to feel every deep inch of your pussy sliding over my cock. I’m going to fill you up with my cum, then turn you over and do it again, and again.

      “Because you’re right; I am practically a god. I can go all night. But you have the stamina of a Titan. I’ve seen it myself. So I want to see if you can match me as well as you matched Asterius and Typhon. You took on all three of the Brothers Bane that day in the baths beneath the prison, which took stamina. I promise you, Nemea, I can last longer than all of them combined. But I’m positive you can take it. Are you ready?”

      I’m so absorbed with the arousal rising higher and higher with every idle stroke of his thumbs across my nipples, I nearly can’t find words to answer. He drops his mouth to my neck and nips gently, then murmurs close to my ear, “Tell me you’re ready.”

      “I’m ready,” I breathe.

      As if that was all he was waiting for, he spins me, then lifts me in one smooth motion, striding to the edge of the pool and setting me on the cool stone. His blue eyes are dark and intense, the irises faintly sparking with lightning when he descends on my mouth, kissing hungrily. He presses his hands to my inner thighs, urging them apart and then releases my mouth to lean back and take me in.

      I’m astonished by the look of utter wonder in his eyes during his brief pause, but his desire overtakes it a moment later. He hooks his hands behind my knees and pushes them up, and I have no choice but to lie back.

      I let out a startled cry at the first hot lick of his tongue between my legs, then lose myself in the pleasure. His hair is damp when I twine my fingers into it, the silken tendrils curling around my fingers as his tongue curls over and over against my clit. He lets out a hum of enjoyment, sinking a little deeper and hooking his arms around my upper thighs so I’m forced to either drape my legs over his shoulders or raise my knees and place my feet on them.

      As if sensing my uncertainty, he grasps each of my ankles and pushes them up and wide, showing me a third alternative: opening myself even more for his attention.

      I hold my knees wide, abandoning all inhibition. He pauses long enough to take me in, licking his glistening lips as he draws his thumbs down between my folds, sliding one lower to coat my rear opening with my juices.

      “Have any of them tasted you here yet?” he asks, eyes bright and wicked.

      “Ty,” I say, shivering a little at the memory of all of Typhon’s tongues licking every last erogenous zone I possessed.

      Alcides chuckles. “Of course. I have never witnessed him with a partner, but I’m not surprised he has skills with his tongues. I hope he got as much enjoyment out of it as you no doubt did.”

      “I returned the favor, sort of.”

      He cocks his head, still slowly teasing my ass with a slick fingertip when he looks at me. “Did you manifest a giant tongue somehow? If you can shift into a beast like him, that must have made him quite happy.”

      “No,” I say on a laugh. “I improvised. It’s called sounding. Or so Chrysaor informed me later. Because it’s something he likes too.”

      “Explain this sounding to me. I’m listening.”

      He dips his head again, pressing his mouth to my pussy and covering my flesh entirely, his tongue sinking deep. I can’t help but let out a groan at how deliciously sensitive I am to his licks. When he teases the tip of his tongue across my puckered asshole, I gasp.

      Pausing just enough to lift his eyes and look at me, he says, “Go on.”

      “It… it’s where, uh… fuck,” I’m finding it more and more difficult to maintain a train of thought with the very tip of his tongue teasing in and out of my ass. He pushes a thick finger into my pussy at the same time, curling it and hooking to rub against my G-spot.

      “Nemea,” he admonishes when he pauses again, just enough to let me breathe before he rubs a thumb over my clit and sends me spinning again. He drops a kiss to my hipbone, still finger-fucking me, then sinks his teeth in playfully, but the sensation sends another jolt of pleasure deep into my core.

      “You have a hole in your dick,” I finally manage to blurt. “Typhon’s just happens to be big enough to fit my arm into. Evidently doing that… uh…” My focus wavers again when he applies more speed and pressure to my clit.

      “He enjoyed having his cock hole fisted by you, didn’t he?”

      “Y-yes. But channeling my magic is what made him come. I tried it with Chrysaor, but he has toys, jewelry, I guess? Small enough to fit him.”

      “Hmm,” he says, and I glance at him. He’s still teasing me with one hand while finger-fucking me with the other. He holds my gaze as he plunges his pinky finger into my ass, and I arch my back in abrupt pleasure at the penetration. “Next time I see Chrysaor, I will ask him to show me.”

      With that, he descends again, capturing my clit between his lips and sucking gently, then subjecting me to a rapid-fire barrage of licks while his fingers plunge faster in and out of me. I claw at the stone floor, crying out as he draws my climax out of me, continuing to lick until he’s wrung me dry several times over.

      But he doesn’t give me even a second to come down. I’m still in a daze, gasping for breath when he hoists himself up out of the water, his lower body dripping wet, his cock a hard, glistening curve between his thighs. His torso shimmers with steam and sweat in the warm lantern light. I’m struck dumb again at his magnificent beauty.

      He pushes my knees up and wide again, then lowers himself above me, pressing his tip to my soaked opening.

      “Yes,” I gasp in the split-second when he meets my gaze, his silent question in the barest lift of his eyebrows. “Gods, yes, fuck me Alcides. Fuck me until I scream.”

      His face is a mask of intense concentration that crumbles to ecstasy when he pushes deep in one smooth stroke.

      “Fuck, you fit me so well,” he says, holding still as he hovers above me, his thick shaft throbbing inside me with a heavy pulse that matches my own heartbeat. “Wrap your legs around me.”

      I do as I’m told, and he begins to move, sliding in and out so slowly I marvel at the control he has to be able to move that way while supporting himself above me. On one arm, no less, because he’s busy caressing me with his other hand, first holding my hip, then sliding his hand down my thigh and back up. He rests his palm on my chest, as if feeling my heartbeat, which is pounding hard with his gradually increasing tempo.

      He touches my chin, then dips his head to capture my mouth in a searing kiss that leaves me even more breathless than his cock plunging in and out of me. When he pulls back to gaze into my eyes, he slides his fingertips across my lower lip and I realize they’re still slick, coated in my juices.

      “Open,” he says. “Taste yourself.”

      I open my mouth wide enough for him to slide two fingers between my lips, tentatively licking around his fingertips. The flavor is tangy, new, but not unexpected. I’ve tasted women before, just not myself.

      I take his fingers deeper, sucking gently while he stares down at me. When I’ve sucked him clean, he traces his wet fingertips across my lower lip again, then drops them to one breast, teasing them around my nipple.

      Movement from the side catches my eye, and we both glance to the arm he’s propped himself up on. My tattoo has migrated halfway off my side, twining itself around Alcides’ muscular arm.

      He frowns in confusion for a moment before laughing.

      “He likes you,” I say.

      “Indeed. I didn’t know it could do that.”

      “He can do more,” I say with a wicked smile. With a thought, the octopus unravels itself from his arm and moves down my body, then reaches again, sliding four of its eight arms around Alcides’ hips.

      I can sense its movements as easily as I sense my own hands, resting on Alcides’ shoulders. The octopus slides long tentacles over his ass, cupping both large mounds and squeezing.

      He stares intently down at me, slowing his strokes.

      “Do you want more?” I ask, my voice raspy.

      “I don’t know,” he admits, brow furrowing. “Maybe.”

      The octopus teases between his legs, one curious tip probing against his perineum, two others pulling his cheeks apart for the fourth to tease between. His eyes widen briefly and he lets out a soft gasp when that tentacle grazes across his puckered opening. He stills entirely, gaze fixed on mine.

      “That feels good,” he says.

      Smiling, I hook a hand around his elbow and turn to kiss his forearm, all while teasing him more. At my mental command, the octopus pushes inside him. He drops his head and lets out a groan.

      “Fuck, no wonder they were always fucking each other so much.”

      I chuckle. “You never thought to try it too? I’m sure Pan would’ve been happy to accommodate you.”

      “I don’t believe in sex for the sake of sex. I didn’t have the same connection with any of them that I have with you.”

      “Then we’ll have to make up for you missing out. Fuck me.”

      He grins and starts moving again, this time with harder thrusts that take my breath with every deep plunge. The octopus keeps tempo, shallowly fucking his ass while teasing his balls from behind. Above me his big shoulder flexes with every movement, and I meet every roll of his hips with a tilt of my own.

      “So good,” he murmurs, dipping again to kiss me. He deepens the kiss, and we share a moan as he quickens his pace. The tip of his perfectly curved cock rubs against my insides in exactly the right places. My pleasure remains a steady, delicious hum, but when he speeds up I’m close to flying once again. I cling to him and he dips lower, rocking his hips even deeper as he kisses me again, then stares deep into my eyes.

      “You are everything, Nemea. Are you ready for me?”

      “Yes.”

      His brow furrows with intense pleasure, and I’m sure mine reflects the same. His hips smack against me in rapid slaps, every thrust hitting me perfectly. My orgasm is sitting right at the very razor’s edge, and I hold onto it for as long as I can.

      My octopus has ventured deeper into him, rubbing against that bundle of nerves inside his ass that’s the switch to drive him wild. His eyes suddenly widen and he lets out a roar, his cock slamming deep. He holds me by the hip as he comes, his cock pulsing into me. I let go in that moment, crying out with my own climax, tightening my legs around him and clamping him tight to me.

      His gaze remains fixed on me, both of us panting hard through the aftershocks until we both heave shaky breaths, smiling like idiots at each other. My octopus has receded to dormancy on my skin again, and my body feels deliciously noodly after two amazing orgasms back-to-back.

      Alcides slowly pulls himself up to his knees, but doesn’t let me roll over. He holds my knees wide as he pulls out and I can feel his cum dripping down my channel and over my ass. He smirks as he trails two fingers through the mess, pushes them inside my pussy, and pulls them out again.

      Then he leans over me once again, cream-coated fingers held up. “You know how this works.”

      I obediently open up and take his fingers again. The flavor this time is more salty-sweet than tangy, and I suck his fingers clean.

      But I don’t immediately open my doors to him. I learned my lesson with Chrysaor, trying to draw him into me without asking first. I didn’t realize at the time that I wasn’t just sharing minds with him, that the sanctuary that manifests within me isn’t just a mental construct—it’s a place every bit as real as the prison I escaped from. And when we go there, we are physically there.

      Alcides rolls to the side and props himself up on one elbow. “Is everything okay? You can let me in.”

      “I will. I just wanted to do it right. I didn’t want to just take us there without knowing you’re ready.”

      He touches my cheek. “I am.”

      Nodding, I roll to my side to face him, cupping his cheek too. Then I look into his eyes, staring deep as I let the sanctuary materialize in the back of my mind and draw him into it with me.
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      The trip inside Nemea’s sacred space is a gentle slide into paradise. We land on stone steps facing gardens filled with flowerbeds, still new and mostly achromatic, with faint colors beginning to bloom on otherwise drab surfaces. I stride down the steps and turn to look back. The entrance to her sanctuary is a temple itself, a tholos reminiscent of one of the few temples ever built to honor me centuries after I pledged my service to Tartarus.

      I count ten columns, with doors between them, each unique in architectural features that mirror aspects of my fellow guards. They float between the columns, no wall or structure behind them. But neither do the doors of Tartarus necessarily make structural sense.

      The most vivid door is bracketed by vines and trees with blossoms hanging over the lintel. Pan has been part of her for the longest, so it makes sense that his has more color.

      The next door is black with reptilian scales covering it and snake’s eyes peering out over the top and around the sides. Typhon’s door.

      I make a circuit of the building, taking in all the others. They are slightly less detailed or colorful, but easy to discern who they belong to. Asterius’ has a heavy golden ring for a knocker in the center, and a pair of massive horns at the top, and Chrysaor’s features feathered wings and a golden sword down the center. I reach my own, a heavy door of solid hewn wood with the visage of a lion carved into the top third.

      All but mine are padlocked, and I don’t even see one for Vesh, only an empty space where one should be in between Pan’s and Typhon’s. There is a second empty gap between two other columns too, an unaccounted-for space. For another door? Another mate? There are no other primary guards of Tartarus besides the nine of us.

      I pause in front of Pan’s door again, eyeing the chain and lock that wrap around it.

      “I’m not letting any of them in again right now. I’m not ready.”

      I turn and meet Nemea’s wide-eyed gaze. She’s apprehensive of even my presence here, as if she’s afraid I might throw open all her doors and let everyone invade her space.

      “We don’t have to remain here. But you should know you can trust them as much as me. They would move mountains for you. They would fight Tartarus himself for you. You have but to ask.”

      “It’s him I don’t trust,” she says. “He betrayed me. And don’t get me started on the whole semantics of how what he said wasn’t a lie. He knew I’d misunderstand.”

      She stares at the doors, lips pressed tight together, then she grabs my hand and we’re abruptly back in the bathing cave, lying on the stone floor again.

      “He will never harm you as long as I draw breath. No one will. Not even Tartarus himself is immune from retribution if he were to cause you pain or suffering. The Furies may reside in the prison, but they follow their own code.”

      “The Furies,” she says, her gaze going distant. She toured the prison with Asterius, so no doubt saw the chamber where the prisoners were continuously tortured by the team of terrifying women with razor-tipped whips. It’s not an easy image to shake. “Why is he such a fucking hypocrite?” she mutters.

      “Because I wasn’t prepared to meet my mate,” comes a deep voice from the shadows at the back of the cave.

      My head whips around and my protective impulses take over. I spring up, flinging lightning through the air straight at Vesh’s head. He discorporates just as the bolt reaches him and cracks the stone behind him. Then he’s solid once more, his skin crackling with purple fire.

      The ground begins to shake when he takes a step closer, eyes on Nemea. Water laps over the edges of the pool from the violent sway of the earth.

      He halts, and I look worriedly up at the ceiling of the cave, then back at Nemea.

      “Run, Nemea. I’ll handle him. You have nothing to fear while you’re with me,” I say, placing my body in front of her.

      Vesh lifts an eyebrow and directs his gaze at me. “I didn’t come to cause harm, Alcides. I just want to talk to Nemea, and then I’ll go.”

      “You want to talk?” she snaps, rising to her feet and coming to stand at my side. “I suppose you’ll explain why you fucking lied to me?” She stiffens and bares her teeth when he smirks. “You lied by omission, asshole, and you know it.”

      Our new bond gives me a rare sense of her power fluctuating deep inside her. A strange thing happens when she stands her ground and reaches within, as if calming a wild beast. The shaking stops.

      Then, one by one, she removes all the padlocks on the doors within her sanctuary.

      I can feel them waiting—Pan, Asterius, Chrysaor, Erebus, and Typhon. All five are there, watching, ready. It’s Pan whose presence rises first, a warming in the air beside me. When Nemea speaks, her words carry the ancient, primordial power of the fertility god.

      “I won’t let you trap me again,” she says, and this time the words slice through the air like they have substance, resonating loud enough for the cave walls to shake again and the water to shimmer from the vibration.

      Vesh blinks and steps back, shaking his head. “I didn’t come to take you back, Nemea. I came to apologize. But we don’t have the luxury of time right now. I need your help to bring the Titans to heel by the end of the week.” He glances at me. “Her training needs to move fast. Combat training like the Amazons provide takes time. Teaching her to focus her magic is more important. If not me, at least allow me to send one of the others. Her bonds with us increase her focus and her power.”

      “You know it isn’t up to me,” I say.

      “You can influence Hippolyta, convince her to allow another guest. Your opinion still carries weight, even after all this time. Tell me I’m wrong.”

      My jaw tightens and I look down at Nemea. The cave has gone as still as the dead, and she looks like she’s holding her breath. Which of the others will he send to join me in watching over her?

      “You aren’t wrong. Nemea will need incentive to maintain focus, and as long as she’s willing, her mates might provide the best option, but you know their rules here.”

      “Do I get to choose?” Nemea asks.

      “Men aren’t allowed here,” I tell her. “I’m an exception because of my relationship with Hippolyta, but even my time here is limited.”

      “Who do you want?” Vesh asks.

      “I want Campe.”

      I’m not sure why I’m surprised by her choice, because I shouldn’t be. But the ancient dragon has been just as aloof as I have among the guards of Tartarus for almost as long as I’ve known her. I somehow can’t quite picture Nemea fulfilling the bond with her. The most intimate Campe’s gotten with any of us was merely observing when the others would play, and only going so far as to place a hand on one of the parties to absorb their magic when they climaxed. Dragons don’t need to fuck to fill their wells; they just need to be adjacent to the fucking.

      Vesh inclines his head to Nemea, then looks my way again, brow furrowed. “Nemea, can we talk in private?”

      “You can say anything in front of me.” I cross my arms and plant my feet wider, caring little about the fact that I’m still stark naked, clothed only in Nemea’s scent. But I’m not oblivious to the fact that that alone seems to affect him, which provides some satisfaction.

      His nostrils flare, but he nods, taking us both in when he begins to make his case.
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      Nemea’s wary look strikes me like a blade through my heart. This tightening in my chest is an alien sensation, and I have to clench my fist to avoid rubbing my sternum. Until her, it never would have occurred to me to care whether a woman trusted me. All I cared about was having her.

      Part of me still wants that, but the minds clamoring for my attention aren’t responsible for that desire. That was all me.

      Is all me.

      What the others want is for her to be happy—free—despite their own desperate cravings for her. In spite of Cerberus and Campe still not having tasted her, they both agree that Alcides did the right thing in defying me. They all blame me for her departure.

      And now I have to bare my soul in front of all of them, even Alcides, who stands naked in front of me, clearly having just completed his bond with her. I don’t give a fuck about what the others witness, but for some reason, having his respect matters.

      “What do you want?” Nemea asks, crossing her arms over her bare breasts and glaring at me.

      I clench my teeth and hold her gaze for a beat until my shame takes hold, forcing me to look away, down to her reflection in the dark, steamy pool.

      “I’m sorry,” I say, looking at her again.

      She lets out a snort. “I wondered if you’d ever actually apologize.”

      “My intention wasn’t to hurt you, or to trap you.”

      “Bullshit.”

      I huff a breath out. “Fine, I wanted to keep you. I never intended to let you go. I looked forward to finding you in my bed every night. I should have fucking chained you to it.”

      The last thought escapes involuntarily, and Alcides moves like lightning, his big hand clamping around my throat and slamming me back against the stone wall behind me. The scent of her washes over me, and my cock goes hard almost instantly.

      “Watch how you speak to her. She deserves your respect.”

      I silently curse whichever other mind pushed that secret thought to be spoken. I’m usually more careful with my words.

      Nemea gives me a smug look as if I’ve just proved her point.

      “I promise you would have loved it,” I say, lowering my voice, but the last syllable comes out strangled as Alcides tightens his grip on my throat. I’m still gratified by the way her cheeks flush.

      She shakes her head. “That’s not the fucking point. You could have told me leaving would be difficult. I even had my own key, didn’t I? And you took it away from me. Where is it?”

      I frown, until I recall the small bauble she had in her possession when I brought her into the prison.

      “Let me go so I can talk,” I wheeze at Alcides. He reluctantly releases me and steps back.

      With a flourish, I produce the globe of glass she’s referring to and hold it up on the tips of my fingers, letting my magic crackle around it.

      “This little trinket?” I ask, amazed yet again at the perfect detail of the prison in miniature.

      She steps forward and reaches for it. I hold it up higher.

      “This isn’t a toy, Nemea. And it wouldn’t have let you out, anyway. It is only a key to enter, not leave.”

      She pierces me with an irritated glare. “Why do you even have doors if you can’t go through them?”

      “If an escape occurs, we want to control the direction the prisoner goes. The door entices them, lets them believe it’s a way out, when what’s on the other side is worse than what they’d leave behind. Kēno would slow most prisoners down long enough for us to capture them before they made it too far, if they survived.”

      “But it didn’t slow down the Titans.”

      “Not if Hyperion had regenerated even a fraction of his powers. The void demons would have fled from his light.” At her frown, I add. “That’s the level of power we’re up against. That’s why we need you. What you did with your voice a moment ago… you amplified Pan’s power. You and I are alike in that way; we are amplifiers for other beings’ magic that is channeled through us. And the bonds we share with them amplifies our magic.”

      “I won’t go back if I don’t have a way out,” she says. “And even if I did, I’m not sure I’m ready to stay there. Not after you lied to me… or hid the truth, or whatever.”

      I’m mentally prepared for more recriminations from Pan and the others, but they’re conspicuously absent from my mind now. All except for Campe, who has already heard her name spoken, who has been ready for her freedom ever since I told her what was expected of her.

      They’re all with Nemea now, I realize, a sinking sensation in my belly when the implications of that hit. They may have been present for our meeting earlier but the moment she opened her doors to them again, they must have fled into her sanctuary. A place I’m evidently no longer allowed to visit.

      I redirect my focus to the globe, conflicted about what I must do, but knowing I have no choice if I want to regain her trust.

      I push a surge of power up through my fingertips into the glass, mentally altering its magic. The light within shimmers and the doors visible at the top of the tower begin to glow, purple light seeping from around their edges.

      Then I hold it out to her. “There. When you’re ready to return, this will let you back in. And if you desire to leave again, the doors will open for you and you alone. They will send you wherever you desire, bypassing Kēno entirely.”

      Offering this to her physically hurts. It’s a vulnerability I can’t afford, especially when she already has a way to enter and leave locked within her own mind. This is merely a symbol of my trust, or my effort to trust.

      Her existence has already weakened my walls, enabled the worst kind of breach. But I can’t blame her. Fate’s the one whose magic wormed its way in, creating fissures in the prison’s defenses. I just hope this gesture doesn’t make things worse.

      She gingerly reaches for it, cradling it in both hands. She peers up at me, understanding evident on her pretty face. “What’s to stop me from staging a breakout for everyone? They’re all trapped there. The Danaids. Prometheus. They don’t deserve their sentences.”

      I grimace, reluctant to tell her everything. But Typhon has returned to my mind, slipping in like a curious serpent, ready with blame if I don’t give Nemea everything she deserves.

      And everything means the truth.

      “Nothing at all. You could break me with this, Nemea. Release all the prisoners once and for all, flood the prison with void demons, and condemn humanity to torment at the hands of creatures even worse than Hyperion and his brothers. So I beseech you, please keep this safe. And even if you never return, please don’t shut the others out. Let them help you continue to strengthen your magic so we can beat the Titans and return them to their pit.”

      As difficult as it is to say, this missive settles much of the agitation roiling inside my belly. Hopefully it will also calm the seven creatures who’ve been ready to take my head if they didn’t think it would be more likely to send them all back into a cell rather than kill me.

      “They weren’t the ones who fooled me,” she says, dashing my hopes of having built any goodwill with her. With a surge of power that manifests around her hands as crackling black lightning, the globe disappears into another dimension, yet another piece of me I know I will never get back. Still, I can’t help but be impressed by the demonstration of how far her control of her power has come in a matter of days.

      Her glare makes me take a step back in an attempt to stave off the rising anguish. I have too much to do, too many tasks as I prepare to betray my creator. But she holds out a hand to stall me.

      “Wait. Can you tell me what Chaos or the Titans even want with me? Why do I need to be protected at all? Especially if I’m as powerful as everyone seems to think.”

      I step closer to her again, relieved that she doesn’t retreat this time, though Alcides gives me a warning glare, moving to step in front of her again. She places a hand on his arm to hold him back and lets me get close enough to reach up and brush my fingertips lightly down the contour of her jaw. Close enough that her earthy female scent inundates me, mixed though it is with the demigod’s more potent musk.

      “Because you’re still essentially human. You can be manipulated. Chaos wants to balance the score with Fate, and he’s decided you are the way to do that. You’d just be part of his collection. The Titans… they’re a wildcard right now. I still don’t know what their endgame is, but I have suspicions. You’re a weapon, and the moment they learn what we have pointed at them, they’ll try to acquire you to use against us, or to use against the gods themselves.”

      A harsh swallow ripples down her throat, and I sense the slightest tilt of her head against my hand before she steps back out of my reach and Alcides curls his arm protectively around her waist. “I thought Chaos was your boss. Doesn’t that mean he’s powerful enough to beat the Titans? Why can’t he capture them?”

      “He doesn’t see it as his problem beyond making sure I do my job. None of the gods are altruistic, nor the primordials. There’s no such thing as good and evil. There are only shades of selflessness, of honor, or lack thereof. And if you live as long as the gods, the rest of existence stops mattering more than your own next diversion. Even the nice ones have to be in the mood to help.”

      “What makes you think you’re any different?”

      “I’m not. But I was never influenced by Fate before. Their magic makes you want things that otherwise would never have mattered.”

      “So Fate made you do it, is that what you’re saying? Way to pass the blame.”

      She crosses her arms again, her lips pressed into a bitter line.

      “Fate magic linked me to a mate, Nemea,” I correct her. “Fate magic offered me something I never believed I could have, and now that I know you exist, I will do everything in my power to keep you.”
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      Vesh’s hands crackle with purple lightning when he tells me how he’d do anything to keep me. My skin prickles with awareness of his power, every inch of my body’s surface alive, as if calling to him.

      He puts distance between us, clenching his fists as if to keep himself from reaching for me too.

      “I don’t trust you enough to give you more right now,” I say. Whether it’s an explanation or an apology, I don’t know, but I’m grateful for Alcides’ presence beside me.

      Vesh returns my look with a rueful half-smile. “That’s okay. I don’t trust myself enough not to take too much. I will take comfort knowing that when you give yourself to them, you are also giving yourself to me. I can live with that, for now.”

      “Even Alcides? Is he really part of you like the others are?”

      “He is.” Vesh glances at the man by my side, lips tilting in a half-smile. “I don’t have quite the same power over him as I do the others, as you may have noticed. But he and I do share a bond. He’s served me for centuries. He’s almost as close to me as my brothers are, which is why his betrayal cuts so deep. He’s yours now, more than he was ever mine.”

      I reach for Alcides’ hand where it rests at my hip and pull it across my belly, threading my fingers through his. I’m gratified by the gentle squeeze he gives me.

      “He’s more than just a guard now. He’s also inside me the way the others are—Typhon, Erebus, Pan, Asterius, and Chrysaor.”

      I deliberately speak each name so they know I’m aware they’ve been there all along, even if I haven’t acknowledged them. Some of the strange energy vibrating inside my mind calms and then slowly fades away as if they’re satisfied that I’m okay. Only a shadow of Pan remains lingering at the back of my mind, guarding.

      Vesh’s irises flicker the way I’ve seen a dragon’s do when they shift their sight. Some of the tightness wound around his body dissipates, and I know he’s relieved they’ve returned to him.

      “One of them will be with you always. If Alcides isn’t by your side, Campe will be. If she isn’t, one of the others will be with you on the inside. I don’t care how skilled these women are, or what divine magic they have at their command; they don’t know what we’re up against. They’ve never faced the powers we’ll have to fight soon. If the Titans come for you here, I want someone I trust to be with you.”

      “You’re actually letting her out?”

      He spreads his hands in front of him. “It’s a compromise. I can’t be with you here, even if the Amazons did allow it. It’s uncertain whether they’ll allow Alcides to stay long enough to see you through training, no matter how little time is left for that. Campe will be welcome, and she can offer training the other women can’t. She can also balance your magic better than most. Dragons are adept at absorbing excess power. She’s been steeped in chaos magic for eons so it won’t be difficult for her.”

      “When is she coming?”

      “Now, if you wish. I need to leave you, and as much as I’m sure Alcides thinks he’s enough for you, he isn’t.”

      He trails off, and I can sense his hesitance to leave. Alcides squeezes my hand again, but it doesn’t feel like an objection to the suggestion that he isn’t enough for me.

      “I’ll be okay,” I say, even though I’m overwhelmed by uncertainty and a strange sense of helplessness at the idea of him disappearing.

      Then he nods and raises his hands in front of him. He weaves his fingers across each other, then pulls them apart with a snap. I gasp as the very air between us rips open in a whorl of crackling violet magic, smoke rising into the air around it.

      When the smoke clears, the rift is gone, and Vesh is nowhere to be seen. In his place stands a tall, gorgeous woman in snug leather armor, a dark braid draped over her shoulder all the way to her waist, and sleek, shimmering horns on her head.

      She sways as if standing on a wire, then steadies, and her dark green gaze lands on me. Her eyes are slitted like a cat’s, pupils dilating when she looks at me before snapping back to tight slivers, as if that shift was only a reflex she didn’t mean for me to witness.

      “Hi,” I say, uncertain how to greet her and completely out of my element.

      She doesn’t smile, just sizes me up in an almost predatory way, then glances at Alcides, one eyebrow lifting as she does the same to him.

      “I could eat you both alive,” she finally says, and it doesn’t sound like a come-on, either, but an evaluation of our worthiness to fight.

      I frown and cross my arms. “I’m sorry if I don’t measure up. First, you caught me naked. And second, it isn’t like I chose to be anyone’s secret weapon.”

      “I’ll get you there. But it’s late, and you look exhausted. I do regret I didn’t arrive earlier, though. Did they give you a room?”

      “I have a bed in the barracks,” I say, gesturing to the mouth of the cave.

      “Not good enough. You need uninterrupted rest.”

      “I have been given private quarters,” Alcides says. “I planned to let her sleep there with me.”

      She nods curtly, her eyes flashing with what seems like a warning directed at Alcides. I hadn’t been aware of this plan of his, which sounds like a bit of an afterthought now that Campe is here barking orders.

      “Are we going to have a problem?” I ask, looking between them both.

      “No. Get dressed,” they say simultaneously.

      “Okay,” I drawl, stepping slowly backward and letting them continue to stare each other down. While I find my clothes, they continue their silent standoff. Once I’m dressed, I gather Alcides’ clothes and walk back to him, handing him the bundle.

      “Listen, you two are both here for the same thing. If we need to settle on a schedule or something, let’s do it now. We only have how many days left?”

      “Three, by my count,” Alcides says. “Not enough to get much done.”

      “I only have two days,” Campe says. “The mission to steal the key takes place two nights hence, and I must be there. My role is crucial.”

      Alcides’ eyebrows rise. “You are going to steal it? I had hoped Vesh could convince the boss to just give it to us.”

      “He asked too high a price, so this is the alternative,” she says, glancing pointedly at me.

      Alcides follows her gaze, his expression going tight. My skin prickles when he nods. “Chaos must have wanted Nemea in exchange for the key. Because she is a Chimera, I imagine. Because the bastard can’t stand that Fate has something he does not.” He shakes his head and scrubs a hand over his face in frustration, grumbling something about insufferable primordials.

      “Why in the world would he want me? I’m nobody.”

      “Who you are doesn’t matter,” Campe says. “It is what you are that he cares about. The last Chimera within his reach was the woman on that island we found you on—the one with the abundance of dragon and ursa blood.”

      My eyebrows shoot up. “April Vincent’s a Chimera? He tried to take her?”

      She grimaces. “We tried. We are his lackeys when it comes to chasing down his impulsive cravings. Ever since Fate claimed Deva Rainsong as theirs, Chaos has wanted to acquire a Chimera of his own for balance. April Vincent’s father led us to her. Chaos had hoped that he could leverage Andrew Vincent’s gambling debts to let him have his daughter, but of course it didn’t work. The conflict was… bloody. Ty lost three heads.”

      “It was foolish to try,” Alcides interjects. “The bloodline are all guarded by Deva now. That fate barrier on the island is what protects most of them, but even before that, Deva would have come if a member of the bloodline was threatened.”

      “But not me. Pan and Vesh made it through. Deva didn’t come.”

      “You summoned Pan, if I recall,” Campe says. “I don’t know which came first: your desire to treat with a god, or Fate’s picking at the cracks of Tartarus. Either way, your ritual opened the prison up to Fate’s tendrils. And now Vesh has swung the doors wide open in his bargain to get that key.”

      “You are also a very unique Chimera,” Alcides adds. “You are a true balance for Deva Rainsong, something April Vincent was not. I witnessed every bit of magic that severed Typhon’s heads that day. April was not made of chaos like you are; she was earth and fire, but that’s all she was. You are creation and destruction rolled into one, Nemea. There is no other creature in existence who could be our mate.”

      “It isn’t my fault Vesh made the choices he did,” I defend. “I’m not in control of him.”

      Campe starts to speak when Alcides cuts his hand through the air. “If you lay blame at her feet again, I will crush you,” he says. “Fate does not act frivolously. If Fate magic is at play, it is calculated. Vesh only conceded to the inevitable when he made that bargain for Fate’s half of the key. Fate was already in, whether we liked it or not. Perhaps they recognized Nemea for what she was—a force of chaos that they could use to piggyback into the prison. To hit Chaos where it would hurt him most. Well, it’s working, and we are all moving full-speed ahead on this path to destruction.”

      His face is a mask of barely banked fury that is frankly terrifying. I wrap my arms around myself, holding tight.

      “Why aren’t we trying to stop it? If Fate’s the real danger, why are we bothering with the Titans at all?”

      Alcides gives me a helpless look while Campe stares pointedly off in the distance, her jaw clenched and her gaze glassy. Her voice is tight when she turns back to me and answers.

      “Because you can’t fight Fate, Nemea. We all know this. Vesh knows this. I think Chaos is the only one in denial. But dangerous or not, the one thing we all agree on is that we want you and will face whatever perils are in our path if it means we get to keep you.”

      “Two days isn’t much time.” Alcides gives a resigned shake of his head.

      “It will have to be enough. We will both stay with her every second until it is time to go,” Campe says. Scanning down his large frame, she says, “Hurry and dress. We have no time to waste.”

      Campe’s order cuts through the air, her tone leaving no room for debate. She watches Alcides with eyes like emerald daggers, making it clear who she believes is in charge.

      Alcides meets her gaze without flinching, his broad shoulders set firm and unyielding. “It was my idea to bring her here,” he grumbles, pulling on his clothes with deliberate slowness, a silent challenge to Campe’s authority.

      Their standoff crackles with tension, two forces of nature colliding, with me caught in the middle.

      “I appreciate both of you wanting to protect me,” I interject, trying to smooth things over. “But arguing isn’t helping anyone.”

      Campe’s gaze flicks to me, assessing, then softens ever-so slightly. “Fine,” she concedes, though her voice still carries the weight of command. “Let’s move.”

      We exit the cave and trek toward Alcides’ quarters, tucked away on the outskirts of the compound behind the brewery. The scent of fermenting grain and hops is sharp in the air. I sense Campe’s disapproval as we approach; it’s as if she can taste the isolation of his lodgings on her tongue.

      “They keep you out here to keep you away from the women,” she observes dryly, a hint of mockery in her tone.

      Alcides just shrugs. “It suits me fine.”

      “It’s not as protected as I would like, but it will have to do for tonight. I’ll see about an alternative in the morning.”

      The one-room cottage is modest, but cozy—a small fireplace crackles with warmth, though it’s a relatively mild night, and there’s a sturdy table with a couple of chairs. But it’s the bed that draws my attention; large and inviting with plush blankets piled high.

      Campe surveys the space with a critical eye before turning to us. “Nemea needs rest, uninterrupted. We will both stand guard.”

      “We could take shifts,” Alcides suggests, clearly not keen on spending the night on his feet.

      “No shifts,” Campe insists firmly. “She needs us both alert at all times.”

      Alcides opens his mouth to argue but catches my look and lets out a resigned sigh instead.

      “Fine,” he says grudgingly. “But I’m keeping watch outside.”

      Campe nods once in approval, then turns to me. “Sleep, Nemea.”

      I climb into bed, feeling like a child being tucked in by overbearing parents. It’s ridiculous—I’ve experienced more in the last few days than most do in a lifetime—yet here I am being coddled like I might break at any moment.

      As I settle under the covers, I hear them begin their silent vigil—one inside by the door and one just beyond it. The weight of their presence is both comforting and suffocating.

      I close my eyes and try to ignore their silent battle for dominance. Tomorrow is another day of training, another day closer to whatever fate awaits us all. For now, I need to rest—for them and for myself. But sleep doesn’t come easy with two gods standing guard over me, each filled with enough power and stubbornness to shake the very earth we stand on.
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      I settle against the wall in one corner by the door, the spot with the best vantage of the entire room and all its windows. My mind feels heavy with the echoes of the day and the expectations levied on my shoulders. Nemea sleeps, her breath steady but restless, her aura pulsing faintly with the colors of someone dreaming. The dim light from the fire casts shadows that dance on the walls, flickering like the doubts in my mind.

      I am struggling to find pleasure in my newfound freedom, but my past feels like chains around my soul. Once a prisoner in Tartarus, now its guardian, freedom has been a distant memory, blurred by millennia of duty and battle scars. My loyalty to Vesh and his cause keeps me anchored, but there’s a gnawing desire within me—something raw and personal. Something I didn’t believe could be mine.

      Nemea.

      She stirs in her sleep, and that first vision of her and Alcides in that cave slips into my mind. My view was filtered through Vesh’s eyes, but the sensory memory is etched into my psyche. Their scents mingled, their bodies entwined. Vesh seemed as stunned as I felt, unable to emerge from the shadows until they finished making love.

      It was primal and beautiful. The urge to join them was overwhelming. To share in that connection. And it wasn’t just my own urge, but Vesh’s too, our twin desires magnified, intensifying as we observed the pair of them completing their bond.

      It wasn’t until they disappeared briefly, leaving only wisps of shimmering smoke, that I could catch my breath. Their departure was barely a flicker, and then they returned, and Vesh silently grieved, long past hiding his feelings from me, not that he ever really could.

      He grieved his banishment from Nemea’s embrace, from her inner sanctuary, his jealousy so profound over seeing another one of his guards let in while he remained out in the cold.

      I crave that bond every bit as much as he jealously misses it.

      But duty must come first.

      To my left is a vanity with a mirror above it. This is the perfect opportunity to flex my shapeshifting abilities, rusty with disuse. I need to perfect my form for the upcoming heist. Mimicking Sybil’s appearance will be crucial to our success.

      With a deep breath, I focus first on the familiar. I let my body shift and morph. My shape expands into Vesh’s broad shouldered figure with dark, violet-tinged eyes and short hair, complete with black trench coat and severe expression. Then I change again, muscles bulging to mimic Alcides’ powerful frame. Another shift and I am Erebus, with spiny black protrusions all over my big body, shadows curling around me.

      Each transformation feels like slipping into another life—a different set of memories and emotions. Every time Vesh and Pan create copies for us to inhabit in the mortal world, remnants of the others linger since we all effectively share the same body, even if they are discrete shapes. But none of those lives feel quite right. I haven’t felt right in my own skin since I was cast into Tartarus for impersonating my sister.

      “Campe,” Nemea mumbles sleepily, eyelashes fluttering slightly in the reflection behind me. “I prefer you as you are.”

      Her words strike a chord deep within me. I allow myself to revert back to my most familiar form—darkly iridescent scales shimmering at the edges of my jaw and the tops of my shoulders and arms, eyes shifting with prismatic colors beyond my control. My horns return, rising from my temples to dark, twisted points.

      She lies on her side, one hand beneath her cheek, her black hair a tangled mass of waves behind her. I don’t remember her removing her braid, but the sight makes my fingers itch to wrap themselves up in those silken strands.

      Her tattoo twists against her neck. One tentacle coils down her bare upper arm, seeming to beckon.

      I approach her bed slowly, sitting on the edge with deliberate grace.

      “You should sleep,” I admonish, resisting the urge to brush a hand over her cheek. It’s a weirdly nurturing, maternal urge, yet rooted in pure desire for simple contact with this woman. Her expressive gaze is both hopeful and hungry, and she tentatively reaches out a hand, touching my wrist.

      “We don’t have to sleep. I’m not actually tired.”

      “Do you know what you’re asking for?” My voice is low, resonant with power I inadvertently let slip.

      She smiles softly, a hint of mischief in her eyes despite her drowsiness. “Yes.”

      The air between us hums with unspoken desire. I can see it in her aura—bright and pulsing with want.

      “You need rest,” I whisper, though it’s more for my benefit than hers. I’ve been too long away from a love like this, if I ever had one. My hunger is too great to satisfy in one short night.

      “I’ll rest better knowing you’re close,” she replies, sliding her palm over the back of my hand, turning it on the covers and pressing her palm to mine. Her touch steals my breath, and I simply hold that breath, not wanting to betray how my entire body responds.

      “I’ll always be close,” I promise, wrapping my hand around hers and squeezing, though part of me wonders if that’s more of a curse than a comfort. She wants freedom, not mates who are constantly watching her, constantly wanting her.

      “I’m counting on it. But you can be closer. Tell me why we shouldn’t complete our bond now, before I dive headfirst into training with you.”

      “Because…” I cut myself off with a wince, realizing my excuse is ridiculous, even if it’s true.

      I sigh. “Because I’ve waited so long for this, for you, that rushing the bond seems like it would diminish its importance.” I take a deep breath, then add the logical part of my thought process. “But we don’t exactly have the luxury of time, do we? Still, you really should rest.”

      She rises onto her knees, her scent rising with her. I inhale, taking it in deep, realizing that it isn’t just her; it’s Alcides I smell too.

      It irks me that he’s still clinging to her, but I don’t begrudge him the experience. He has always been the most pent-up of all the guards of Tartarus, and I admit I’ve wanted to see him let go just once with the others. I haven’t exactly been generous with my affections myself, but I haven’t avoided them either.

      Now that I’ve witnessed him with her, I think I understand him a little better.

      “I told you, I’m not tired.” She takes my face between both her hands and leans close, placing a gentle kiss to my lips. The contact causes something to give way inside me; some last vestige of a barrier crumbles.

      Alcides is standing guard, I tell myself. I can have this.

      But it would be irresponsible to just take it without letting him know. Before she can deepen the kiss, I reluctantly push her away. “Do you have a telepathic link to him? You should tell him we’ll be engaged for a few moments.”

      “Only a few moments?” she asks, smirking. “What if I want to go back to the style of training Vesh wanted to subject me to? We can spend all day right here.”

      Her soft curves beckon, her breasts loose and full beneath a tight black tank top, her hips clad only in thin black cotton. I indulge in one quick glance before looking toward the door.

      “Alcides!” I call.

      The door swings open before I’ve uttered the last syllable of his name, his bulk filling the entire frame.

      “What is it?” he blurts, holding his club in front of him. When he sees Nemea kneeling at my side, her hand resting on my shoulder, his gaze heats. He lowers his weapon and places a hand at his waistband, gaze darting between us both as if waiting for the confirmation that this is an invitation. I shake my head.

      “We agreed that it’s best for Nemea to bond with me now. Please keep watch.” When he frowns, I add, “Outside.”

      He lets out a snort only mildly tinged with disappointment, then retreats, closing the door behind him.

      Nemea chuckles. “What could it hurt to invite him too? It isn’t like I can’t take you both.”

      “I know you can,” I tell her, turning to face her more fully now. I reach up and comb my fingers into her hair and stare into her eyes. “But I want you to myself. Is that so bad?”

      “Only if that’s the only way you’ll ever have me. I won’t lock them out forever. Well, I might lock Vesh out forever, but not the rest of you.”

      She tugs the hem of her top up and peels it off, then lifts and pushes her underwear off her hips, falling back against the pillows to shimmy out of them. I’m too busy enjoying the view to fully react when she rises again and swings a leg across my lap.

      “Can I undress you?” she asks, fingering the leather laces at either side of my breastplate.

      My hands fall to her hips like moths to a flame. She’s warm and soft, her full breasts a decadent temptation right in front of me. Her aura’s pulsing with arousal even though I’ve barely touched her.

      “Not just yet,” I say.

      “We need to taste each other to bond, don’t we?”

      “For a dragon, that isn’t necessary, but that doesn’t mean we can’t. All I need to do is mark you. Why do you look disappointed?”

      She frowns down at my armor, then toys with the end of my braid, secured by black twine. She works the twine loose and begins unraveling the plait.

      Apprehension blooms like a chilly fog inside me, a sense of being undone along with the carefully secured braid I always wear. The only times my hair hangs loose is when I bathe, before it’s quickly bound up again.

      It would feel safer to let her undress me.

      Before she can get halfway up my braid, I grab her wrist and spin her, pressing her back against the pillows with her wrist over her head. I snag her other wrist and pin it too, enjoying the wide-eyed look of surprise she gives me.

      She twists her body, trying to free herself, her supple curves undulating enticingly beneath me. My own pussy pulses hotly between my legs.

      “Don’t move,” I command, exhaling a measure of dark smoke that winds itself down to my unraveled strands of hair and resecures them.

      “You’re touchy about your hair. Got it,” she says. “So what am I allowed to do? Just lie here and let you have your way with me?”

      “Pretty much.” I exhale a thicker cloud of smoke that trails up her arms and wraps itself around her wrists, then around the sturdy horizontal log that serves as a headboard. It solidifies into ropes.

      “You’re no fun,” she quips, staring up at her bound wrists. But there is humor there, particularly when she smirks back at me, making it clear she’s indeed having fun. “Just don’t tell me I can leave whenever I want unless you actually mean it.”

      That makes me pause, and I briefly reconsider tying her up. She laughs.

      “I’m joking. I’ll tell you if I don’t like what you’re doing.”

      I place both hands on the bed to either side of her arms and hover over her. “You can tell me if you like it too. Positive feedback is just as welcome.”

      Before she can answer, I kiss her again, savoring her mouth as I would one of the sweetest, most decadent treats. I’ve never tasted a kiss so sweet, and it quickly goes to my head, my pulse quickening, the throb growing even more insistent between my legs.

      She lets out a moan and hooks one leg around my thighs, tilting her hips up. I glance down her body, mouth watering as much over the brightening pulse of her aura as the way I know she will taste.

      But she will taste even better if I draw this out. I kiss her again as I coast one hand down her side and back up to palm her breast, then tweak her nipple. Her skin is soft as silk, and she shivers under my touch.

      “Campe,” she breathes. “Let me see your tongue.”

      She doesn’t need to clarify for me to know what she’s asking for. So I show her by dipping my mouth to her breast and sucking her nipple between my lips. When I pull back, I extend my dragon tongue and continue flicking it over her stiff tip. She watches briefly before arching her back with a moan. I shift my attention to her other breast, teasing it to a pebbled peak before returning to the first one.

      My craving for her is so intense it’s a void inside me now. Keeping myself propped on one hand, my tongue at her breasts, I slide my other hand down her belly to cup her pussy. She’s slick and so hot, and it’s my turn to moan when I part her with two fingers and easily slide them inside her. She lets out a cry and bucks into my hand.

      “Do you want my mouth on this dripping pussy?” I tease. “Do you want this tongue tickling your clit?” My words come out sibilant when my tongue is in its true shape, but the change seems to mesmerize her. She spreads her legs wider, and I sink another finger into her. I’ve seen her riding the minotaur’s cock, so I know how much she can take, but I don’t need to rush this.

      “I want to see you,” she says, panting softly. “Take off your clothes. Alcides won’t let anything happen.”

      “I’m not worried about being caught naked. My armor is just for show, you know. And to avoid distracting my fellow guards.” I smirk at her, gratified by the soft laugh she gives me.

      Her cheeks are flushed, and her mouth opens when I sink a fourth finger into her.

      “Campe,” she says on a moan. “Please.”

      With every plea, my armor feels tighter. I expel another long breath, this time the smoke settles around my body, dissolving the conjured leathers entirely. When they’re gone, I take a breath, reveling in the freedom I rarely allow myself for very long. I briefly rethink keeping her bound, just to feel her touch, but the sight of her restrained and writhing beneath me is too lovely not to enjoy for a little longer.

      She’s watching me intently now, and I wonder what she sees. I have no scars in this form. My body is perfect. It’s in my true shape where the flaws show—the discolored scales; the damaged spines; the one horn gouged from a long-ago tussle with a giant.

      But when she licks her lips, I think I know what’s on her mind. There will be time enough for that, though.

      I dip back to her breasts, teasing my forked tongue over their tips again for a moment before moving lower, kissing my way down to her navel. I linger at her hips while I fuck her slowly with my fingers, then hover over her pelvis, watching her expression as I extend my long tongue and tease her clit.

      Her flushed face goes slack, and she spreads her knees wide, letting them fall to the sides like a butterfly.

      “Good?” I ask.

      “Don’t fucking stop,” she demands.

      Her pussy flexes around my fingers, hungrily grasping. Her aura is a pulsing red orb now, expanded to encompass me within it. There is so much power built up in her, I can feel it humming against my skin, just waiting for the moment for her climax to release it all into me. Absorbing that release of energy is the ultimate act of intimacy for a dragon.

      But filling her hot cunt with my fist might be a close second.

      Her slippery flesh gives easily when I curl my thumb into my palm and push my whole hand into her. She arches and cries out, her core clenching around my fist hard enough that I feel my bones twisting in my hand.

      It’s the biggest fucking turn-on, and my own craving ratchets up. I dip lower, pressing my mouth to her clit and flicking my tongue over it fast and hard. I’m ready to devour every ounce of magic she can give me, just so I can fill her up again.

      Her cries come fast and sharp when her climax hits. Her pussy gets even wetter, her flavor flooding my tongue and her clit pulsing hard against it. But it’s the magic flowing from her into me that makes my head spin, the sudden, potent torrent intoxicating in its power.

      She’s like a fucking drug. After her cries die down it takes me a moment of dizzy bewilderment before I come to my senses. I remove my hand from her pussy and slide back up her body to descend on her fully, mouth against hers, hungrily kissing.

      She kisses back with abandon, twining her legs around mine and pushing her damp pelvis up against me. Her skin against mine feels like heaven after so long of virtually no intimate contact.

      I’m almost as wet as she is, my own desire still building in a pulsing bubble near to bursting.

      “Let me make you feel good,” she says in a husky whisper. “Let me taste you too.”

      “Not yet,” I say. “I’ve got you where I want you. I intend to take advantage of it.”

      She’s already bucking against me, grinding her hot core against my hip, twisting until her hip presses and grinds on my pussy. There’s no disguising my arousal, and she yanks her bonds and lets out a frustrated groan.

      “No fair,” she complains.

      “I think it’s perfectly fair, all things considered. This might be the only time we’re alone together. Let me have my fun.”

      She lets out a huff and settles. Or she mostly settles; her body still undulates in its slow rhythm, which I realize I’m matching with a slow rocking of my own.

      I want to fuck her again, but with both hands free to tease other parts of her. I want to watch her come apart at the seams.

      My tail manifests almost without conscious thought, curling around our thighs and beneath her. The tip has a mind of its own, homing in on her pussy easily.

      Nemea’s eyes widen when she sees the thick appendage covered in iridescent scales wrap around us. Then her mouth falls open when I push the tip into her. I sink it in slowly, because even though it’s tapered, at its thickest it’s broader than my fist was.

      “Oh fuck,” she mutters, her eyes fluttering closed.

      “How much can you take?”

      “All of it,” she says in a delirious whisper.

      At first I think she’s exaggerating, her words coming from a place of raw hunger, a need to be filled even more than before, up to a limit. But when my tail keeps going deeper without resistance, I have to slow, because there’s no way this much can fit.

      “Is this okay?” I ask. “I’m not hurting you, am I?”

      “More,” she says.

      I look down between us to where my tail is buried inside her, more than a foot of it engulfed by her pussy.

      “How in all the hells,” I murmur.

      “Campe, just fuck me,” she demands.

      As if in emphasis, a smooth purple tentacle rises straight out of her side and wraps around the back of my neck, pulling me down to kiss her.

      It’s my turn to surrender to her, and I continue to fill her even more with my tail while we kiss. I’m only peripherally aware of the beautiful strangeness of her, but it only makes me hotter.

      I’d made the mistake of thinking of her as human when that’s the farthest thing from true. She is nothing close to human in this moment, with a pussy capable of devouring my tail inch by inch until I hit my limit, and a tattoo that’s taken over, holding me against her with two strong tentacles while it tentatively traipses down my body with the rest.

      Out of the corner of one eye, I see one tentacle coiling up one of her arms and untying her wrists. Then her hands are on me, pushing my shoulders back to roll us onto our sides. She hikes her hips closer to mine and kisses me harder, one hand sliding down my back to squeeze my ass, then up and between us to cup my breast and pinch my nipple.

      Her tentacles have a mind of their own, pushing down between our bodies and my legs. I’m not sure what to expect, but it isn’t the deftness with which they tease me, parting my folds and dipping into my entrance while simultaneously toying with my clit.

      Our magic swells together now, our auras blended in a brilliant bubble around us, a blinding glow that could only be visible to a dragon. She’s the one in control now, pulling my pleasure to greater heights than I’ve ever experienced.

      “Your turn,” she says, releasing my mouth to give me a wicked smile as two of her tentacles plunge into my pussy and fuck while a third flicks against my clit.

      I’m a gasping, moaning mess, only able to let go and ride the high she’s taking me on, stronger than the strongest wind. I clutch at her head, forehead pressed against hers, our hips writhing together as we fuck each other.

      When we crest, it happens simultaneously, the built-up power exploding in a brilliant burst before being sucked into both our bodies, mingling our magic inside our reservoirs.

      I’m struck delirious a second time, like I just shot a strong drink that went straight to my head. I withdraw my tail from her body, and it lies limp across our thighs. Her tattoo withdraws too, going back to a dormant, two-dimensional shape on her torso.

      But when I feel a gentle probing between my thighs again, I look down to see her dipping her fingers into me once, gathering a measure of slick fluid on her fingers, then raising them to her mouth.

      When she places her fingers onto her tongue and licks them off, I want her all over again, with just as much need as the first time.

      “Are you ready to come home with me, Campe?” she asks.

      Before I can answer, the room around us disappears.
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      We’re greeted by all the guards I’ve bonded when we arrive inside my sanctuary. Even Alcides stands among the others, earning him a sharp look from Campe.

      “You should be guarding the door,” she says.

      He lifts an eyebrow. “It is her we guard, not the cottage. I go where she goes.”

      Campe doesn’t disagree, but looks miffed that he’d point out the obvious. At least Alcides has the grace not to look smug about it.

      “We miss you,” Pan says, a desperation in his voice that sends a pang of guilt into my gut. I look at each of their faces and the feeling deepens, growing into a need to be engulfed by all of them.

      “I’m sorry. I miss you too, but I’m not ready to come back. Maybe after this is over and I have a better handle on how to come and go.”

      Campe clears her throat. “About that… You should know that the bauble Vesh gave you is redundant. You had the power to enter or leave the prison all along, something he would have known the second he stepped foot here, but chose not to reveal to you. This is your doorway, Nemea.”

      She gestures broadly around the courtyard we stand in, my sanctuary courtyard. Flowerbeds explode with colors even more brilliant than when I visited with Alcides only hours ago. The sky above is even bluer, and the temple itself rendered in more exquisite detail, if that’s possible.

      To illustrate further, Campe strides down the path to the temple and a door that wasn’t there before appears between two columns. This one has a vivid green, eye-like jewel embedded in the upper half, and iridescent black scales covering its surface. She opens the door to reveal a room with lush furnishings in brilliant colors.

      She beckons me close and I go, peering in. The decor fits her, with its decadence mixed with utilitarian organization. In between shelves of shining baubles and treasures are racks of weapons and armor just as rich. It looks well lived-in.

      I start to step through, but she grabs my arm. “No. He’ll know, and I don’t think you’re ready for that yet.”

      That’s when it hits me that beneath all the trappings, the room is crafted of the same shining black glass as the rest of the tower in Tartarus.

      “This is your room at the prison, isn’t it? What are you telling me?”

      “That each and every one of us is a door, Nemea. You can go anywhere in the world from this sanctuary, much the way Vesh can travel. You can also go back to the prison if you choose, and you can come and go through these doors. We’re all linked to both him and to you. You can use us to travel freely to and from the prison.”

      My heart leaps into my throat, and it’s all I can do not to step through just to test her promise.

      “Can you all enter through each other’s doors?” I ask.

      She cocks her head. “That I don’t know.”

      “We can,” Asterius says. “Pan and I were in my library when we felt her return. We both left the prison through my door.”

      I stare back through Campe’s door, biting my lip.

      “What is it?” she asks.

      “We are incomplete,” Typhon offers from behind me. He is in his human form, the shape of the beautiful, young golden god he seems to prefer when inside me. He rests a hand on my shoulder and I lean back against him, his contact filling a void I didn’t realize I had until now. “Cerberus still has not bonded with her yet.”

      “I’ll go get him,” Chrysaor says, stretching his wings to hover off the ground before swooping toward the side of the temple and disappearing through his door.

      Campe frowns. “You really want Cerberus too?”

      I give her an incredulous look. “He’s one of you.”

      “I know, but he’s…” She lifts her upper lip in a sneer of disgust.

      “What’s wrong with him?” I ask, uncertain now. I only interacted with him the first night through Vesh, but he’s in my sketchbook.

      “Nothing is wrong with the hound,” Asterius says, moving to my side. “He just prefers his beastly shape, which Campe finds disturbing.”

      “At least they have a choice,” Typhon mutters.

      “It’s not his beastly shape I find disturbing,” she says. “It’s that he flaunts his assets whenever he’s not a hound.”

      Pan chuckles. “You’ve seen all our assets for eons. Why are his any different? Why not be disgusted by Erebus’ monstrous junk with all its spiny protrusions?” He waggles his fingers in the air to mimic the spines on his friend’s cock.

      As if in response, the large shadow that had only hovered silently nearby solidifies behind Pan, whose shoulders twitch. “He’s behind me, isn’t he?”

      The magnificent creature with shining black skin and spikes erupting from his forearms and shoulders grins through Pan’s horns. He reaches a hand between them at hip height and makes a motion I can’t see from where I stand. Pan yelps and launches forward several feet, spinning on his hooves and rubbing his backside.

      “Not cool, dude!”

      Erebus vibrates with silent laughter that reverberates inside my head, and I can’t help but stare in wonder at the so-called monstrous junk he’s holding in one hand. His cock seems to have even more spikes than it did the last time we fucked, but the spine that he evidently jabbed Pan with recedes back into his cock. His entire body morphs into the human man he showed me the first time he set foot here, complete with brilliant, intricate armor covering his entire body.

      “You all disgust me, if I’m being honest,” Campe says. “He’s just the worst because he never covers up.”

      “He’d look pretty strange wearing pants as a hound,” Pan says.

      I study Campe’s obstinate expression and get the impression that she’s protesting a little much for such a benign thing. Hell, I’m naked right now, and so is Campe, and no one seems to give a shit. Pan doesn’t bother with clothing since his lower half is covered in fur. And Erebus in his true form has no use for clothes since he’s mostly shadows.

      Besides, I’ve been around shifters enough to get used to seeing a lot of naked flesh. Seeing dicks on the regular kind of desensitizes you to them. Unless they’re big shining oil-slick black dicks with spines all over them. I cast another glance at Erebus, though his cock is covered with a shining obsidian codpiece now, and catch his suggestive smirk at me.

      “I’m ready whenever you need me, Nemea.” His promise is a velvet caress inside my mind that makes my cheeks heat and my core pulse with fresh need. I’m yet again astounded by the way my desire creeps up on me when I’m around them.

      I’ve gotten used to the ache that betrays the power within me, signifying its level as clearly as if I wore a fuel gauge on my wrist. I’m not low, but neither am I full, and now that Campe’s part of me, I can sense my capacity has increased.

      Campe narrows her eyes at Pan and starts to respond to his retort about pants, but is stalled when Chrysaor reappears. He’s frowning and shaking his head.

      “He can’t pass through. We tried several times, but he just steps out onto the bridge outside my room, not into the sanctuary. He can’t even see what I can see past the threshold.”

      “He has not properly bonded with Nemea yet,” Asterius says. “But if the rest of us are any indication, an exchange of bodily fluids should be enough. Perhaps one of us can be a go-between.”

      “I volunteer!” Pan says, raising a hand before any of the others can speak up. But even as Pan takes a step toward the door, I find myself lifted upon a shadow and flown to the threshold.

      “Hey! I called dibs!” Pan yells at my back as Erebus solidifies from shadows into the shape of the armored man again. He raises a middle finger at Pan and grins down at me.

      “He’ll live. Let’s get the hound bonded with you. I can do it faster.”

      I’ve barely steadied myself on my feet when he drops to his knees in front of me, clasps both hands on my ass cheeks, and presses his mouth to my pussy.

      “Oh fuck!” I grab hold of his head, tangling my fingers in his hair as his devilish tongue slips inside me. Unlike Campe, he doesn’t draw it out. My flesh is still sensitive from making love to both Alcides and Campe back-to-back, yet somehow Erebus manages to take me to my peak as swiftly as if I’d been at the end of a long dry spell. I come in a rush so strong my knees go weak, but Pan has finally made it to us and catches me, cradling me in his arms.

      Erebus is already gone, slipping through the doorway where I can now see the huge three-headed hound waiting on the other side. He rises on his hind legs, transforming into a beefy, naked man with a shaggy mop of curly, dark hair and scruffy five o’clock shadow on his face.

      Erebus instantly solidifies in front of him and clasps his hands on either side of Cerberus’ jaw, kissing him deeply. It’s the first time I’ve seen any of them being intimate with each other, and while I know from conversations that they occasionally engaged in sex play together, according to Asterius, it hasn’t happened in quite a while.

      But watching the pair kiss, it’s clear they’re no strangers to fooling around. Erebus lingers only a moment, as if savoring it, then falls to his knees in front of Cerberus.

      I remember from our first conversation that he has three cocks, but I’m not exactly prepared to see them. All three are stiff and thick, jutting up from his pelvis like a trio of strange mushrooms clustered on the side of a tree trunk. Two rise side-by-side at the top while the third curves up from underneath, like an inverted triangle. His fat balls hang down beneath the lower one, heavy and dark.

      When Pan chuckles, I realize I must’ve made a noise.

      “He’s pretty humble about them, despite Campe’s gripes. But now you’ve seen all our cocks, which do you like best?”

      I’m still speechless, unable to tear my gaze away as Erebus transforms back into his monstrous shape, opens his mouth so wide it’s as if he’s unhinged his jaw, and engulfs all three of the massive hard shafts, coiling his long tongue around them like a dark, shining snake.

      It’s both obscene and one of the biggest fucking turn-ons I’ve experienced since I met these guys.

      “He can’t see us,” Pan murmurs in my ear. “Do you want to fuck while you watch?”

      I shake my head, urging him to set me down, then move as close to the open doorway as I can without passing through.

      Cerberus is more than just his three impressive dicks; he’s an intensely attractive man, with a physique as cut as the others, light brown skin and full lips. His amber eyes practically glow as he stares down at Erebus for a beat before tilting his head back on a moan and resting a hand on Erebus’ head. His neck glistens with a sheen of sweat and his Adam’s apple bobs with the groans of pleasure he emits between dirty words.

      “Fuck, I’ve missed your tongue. I’m so sick of sucking my own dick to get off. Tell me, is she worth all this fucking hassle?”

      Erebus doesn’t slow his pace, but Cerberus gives a throaty laugh, baring straight white teeth and sharp canines.

      “She’s watching through the door right now?” He lowers his head to face the doorway again, gaze scanning right across where I stand, unseeing yet aware.

      “Nemea, if you can hear me, get ready, because the second I come through that door, I’m fucking you blind.”

      The air leaves my lungs, and I’m only half-aware of the others moving close. Wetness slips down my thighs as a pair of lips press to my shoulder. Pan is at my side, silently caressing, then dips his head to one breast to flick his tongue teasingly over my nipple.

      Chrysaor moves to my other side and traces fingers down my spine before dropping his head to my other breast. He grips my ass cheek, teasing his fingers between, then down deeper from behind until I feel him probing at my opening. But he doesn’t linger there; he merely gathers wetness and moves back up my crease to tease slick fingertips around my rear hole.

      “He’s going to fill you up everywhere. You need to be ready,” Chrysaor says in a low voice close to my ear.

      I can only nod my understanding as I let out a soft moan and spread my legs wider, reaching out to either side to hold onto both men as they torment me with more teasing touches. Pan slides a large hand up my inner thigh, then parts my wet folds with his fingertips, squeezes my clit gently between, and then releases it to leave me throbbing.

      When Chrysaor pushes a finger into my ass, I dig my nails into his shoulder and drop my head. But I can’t look away from the image on the other side of the door. Erebus bobs on Cerberus’ cocks like a machine. Sweat beads across Cerberus’ chest and forehead, making him look gilded. Even his black curls are shot through with strands of gold.

      I can’t see any of what Campe seemed to find distasteful about him. If I could open my mouth that wide, I’d want to devour him too. In fact, my mouth waters at the thought of the gift Erebus is about to give me.

      I’m already on fire when I see Cerberus start to lose it. He throws his head back again, panting and gnashing his teeth.

      Erebus grabs both of his hips and practically swallows him whole, holding all three cocks deep, then slowly pulling back before sucking them deep once again. His cheeks hollow out, and Cerberus lets out a piercing howl that reverberates all the way to my clit at a frequency that nearly makes me come.

      He grabs hold of Erebus’ head then and holds him tight while his body spasms with release. Then Erebus is up, and swift as the shadow he is, he’s facing me again, terrifyingly beautiful with his obsidian eyes and shining black skin, though his lips now glisten with a coating of creamy fluid. He grabs hold of my head with both taloned hands and presses his mouth to mine.

      I open eagerly, but I’m not quite prepared for the flood of salty fluid that Erebus releases from his mouth into mine. Most of it makes it into my mouth and I gulp it down, but some trickles down at the corners of my lips. Erebus slides his tongue into my mouth, teasing gently before retreating.

      “Swallow everything,” he says, looking deep into my eyes. I obey, and then he nods and discorporates into a cloud, revealing a very ready Cerberus already inches away on this side of the door.

      “Hold her for me, brothers. I need a taste of this sweet cunt before I lose my fucking mind.”

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            17

          

          Cerberus

        

        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      Being the lowest guard on the totem pole has had its advantages, and one of them is learning to bide my time. My tasks might be grueling, but they aren’t complicated, mostly just sniffing out potential security vulnerabilities, like when Pan made the mistake of jizzing into the Titans’ pit.

      Idiot.

      But that lucky idiot’s mistake landed him in Nemea’s bed on day one, while I was forced to wait until my turn came.

      They’re all on board now that it’s come. Pan and Chrysaor lift her up between them. She’s a juicy, enticing morsel suspended in their grips, her arms hooked over their shoulders. They hold her legs apart and her soaked pussy beckons, her scent a fragrant cloud that is heaven to walk through.

      Her taste still lingers on my tongue from when Erebus brought it to me, then proceeded to suck me harder than he ever had.

      It’s been so long since I fucked a woman. It’s been ages since the other guards lost interest in sex play with each other, and I’ve had to resort to pleasuring myself with my canine tongues.

      I’m not going to waste time with my tongue right now, though. Nemea’s quivering cunt is ripe and ready. When I reach her, I bend over her, my cocks pressed against her pelvis.

      “Are you ready for this?” I ask, my hair falling around my face to shield us from the others. She peers up at me, beautiful face flushed, eyes wide, dark pools with the barest flickers of chaos magic like lightning shooting through her irises.

      “I’ve never been more ready for anything.”

      “Fuck, you say the most beautiful things. I wish we’d had time together before you left the prison. I just want to hear you talk. Talk to me, Nemea. Talk to me while I fuck you.”

      Even though it’s obvious how aroused she is, I test her anyway, sliding fingers down her cleft, across her clit, then inside her. She’s slick to the point of dripping; even her tight rosebud of an asshole is slippery with her arousal. One of the others must have helped prepare her.

      “Cerberus,” she begins, halting only when I grab two of my cocks and slide the tips down through her wet folds. She’s watching, I realize, her eyes wide and curious. “I had no idea what to expect,” she finally says when she realizes I’ve paused to look at her.

      “Is it too much, or not enough?”

      She smirks. “I don’t know yet. Put them in me and we’ll find out.”

      “I’m going to give you all of them. You have a choice now: all three in your cunt, or one in your ass.”

      “You choose,” she says, bright-eyed with challenge.

      I grin. “You have no idea how happy this makes me.”

      I reach down and find my third cock below the other two, brushing against her tailbone. I have to pull back and look between us to line it up.

      Her pussy and ass clench briefly, then relax and I’m able to push past the tight ring. I shift my gaze back to her face then, to watch while I press my other cocks to her higher opening and slip the tips inside her. She’s biting her lip, her cheeks flushed. Her bare breasts beckon, and with Pan and Chrysaor holding her, that means my hands are free so I can take care of those two luscious orbs too.

      I let her want more for just a moment, holding my hips still while I cup both her breasts and thumb her nipples. She arches her back, the muscles of her ass and core clenching, then releasing, seeming to suck me in deeper. The sensation is too enticing to ignore, so I push in a little more.

      “No. Fuck me, Cerberus. Don’t wait. I want you to have me however you wish. Don’t hold back. Don’t ask permission. You’ve earned this. I’m only sorry you had to wait as long as you did.”

      I shake my head, out of breath despite barely moving. “I haven’t earned you yet, but I will. If what you want is to be treated like a dog treats its mate, that’s what I’ll do. But remember I am yours. You own me, and I will lie prostrate at your feet before I ever do something you don’t wish done to you.”

      With a grunt I slam into her, all three cocks buried to the hilt.

      “And trust me, the wait was well worth it.”

      My entire body rejoices with the way she encompasses me, and her harsh cry followed by a moan is enough for me to know she loves this as much as I do. I slide back out and slam home again, holding her hips while I set a rhythm.

      I’ve come once already thanks to Erebus, so I have two more in me. I’m going to make it worth it and give her what she wishes.

      “Touch her,” I gruffly command Erebus, who lurks nearly invisible in the shadows as always. I glance at Pan and Chrysaor, whose hungry gazes are fixed on my twin cocks buried in Nemea’s pussy. “Their hands are occupied holding her.”

      “Brother, join me.” Erebus signs to Typhon who stands a ways off, looking left out. This human shape he’s chosen is disconcerting because it’s like looking into a golden-tinted mirror at my own reflection.

      Where my coloring is dark, Typhon’s conjured human shape is fair, but our facial features are so similar there’s no mistaking we’re kin. I try not to let that distract me, but secretly hope he says no. Even though that makes Erebus my kin also, for some reason it’s less strange to have your uncle suck your cocks than it is to share a woman with your own father.

      Asterius is beside Typhon, merely watching, probably expecting to have a turn. Alcides and Campe are leaning against a column of the temple, deep in conversation, but by the scents I caught on the air when I entered, they’ve already had their fill of her today.

      Asterius begins to approach, but stops when Typhon doesn’t budge. The big minotaur rests a hand on Typhon’s shoulder. “Seems to me more tongues are warranted here.”

      “I’ll wait,” Typhon says. “I am accustomed to watching.” He rests a meaningful look on me, then finds a marble bench flanked by two flowering shrubs to sit upon. He’s used to biding his time too, and I sense some of the bitterness toward his brother is what holds him back.

      The rift that’s formed between the Brothers Bane is reflected as a fissure in my own mind, leaving me confused and my loyalties split. But with all three of my cocks buried inside Nemea, I feel whole. I intend to make this last.

      Erebus flows into the spot beside me, tendrils of shadow immediately coiling out from all over his body, seeking warm flesh, which they find instantly. They tease up Nemea’s spread thighs, coil around her clit, then still more move higher to coil around her nipples. He is a master at finding erogenous zones this way, not that these are difficult to figure out. He immediately has her moaning and bucking, and I have to tighten my grip on her hips to maintain my own rhythm.

      “Do you want some?” he signs to me with a grin.

      Before I can answer, I feel Asterius move behind me, his hot breath gusting through my hair and his immense cock hot against my back. It’s all I can do to maintain my pace with Nemea, who is all but oblivious, her entire body undulating from the pleasure of my cocks coupled with Erebus’ dark tentacles.

      “I will give him what he wants. It’s been a while, Cerby. Do you think you can still take me?”

      “If you prepare me first.”

      He drops to his knees, and then his tongue is between my cheeks in a delicious, fat lick that has my ass tingling and ready in no time. I find myself grateful for the pair of solid men on either side of Nemea, because when Asterius presses against my back again, I have no choice but to bend over. I grab hold of Chrysaor’s arm with one hand as I stare into Nemea’s eyes.

      “You’re amazing,” she breathes, then bites her lip again as her eyes flutter closed in pleasure. They open when I let out a grunt as Asterius fingers my ass then slides his cock up the cleft between my cheeks.

      “He’s big. Will it hurt?”

      This close, she merely has to whisper for me to hear her. I shake my head. “I’ve taken his cock enough. My ass will remember.” I glance down at the ground she’s suspended above. “Though next time, I think we could do with some furniture. Maybe a bed?”

      Her eyes widen and she gasps, this time in surprise that she didn’t think of that sooner.

      “Don’t worry about it now,” I say touching her cheek. But she’s clearly worried enough, because before I can drive deep into her again, the ground softens beneath us, and when I look down, I’m no longer standing on hard stone, but on silken bedsheets.

      “Oh, hell yes,” Chrysaor says. He nods at Pan. “Down?”

      Everything shifts then, which is a whole ordeal I could’ve done without. At least they move slowly enough that I can follow Nemea to the bed without pulling out of her. Then she’s lying on her back and her legs are wrapped tight around me, and her hands come to my face.

      “Better?” she asks, pushing her hips up into me.

      “So much better,” I groan, slamming deep to meet her.

      Then she kisses me, and I lose myself so deeply into her I’m only half aware of the pleasure of the giant cock probing at my ass then sinking into me. Asterius knows what makes me feel good and does no more and no less, as if he’s fully aware that my focus is elsewhere.

      My attention is on this exquisite woman in our midst, whose presence I barely had time to acknowledge, much less take advantage of while she was in the prison. No one knows how much I grieved her escape, but I didn’t blame her; Vesh is the one who fucked it all up for us. But I’m so grateful now that she didn’t forget.

      She came back for me, and now I intend to give her every single thing she asks for.

      With a softer surface for my knees, it’s easier to fuck her harder. I lean back again, hooking her legs over my arms to hold her lower torso higher for a better angle to pierce her ass and pussy with my cocks. Asterius holds my hips, assisting with my rhythm as I drive onto his cock on a backstroke, and then deep into Nemea. Erebus torments her into a frenzy with his shadowy tendrils.

      Pan and Chrysaor watch from the sides until Nemea reaches for them. Pan’s cock emerges almost instantly from the furry sheath it hides inside, and Chrysaor sheds his leather pteruges in an instant, revealing his twisted, heavily ornamented cock.

      She grabs hold of them, purple magic sparking down her arms and across her palm, causing both of them to buck into her grip.

      Even in the grip of pleasure and a hair’s breadth from climax, I wonder if this is her limit, or if she even has one. As if in answer, the elaborate octopus tattooed on her side writhes and twists and comes to life, its tentacles reaching for all of us. It slips into the smallest gap between my body and Nemea’s and finds my balls. It takes only one stroke before I’m done.

      I let out an involuntary howl as my cocks all erupt at once, filling her with my cum. The sparking chaos magic lubricating Nemea’s palms draws quick orgasms out of Chrysaor and Pan, who swiftly cover Nemea’s breasts in creamy fluid. Asterius is the last to go over, groaning loudly as he grabs my shoulder to slam into me one last time, his cock spasming as he shoots his load into my ass.

      Pan and Chrysaor collapse onto the bed, looking spent, and Erebus retreats to the shadows again. Asterius gently withdraws from me and moves away.

      “Are you ready for more?” I ask. I’m panting, but not nearly finished.

      “I’ll take everything you have to give.” Her cum-coated breasts are heaving, her cheeks flushed from arousal, and the scent of my seed mixed with her juices is intoxicating.

      “I was hoping you’d say that.”

      When I shift, my vision splits into three disparate images of her, and the potency of her scent hitting all three powerful noses rocks me back. All three of my mouths salivate instantly with one inhalation.

      “Oh fuck, this was what you meant?” she asks, propping herself up on her hands. For a moment I’m afraid she’ll back away in fear, but I should know better. Still, I start slow, licking the mess off her full breasts with all three of my tongues, paying close attention to her nipples. When I sniff one snout down the center of her torso, she only spreads her legs, then lies back when I give her pussy one slow lick.

      This is why I prefer this form. I can watch her with one head, keep watch with another, while the third pleasures her. It’s even better when she sighs and drops one hand to the center head currently licking her sweet pussy and the other to the head taking in her pleasure. She stares into those two eyes while she gently strokes my fur.

      “Do you like the taste of your own cum, Cerberus? Is this the real reason Campe’s so offended? You’re licking my pussy so well, I bet you’re good at licking your own cock, aren’t you?” She bites her lip as she peers beneath me, where the single cock I have in my canine form is already hard and unsheathed.

      I give her a low woof of agreement, then tilt my first head into her hand while I dip my second tongue deeper into her cum-coated pussy to lick and swallow as much of myself as I can before I fill her up again. Because once I do, we’ll be locked together until we’re both utterly spent.

      Tentatively I sense her probing at my mind, but she seems confused because there are three to communicate with. I dip my first head down to lick her cheek and urge her to look into my eyes.

      “Can you speak to me in my mind like the others can sometimes?”

      “Yes, but I am not really a talker. I’d rather just fuck you again. You do the talking.”

      She lets out a throaty laugh. “Do you want me on my hands and knees?”

      I lift all three heads to regard her. When I rise to all four legs, she flips over, rising and presenting her ass to me. She’s still coated in my spend, and I take a moment to give her another long lick from clit to tailbone before I mount her.

      My fur-covered belly meets her back, and the pointed tip of my cock finds its way home with little effort. She lets out a sweet sigh as if relieved to be filled to the brim again. She twists her head to look over her shoulder at me.

      “Only one, huh?”

      I answer with a thrust deep into her waiting cunt, and she cries out.

      “Oh fuck, but it’s a nice big one. Fuck yes, Cerberus. Fuck me hard. Fuck me like I’m your bitch.”

      Three growls rise unbidden from all my throats as I answer her challenge, riding her hard. I nuzzle her neck with one snout, nipping at her flesh. She takes every inch of me and seems to make room for more, because with every stroke I try to drive deeper, only to find no limit. She just cries out affirmations despite my weight on her back and my claws digging into her skin.

      I know it’ll be some time before I can fuck her again, so I try to draw this out, but the tight clench of her pussy around my cock makes it difficult. My knot begins to swell inside her, locking her to me. I howl, all three of my heads harmonizing, when my climax takes hold fully and I shoot deep into her one last time.

      She cries my name over and over, the sound fading to an almost desperate whimper when her orgasm hits, her tight pussy spasming around my knot.

      “What is happening?” she pants, reaching down to grasp the base of my cock. She doesn’t try to pull away, but her tight pussy continues spasming around me. I don’t think she’s finished yet.

      “Oh shit, did he do what I think he did?” Chrysaor says, perking up from where he fell to the side after his climax.

      “What did he do? Oh fuck, I can’t… I can’t stop…!” She lets out another quavering moan.

      I’m dazed by the feel of her still clamped tight around me. I can’t find the words to give her, so I just dip my head and gently lick the back of her neck with one head, nipping lightly at her shoulder with another head, and emit a rumbling growl at Chrysaor with the third, warning him not to interfere.

      “Don’t worry, man, I’m not,” he says, holding up his hands. To Nemea, he says, “He just knotted you. Which I’ve never actually seen him do before.”

      Pan rolls onto his side and peeks beneath her, lifting his eyebrows. “She took all of him too. Wicked. Are you still coming, Nemea?”

      “Uh-huh,” she says, then gasps and pushes back against me. I whine, because the movement only rouses my desire more. I’ve never come again post-knot, but if she keeps milking me like this, I might.

      I try to move, but can’t, so I just let her have control now. Her nails dig into the bed and she tightens around me like a vise, then releases. Her fucking pussy is magic, clamping and releasing like she’s determined to draw another out of me, like she’s not satisfied being trapped in an orgasmic loop alone.

      The other two watch in fascination as she continues to torment me until I have no choice. I’m howling again a moment later as she draws another devastating orgasm from me before her pussy finally relaxes. My knot subsides a moment later, but I’m too completely drained to move.

      I drop back to my haunches, panting while she remains on all fours in front of me, cum dripping out of her.

      “Make me come again. Lick me clean.” The words are unmistakably a command I should obey, and despite how spent I feel, I shove a snout between her thighs again without missing a beat.

      When she looks over her shoulder at me, I finally register that her eyes are glowing a deep ultraviolet, not unlike Vesh’s. She’s at full power now, the magic resonating in her tone and glowing in the veins beneath the surface of her skin. Her tattoo is an even more vibrant shape on her side, its glowing gaze watchful and constantly shifting between me and all the others who watch this coupling.

      Her next climax floods my tongue, but she isn’t finished yet. She calls them each one by one, beginning with Erebus, and I move aside, watching as each of her mates fucks her, then obeys her order to lick her clean afterward. Even Alcides, who never partook in our play before, drives his cock into her like we aren’t there, not caring about the sticky mess the others left behind, nor the remnants of us that must linger on her when he buries his face between her thighs.

      Typhon is the only one who holds back, merely watching with heated gaze from his bench.

      When she calls for him, he comes to bed but doesn’t undress or climb on. He crouches and rests his arms on the covers, taking her hand and holding it while Chrysaor takes another turn.

      “I’m not myself in this dream shape,” he says. “Until I can shift properly to make love to you with my own body, the only way we can be together is if you come to me in my cavern.”

      “Isn’t this you?” she asks.

      “This is half your perception of me and half what I wish for you to see. It isn’t real. Not like the others who can shift into human shapes.”

      She’s disappointed but accepts a kiss from him that lingers while Chrysaor brings her to another body-shaking climax, only to be shoved aside by Campe.

      The dragon eyes me warily where I sit to one side, calmly overseeing the proceedings. Just to taunt her, I shift into the shape of a man again and grab one of my cocks. “Need to borrow a dick? I’ve got spares.”

      To my surprise, Campe smirks. “I think I can satisfy her better with my tongue and tail.”

      Then she’s naked, and the pair of them tangle like they’ve been starved for each other. When Campe’s tail makes an appearance and promptly buries itself in Nemea’s pussy, I’m not the only one making sounds of awe and wonder.

      What the two of them do to each other, between Campe’s tail and Nemea’s octopus, manages to shock all of us, and I didn’t think we had it in us to be shocked by anything.

      As if to one-up herself, Campe manifests even more tails than the one. But she doesn’t stop there; her entire body morphs until she’s even more serpentine than before, with pale green skin and a mass of thick tails, snakes for hair, and teeth as sharp as razors. Nemea doesn’t seem to care, and actually looks delighted by this new shape. Campe’s evidently mastered Sybil’s form, who has many tails of her own and loves to use them to torment her sex partners. By the time they both climax, they’re wrapped in each other’s numerous appendages, and I’m ready to fuck again.

      “Come,” Nemea says in a husky purr when she senses me lurking at her back, trying to find a way in. Her octopus releases Campe, stretching two long tentacles back to coil around one of my wrists. It pulls me down against Nemea’s back, and she lifts her leg. Her pussy is unoccupied, so I waste no time plunging all three of my cocks into her, knowing now that she can take them. At least in this form I won’t risk knotting her again, because I don’t think I can stand the kind of torture she inflicted on me earlier a second time.

      Campe swallows Nemea’s moan with a kiss, holding her tight while I fuck her. I’m hanging on the precipice of another epic orgasm when I feel the gentle caress against my thigh, trailing up my side. I open my eyes to see the dragon looking back at me. One of her tails makes its way around my thigh and between my legs, tugging lightly at my balls in a way that instantly sends me over the edge.

      “You bother me because you always come too fast, pup. You’re no challenge for a dragon like me.”

      She withdraws then, leaving me wrapped around Nemea, who reaches for Campe in protest, but lacks much energy to hold her arm up for long. Campe crouches and exhales a long breath of iridescent smoke that cascades over us, condensing into the softest blanket. She caresses Nemea’s cheek.

      “It is time to rest for real, my love. Alcides will wake you when it’s time to train. Don’t let this mongrel disturb your sleep.”

      She shoots me a warning look, but it’s tinged with affection I didn’t know she felt. I give a terse nod, understanding her silent missive. Sleep is what our mate needs now, so sleep is what she will get. As much as I’d love to lie beside her and hold her, I relent, shifting back to my canine shape and curling up at the foot of the bed to guard her while she slumbers.
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      I pace back and forth at the end of the large table in our war room, a storm brewing inside me. My guards have assembled as requested, all save three, but their postures are a mix of defiance and anticipation. Tension crackles in the air, almost as palpable as the magic pulsing through my veins.

      I clench my fists, trying to contain the frustrated rage that’s ready to erupt. “Where the fuck are my brothers?” I start, my voice sharp as a blade. I send the question mentally to the bastards in question, but the utter lack of response from them makes me clench my fists so hard purple lightning crackles out from them.

      “I think you know the answer to that, boss,” Pan says.

      I dart an exasperated look at the faun. “One day until we hit Pandemonium, two until we face those damned Titans, and my brothers are too busy playing house with Nemea to bother showing up.”

      Asterius raises an eyebrow, but says nothing. Cerberus shifts uneasily, each of his three heads emitting erratic whines. Chrysaor and Pan exchange glances, a silent conversation passing between them.

      “You’ve all bonded with her now?” I can barely keep the snarl from my voice. “All night in her sanctuary, indulging in distractions when we have a prison to secure and Titans to bring to heel?”

      Campe stands up straighter, her eyes flaring with that prismatic fire I know all too well. “Getting Nemea to full power is part of preparing her for battle,” she retorts sharply.

      A bitter laugh erupts from me unbidden. “Preparing her for battle? Is that what you call it?” Sarcasm drips like venom from my words, but even I can’t deny what a hypocrite I am. I can still smell her on them—on all of them—and I have zero doubt Typhon and Erebus are with her still.

      Campe’s face hardens, and she steps closer. “She’s more than just a weapon, Vesh,” she snaps back at me. “She’s a person, with powers that we need at their peak if we’re going to stand a chance. You said yourself this heist will be easy. We had a successful dry run yesterday. We’re all as ready as we’ll get.” She spreads her hands as if about to placate me, then shakes her head and clenches them into fists. “I should be preparing to train her to fight, but I’m here listening to your bullshit. Get your shit together.”

      The rest of the room goes dead quiet at her insolence. But she continues to hold my gaze, challenging me. Before I can argue further, she disappears in a swirl of violet smoke, leaving behind only the echo of her defiance.

      “Fuck!” I curse under my breath, slamming my palm against the table. The obsidian-like surface ripples with the impact before settling back into stillness.

      Cerberus lets out an eerie, low-pitched howl, and I snap my gaze to him.

      “What the fuck is wrong with him? He’s been acting off since Erebus left.”

      Asterius clears his throat. “He is more closely bonded to you and your brothers than the rest of us. His loyalties are split.”

      I turn to Asterius. He’s always been the one to keep his head when everyone else loses theirs.

      “We need focus,” I state firmly, trying to regain control of the meeting and myself. “I need you all on top of your game.” My eyes scan the room, landing on each guard in turn. What’s left of them, anyway.

      Cerberus woofs, his central head snapping to attention, eyes sharp and focused. The other two heads, however, continue their erratic behavior—one snarling and baring its teeth, the other whimpering and shaking as if caught in a nightmare.

      “And we need someone to fill Erebus’ place,” I continue, ignoring Cerberus’ unease for now.

      “I’m the only other guard who can fill that role,” Pan says. “Perhaps we send Asterius to seduce Sybil. Give him my appearance.”

      I shake my head. “She’ll know he isn’t a satyr. It’ll be easier to fool Chaos with Campe, since Sybil’s part dragon.”

      “They say Chaos came to Sybil as a bull their first time. What if I’m not disguised as the faun? What if I pretend to be her mate?” Asterius offers.

      “She’ll definitely know you aren’t him. We can’t diverge from that part of the plan. Pan will seduce Sybil. I’ll meet with Erika, see if she has any ideas. Meanwhile, if I catch any of you fuckers leaving the prison without my permission, I’ll fucking lock you back up.”

      I endure their bitter looks before I wave a hand to dismiss them. Our time is running short. I don’t have time for them to indulge their libidos outside the prison, away from my attention. I need to fucking get Nemea back, to keep things contained if nothing else.

      As much as I hate to admit it, without Nemea’s full cooperation and without my brothers by my side, our chances are looking slimmer by the minute.
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      The silence of the night wraps around me like a cloak as I stand at the edge of Erika’s excavation site. It’s an hour when even the restless souls of the world find solace in sleep. My gaze drifts southward, pulled by an invisible thread toward where Nemea is staying. The idea of seeing her, just to catch a glimpse, is a temptation that stirs within me like a restless wind. But I don’t sense her in the world at the moment, which means she’s likely still slumbering inside her sanctuary.

      In Tartarus, time bends to my will—a convenient feature that I assume her secret sanctuary shares. To her, hours of passion with my guards might feel like an eternity, while here, in the mortal world, it’s been mere moments. This thought offers me a flicker of optimism. Now that they are all bonded with her, they should be more efficient with their time—as long as their trysts remain within the confines of her magical space. Though keeping them confined to Tartarus would be preferable.

      Noise is inconsequential to me as I stride into Erika’s camp, not bothering to mask my presence. The sudden disturbance sends a ripple through the stillness. Erika sticks her head out her tent opening, her green eyes blazing in the darkness.

      “What in high fuck do you think you’re doing stomping through my camp like that?” she hisses, stepping out into the open to confront me with an anger that could rival that of the Titans themselves.

      The other members of her team groggily join us, including a blinking Gabby, who slips an arm around her mother’s bare leg and peers up at me.

      “Why is the crazy man here again, Mama?”

      Erika glances affectionately down at her daughter, gently combing fingers through the child’s red curls. “He has important business with me. Remember, he’s going to help us fix your Papa.”

      Gabby sizes me up with a cock of her head, then gives a skeptical nod. “If you say so.”

      Erika chuckles and sweeps her daughter into her arms. “Go with Thea, baby. I’ll see you in the morning,” she says as she hands the child off to one of the other women who I roused with my noisy entrance. The others slip back into their tents, sending scowls my way.

      I grab Erika’s arm, and with a flash of power, I whisk her away from the camp toward the true heart of her archaeological treasure—the excavated doors of the Temple of Olympus.

      The dig site is well illuminated, though the temple doors cast their own ethereal divine glow over the area, at the center of which the four cursed dragon eggs lie under watchful eyes. Half a dozen ivory-scaled Guardian dragons stand guard around the eggs, while a dragon so dark he’s nearly invisible perches high above at the mountain’s peak, watching silently. Kol, the Queen’s Shadow, head of security and spymaster for the dragon race, is still here.

      Erika rounds on me again. “You’re not supposed to be heading to Vegas until tomorrow night. What’s so urgent that it couldn’t wait until morning?”

      A flood of grievances threatens to spill forth about Nemea and my guards. I purse my lips, barely holding it all back, but Erika narrows her eyes, ever perceptive and adept at peeling back layers I never intended to expose.

      She marches over to an area shaded by a canvas lean-to with a picnic table underneath, opens a trunk, and produces a bottle and two tin cups.

      “Out with it,” she commands, plunking the cups down and pouring a measure of oaky whiskey into each one before she sits.

      “I didn’t come here to burden you with my woes.”

      She snorts as she takes a swallow from her cup, gesturing for me to sit also. I obey and pick up the cup, swirling the liquid and staring into the resulting vortex that so well reflects what’s going on inside me.

      “You fucking woke me up out of a sound sleep for something that probably could’ve waited for daylight.”

      “I wasn’t aware of the time. The hours are distorted inside the prison.”

      “All the better to torment the residents?” she suggests.

      “Something like that.”

      She cocks her head, her piercing stare making me itch. “How is Nemea?”

      I cover my irritation by tossing back the alcohol in one swallow, then reach for the bottle to top up my cup. Erika raises her eyebrows.

      “That bad, huh?”

      “She left me.”

      She makes an ohhh sound that’s part laughter, and I grit my teeth to keep from lashing out.

      “I don’t find it funny,” I snap.

      “Oh, it’s fucking hysterical. You’re not very good at listening, are you? She left because you trapped her, didn’t she?”

      “She had the power to leave when she wanted…”

      “Did she know that?”

      When I don’t answer, Erika scoffs. “You’re a fucking fool, Vesh. I told you that scheme of yours would backfire. Where is she now? Is your plan to beat the Titans fucked now?”

      “She’s still speaking to my guards. She’s still training to help us fight too. She’s just not speaking to me at the moment. I’d rather not say where she is. She’s safe, and Alcides and Campe are with her.” I snort, then add, “And my traitor brothers, who incidentally are not speaking to me at all now. Which brings me to why I’m here: Erebus is out of the plan. I need a replacement for him.”

      She nods, but only stares at me for several beats. “And?”

      “And I was hoping you could help.”

      “Are you asking, or demanding? Because my friends don’t respond well to demands.”

      I heave a weary sigh. “Fine. Erika, can you please help find a replacement for my brother? Someone who is both fast and silent.”

      She nods, and in as casual a tone as any, says, “Kol, this is up your alley. You up for it?”

      I give a start when the shadows around us swirl and coalesce into a dark form with a face I recognize. It isn’t a solid man, but its face is unmistakably Kol’s.

      “Explain what you need,” the shadow says. “I’m listening.”

      Heavy wingbeats sound from overhead, and the black dragon who lurked high above lands with a thud outside our lean-to, kicking up dust. A moment later, the man himself strides in, his naked body wrapped in a shifting, inky veil that solidifies into tactical gear. He steps into the place where his darkened replica stood, the tendrils of this ethereal covering merging seamlessly with his form.

      I can’t disguise how impressed I am with his command of the shadows. It isn’t the same as my brother’s, but will do the job, I think.

      “You will be the go-between, taking custody of Chaos’ essence once Campe secures it and transporting it to me where I await by the vault. It sounds simple, but it must be done quickly and without detection. You won’t be able to teleport to the vault due to the security measures in place, but you’ll have to access it through ventilation shafts.”

      “No problem. I can have backups at our disposal too. Sybil’s parties always include an open invitation to any higher races who wish to attend. It won’t be out of the ordinary to have more dragons present.”

      “Too many additions can compromise the security of the mission. If you need a backup, choose one dragon you trust. Here is the layout of the resort.”

      I stand and spread my hands across the open surface of the table in front of me. Purple light cascades from my fingertips, sketching a three-dimensional blueprint of the Pandemonium resort, from its highest penthouse floor where Chaos spends his days all the way down to the subterranean vaults, the lowest of which houses his personal vault.

      “The party is being held in the penthouse. Sybil prefers to hold her orgies in the pool, but Pan will lure her into the saunas for a private tryst. When he does, Campe will take her place, seducing Chaos and extracting his essence. You’ll need to be nearby for her to hand it off to you.”

      He frowns. “Campe, as in the sister to the Mother Dragon? She is powerful. More powerful than I am. Can she not manifest shadows to carry the essence to you when she captures it?”

      “We’ll need her to ensure Chaos doesn’t catch wind of the ruse. She’ll need her full focus for that.” I don’t divulge the fact that Campe’s powers tend to be erratic. She’ll need every bit of focus to maintain her Sybil disguise. Her role is the one piece of the plan that can’t be improvised or substituted.

      Kol nods. “I understand.”

      “I’ll return here this time tomorrow to retrieve you both.”

      We finalize our plans under the silent vigil of the Guardians. Erika’s alliance and her team’s competence makes me wish for the times when I had the same confidence in my own team. Her partnership and that of her team might just tip the scales in our favor against the Titans.
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      I blink my eyes open in the pre-dawn light, the soft sheets beneath me and a strong arm draped over my waist hauling me back to reality. Alcides’ steady breathing tickles the back of my neck, and for a moment, I just let myself enjoy the warmth and safety his presence offers. It’s strange waking up in his bed, feeling well-rested, when the last thing I remember is drifting off from near-exhaustion beside Cerberus in my sanctuary.

      Turning in his embrace, I face Alcides. His features are relaxed in sleep, a rare sight for someone who always seems to be carrying the weight of the world on his shoulders. His hair is tousled, making him look less like a demigod and more like... just a man. A very attractive man, but still.

      I should feel weird about this whole setup, but honestly? The weirdness train left the station a long time ago. Now I’m just rolling with whatever bizarre situation life—or fate—throws at me.

      Alcides stirs, his eyelids fluttering open to reveal those deep eyes that seem to see all the way to my soul. He tightens his hold for a second before letting go and propping himself up on one elbow.

      “Morning,” he grumbles, voice thick with sleep. He’s not much of a morning person either, I guess.

      “Hey,” I reply, pushing myself up to sit. “Where’s Campe?”

      He rubs a hand over his face before answering. “She had to take care of something for Vesh. Said she’d meet you on the training grounds later.”

      My mind flashes to last night—the second round of crazy-intense sex with Campe, and her reluctant departure when Cerberus came for another taste. I hope whatever business she has with Vesh doesn’t ruin the afterglow for her.

      Alcides is watching me now with a curious tilt to his head, as if he can tell I’m thinking about Campe and not him. Which is awkward, though I know it shouldn’t be. None of them were under any illusions about what we meant to each other last night when they were taking turns fucking me. I think a few of them were fucking each other too.

      “So…” I swing my legs over the side of the bed and stand up. “We’re back in training mode today?”

      “Yeah.” He gets up too, moving with that grace that seems innate to beings like him—like gravity has a different hold on them or something. Even his thick, flaccid cock seems oddly graceful when he pulls on his trousers. My cheeks heat when he catches me staring. In an amused tone, he adds, “Mel has organized some combat drills that’ll test your agility and hand-eye coordination. Fighting practice, basically.”

      I nod while hunting for my clothes, which are thankfully laid out neatly on a chair. No awkward post-coital scavenger hunts here—a perk of being bonded to creatures whose jobs are as strict as the military, I guess.

      Dressed in a similar training uniform to yesterday, I follow Alcides out of the small cottage. By the time we reach the training grounds, the sun is barely peeking over the horizon, burning off the mist that settled over the compound during the night.

      I can’t help but feel a twinge of anticipation mixed with anxiety as we walk down the foggy path. There’s so much riding on my shoulders now; it’s enough to make anyone’s head spin. But then I think about last night—the bonds formed and strengthened, and the depth of my well of power now, lying dormant but ready for me to call on at a whim—and something inside me settles.

      But when we reach the far end of the training field, it’s eerily silent. The stillness prickles at my skin, the fog hanging heavier around us. I can’t shake the feeling of being watched. Alcides stands beside me, his club always in hand—a silent, comforting presence.

      Two shadows move through the mist like wraiths, darting just outside my field of vision. I barely have time to register their presence before they’re on us. Instinct kicks in, and I duck as Mel swings at me with a huge sword. A real fucking sword.

      The horned shadow from the other side darts in, already swinging another sword. Campe’s iridescent eyes flash with fire when I manage to dodge her attack too, my body already flush with adrenaline though my power remains banked for now.

      Alcides steps aside, leaving me weaponless and facing two of the most formidable fighters I know.

      “Seriously?” I spit out, dodging another swing by the skin of my teeth. Anger flares inside me at Alcides for backing off and throwing me into this alone.

      “You’re the one in training, Nemea, not me!” he calls from well out of the danger zone. I feel like I’m dancing inside a Cuisinart.

      Mel is relentless, her strikes precise and forceful. I fail to dodge one, and I’m forced to raise my forearm to protect my head. The sword strikes home. I expect pain, but at the last second a surge of violet energy pulses out through my arm, shielding me from the blow.

      I’m just as surprised as Mel by the flash of magic, but it’s enough to distract her, and I manage to grab her wrist with my other hand, wrenching the sword from her grip and tossing it aside—it’s not like I know how to use it properly, anyway.

      But Campe is another story. She barrels toward me, a whirlwind of power and precision, her movements as fluid and unstoppable as a raging river. I dodge her strike and try to disarm her like I did Mel, but she only laughs, dropping her sword and grappling with me as if weapons are only an afterthought.

      With a sweep of her leg, my feet fly out from under me and I hit the grassy ground. Her hands, callused and unyielding, nearly pin me, the weight of her strength pressing down like a tidal wave. My heart races, pounding against my ribcage like a trapped bird, and frustration simmers into a desperate need to prove myself.

      Her scent, a mix of leather and something distinctly draconic, fills my nostrils, mingling with the metallic tang of sweat and the verdant aroma of disturbed grass. The world narrows to the ferocious gleam in her eyes, and the taste of adrenaline sharpens on my tongue. She’s fucking magnificent, even if her ferocity and grace in battle makes me feel inadequate, but it’s some small ego boost that I’ve kept up with her so far.

      I finally manage to throw her off and leap back up, only to have both women circling me, weaponless, but clearly ready for round two.

      “Use your powers!” Alcides yells from the sidelines, his voice urgent.

      I hesitate, not sure where that first reflexive show of power came from and fearing I’ll lose control and hurt them. But Campe charges me again with a roar, her dragon eyes flashing and her horns glinting in the glow of the rising sun. With a grunt, I shove her back with one hand while deliberately calling up my magic.

      It’s clumsy and raw—nothing like Vesh’s refined displays—but it does the job. A bolt of chaotic energy surges from my palm, slamming into Campe and knocking her back several steps.

      “Tickles,” she taunts as she makes her way toward me again, pausing as Mel swings a roundhouse kick at my head. I pivot instinctively, shooting another bolt from my hand. It feels more focused this time and hits Mel squarely in the chest, making her fly back several yards before she falls to the ground, unmoving.

      Guilt stabs at me; I never wanted to hurt anyone. I drop my hands to run to her, but Campe’s in my path almost instantly.

      “Don’t let your guard down!” Campe barks as she charges again.

      “But she’s hurt!” I yell, frantic to check on Mel. Alcides is at her side, kneeling and peering down at her. She still doesn’t move at first, then bends one knee and raises a hand to her head. She says something to Alcides, waving her hand, but doesn’t rise immediately. He doesn’t look worried when he joins the fray a moment later.

      “She’s fine, just dazed,” he reports, even as he swings his club in sync with Campe’s reclaimed sword. It’s like they’re one entity—two nearly invincible forces pressing in on me from all sides.

      They’re even more perfectly coordinated than Mel and Campe were, which stands to reason since they’ve fought together for eons. I’m dodging and weaving between them, throwing punches laced with chaos magic that barely connect, but somehow get better with every strike. The fight is charged with an electric current that’s about more than just winning—it’s about connection, and proving myself worthy of their companionship.

      The power charging through my veins isn’t just coming from me, I realize. It’s feeding off them too, flowing from them to me.

      Campe’s raw power is mesmerizing; every move she makes is a testament to her strength and beauty. And Alcides—he’s a pillar of strength, his power almost tangible in the air between us. But both their skills are reflected back at them as if they’re a part of me.

      As we clash together again and again in our deadly dance, memories from last night flood my senses—the feel of their skin against mine, the taste of their lips. The distraction costs me as I falter under the weight of their combined assault. My arms both come up to block their dual attacks, my skin shimmering with purple light that captures their weapons in a tight hold a millimeter from my flesh.

      Locked in a stalemate between Alcides’ club and Campe’s sword, our breaths mingling in the charged air, something shifts. Alcides’ eyes darken with something other than battle lust; he leans in close and captures my lips with his own—a fierce kiss that speaks volumes.

      Campe follows suit without hesitation when Alcides releases my mouth, her lips pressing against mine with an urgency that matches my own growing need.

      In that moment of heated desire, there’s only one place I want to be. With a thought and a pulse of energy, we’re enveloped in a swirl of magic and teleported away from the training field, back to my secret dimension where no one can disturb us.
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      Campe’s sword clangs to the ground and she closes in tight, cupping my face in both hands as she claims my mouth fully once more. Alcides is at my back, hands gripping my hips to press his hard erection into my ass while he kisses my neck.

      Campe’s insatiable, but so am I. I claw at her leather breastplate, only for it to dissolve into nothing beneath my hands, leaving me groaning as my palms meet soft, supple flesh. I cup her breasts and thumb her nipples, gratified by the moan that she delivers into my mouth.

      She drops one hand, a sharp talon extending from her fingertip, and swipes it straight down the front of my clothing. My cotton tank top and sports bra are no match; they fall open, hanging off my shoulders only for Alcides to quickly pull them off and discard them. She makes quick work of my shorts next, slicing them off me quickly. Alcides tears my panties off, leaving me in nothing but my boots, then quickly sheds his own clothing.

      I’m chest-to-chest with Campe and I slide my hand down her belly, dipping between her legs. Her wet heat sears my fingertip and drives my own need higher, but Alcides is already sliding a hand over my hip and down my pelvis to tease between my folds.

      It isn’t until Alcides backs us up and sits, pulling me onto his lap, that Campe takes a breath to look around.

      “This is new. Much better than before,” she comments, taking in the pavilion we’re in, something I crafted in the split-second between wanting to be here and arriving tangled between them. It rests at the end of a short path that joins it to the temple with all its doors. The pavilion is surrounded by marble columns, much like the temple, a big bed occupying its center.

      “I thought we needed a dedicated spot for… well, for this,” I say.

      Alcides is back to kissing my neck and shoulder, palming my breast with one hand while he strokes between my legs with another. “I need to be inside you,” he rumbles against my ear. “Lift up.”

      He squeezes my hip, and I eagerly rise and straddle his lap, peeking over my shoulder at him, only to find his attention fixed on my ass as he grips his cock and aims it up. His long eyelashes flutter closed as I slowly sink down on his thick shaft, sighing at the delicious stretch as he fills me.

      “Fuck, you feel as if you were made to sheathe my cock, Nemea.”

      “Mmm,” is all I can utter as he wraps both arms around my torso, pulling me tight against his warm, hard chest. My feet just touch the ground enough that I can leverage myself up and down on his cock while he pushes up into me with every undulation of my hips.

      Campe moves close, standing just out of reach as she watches us with a heated gaze, head cocked and one hand gripping her own breast. She toys with her nipple, then dips a finger of her other hand between her legs to tease her own clit.

      This is the first chance I’ve had to really see her in all her glory, and she is breathtakingly beautiful, though with an edge of steel that’s as intimidating as it is dead-ass sexy. Iridescent scales shimmer at the edges of her body, on her shoulders and over the tops of her arms. Fainter traces of them hint across her chest and down the center of her toned belly. Her pussy is bare, glistening with wetness that makes my mouth water.

      “Spread your legs a little, love,” she says in a husky purr. “I want to watch him fuck your sweet little pussy for a minute.”

      The dark tip of her forked tongue darts out to lick her lips as her gaze fixes where Alcides and I are joined. I bite my lip, recalling how devastating she was with that tongue the night before.

      She seems to read my mind, because she smirks and says, “Do you want this tongue on that clit? Let me see you play with yourself a little first, then you can have it. Don’t let yourself come until I’m eating that juicy cunt, though. That’s a hard rule.”

      “Uh-huh,” I acknowledge as I push my hand between my legs and stroke my clit the tiniest bit. I’m hypersensitive, though, and one stroke nearly sends me over the edge. I reflexively clench around Alcides, who lets out a low growl against my neck.

      “She wants you to edge yourself. Keep touching yourself. You know how to hold it back, just like you do with your magic.”

      But somehow holding this back is ten million times more difficult than holding my magic inside me. The magic has been tamed somewhat, while my desire is a wild thing, ready to break free, especially when I’m taunting it this way.

      My clit is a stiff, swollen nub jutting out from beneath its hood, but I do as I’m told, stroking over the top of the hood rather than underneath just to keep from coming too soon.

      “That’s right,” Alcides says, his thrust at an angle that perfectly strokes my G-spot, making holding back even more of a challenge. He leans back a little, defying gravity, but taking over my movements by grabbing my hips to easily lift and lower me on his cock.

      The feeling of being a toy to him only makes me even hotter.

      “Please,” I beg, staring at Campe, who’s rubbing her clit a little harder. Her cheeks are flushed, and I think she might be close to coming herself.

      “When he’s close. I want to taste both of you coming on my tongue. I want to devour the power you have to give me.”

      “I’m fucking on the edge right now,” Alcides grits out. “If you want us, come get us.” He widens his legs in invitation.

      She closes the distance and drops to her knees, pressing her palms to my inner thighs as she leans in close, lashing her tongue across my clit before wrapping her mouth around me and tonguing me close.

      My hips jerk, and I cry out as my climax crashes through me like a thunderclap. My muscles clamp tight around Alcides, who lets out a roar and goes over with me, his cock erupting deep inside me. His pulsing flood just magnifies the pleasure as my spasms overtake me, with Campe licking my pussy to oblivion the entire time.

      Alcides keeps fucking me, each thrust wetter and messier than the last as is cum seeps out of me, but Campe keeps licking. She’s moaning now, and I’m just aware enough to grasp that she’s still playing with herself.

      “No,” I say coming back to myself just enough to touch her cheek. “I want to taste you. Get up here.”

      She looks just as dazed as I feel. More, if she’s on the edge of coming. She stands at my urging, and I slide off Alcides to kneel on the bed and pull her down in front of me. She obliges, reaching back to hold the hard coiled iron of the bed frame my mind somehow conjured out of the immense chaos magic flooding me all the time now.

      She arches her back and lets her legs fall wide as I dip to taste her, coasting thumbs through her folds on either side of her swollen clit at the same time. She combs taloned fingers over my scalp, raking them down across my braid, which seems to instantly unravel, until my hair is wrapped in her grip as she holds my face tight to her throbbing pussy.

      She tastes amazing. Not like women I’ve tasted before, but like something completely new. She’s salt and spice and fruit all rolled together, with the barest hint of sulfur like a match just struck. Her slippery wetness coats my tongue, more generous the more I tease her clit. I’m vaguely aware of my octopus rousing and coiling tentacles around each of her ankles, holding her wide for me, then one long appendage traveling up between my breasts to plunge into her opening.

      A rough moan escapes her, followed by, “Fuck yes,” as the tentacle begins to fuck her.

      I’m so absorbed in eating her out I’ve all but forgotten about Alcides, but he isn’t an easy man to forget. He rises up behind me, resting both hands on my ass and stroking down between my cheeks to spread me open, then he bends and begins tonguing my cleft before moving down, lapping at the mess he made of me in between flicking his tongue over my clit.

      I’m on the verge of climax yet again when I feel Campe finally start to give. She cries my name just as Alcides rises and slams his cock into me again, fucking hard and fast with loud, wet slaps only barely drowned out by Campe’s orgasmic yells.

      Her magic rushes into me, as charged as my own still churning deep in my well. Within seconds Alcides is going over again and taking me with him.

      We all sort of collapse into each other then. I drape myself atop Campe, head on her breast while Alcides falls half on top of me, panting and sweaty. His weight feels delicious, even though he’s a heavy fucker. He keeps peppering my shoulders and neck with kisses, murmuring about how perfect I am and how well we fit together.

      Campe strokes my head, playing with my hair. “That tattoo of yours needs to be regulated,” she says. Alcides lets out a low snort.

      “I haven’t heard anyone complain about him yet,” I say. “I just need to learn how to use him in a fight.”

      She’s thoughtful for a moment, then nods. “We can work on that. We also need to work on teleportation. You can bring yourself and us in and out of this dimension at-will. If your powers are as similar to Vesh’s as I think, you should be able to teleport anywhere you wish. And if you perfect that skill, you can use it in battle too.

      I frown and prop my chin on her chest to look at her. She peers down at me. “You mean I can go anywhere at all? Like… the top of Mt. Everest?”

      “This dimension is an anchor point. Technically you’re opening a door here, then from here to anywhere in the world, but the transition can be virtually transparent. As in, you don’t have to physically stop here. I don’t think the top of a snowy mountain is the best choice at the moment, considering our current state, though.”

      “Where would you like to go?” I ask.

      Her eyebrows lift and she scoffs. “What I want is irrelevant.”

      “No it isn’t. What all of you want matters. And you two are both free to go wherever you wish now, right? You’re not bound to the prison. You’re not trapped. And even though this place is like the prison, I’ll never force you to stay if you don’t want to be here.”

      “Here is just fine, if this is where you are,” Alcides murmurs against my neck. “We are bound to you, Nemea.”

      I twist between them and look up into his eyes. “I’m serious. If there was anywhere in the world you could go right now, where would it be? I need practice, so let’s go somewhere. In fact, aren’t Ty and Erebus allowed out too? They’re not prisoners.” I mentally summon the pair, and am gratified when two doors open in the temple across the way and they stride through in their handsome human forms, expectant looks on both their faces.

      My stomach flutters at the sight of them, and I debate requesting their true forms for another round of sex.

      “We are at your service,” Typhon says, his green gaze hopeful. Erebus nods his agreement and signs something I don’t quite understand. Seeing my confusion, he mentally sends, “What do you wish?”

      Before I can offer my suggestion for a field trip, Alcides says, “Shouldn’t you two be helping prepare for the mission tomorrow?”

      “I’m not invited,” Typhon says with a careless shrug. “And Erebus… well…”

      Erebus has started signing wildly, his expression signaling some displeasure. Alcides watches but I can only wait, because Erebus hasn’t chosen to relay his feelings to me through our bond. But I sense that this is the sort of venting he can only do with a coworker, which I completely get. I’ve had my share of shitty bosses in the past.

      When he finally throws up his hand and puffs out a silent breath, Alcides presses his lips together. “He’ll find a solution without you, I imagine.”

      Erebus bares his teeth and paces back down the path, his shoulders so tense a few of the dark spines from his true shape have pierced through his armor.

      “What’s going on?” I ask.

      Campe is the one to fill in the blanks. “Vesh won’t allow Typhon to participate in the heist. Erebus doesn’t agree with this and has abandoned the endeavor in protest. He’s angry that his brother is so short-sighted he won’t give Typhon a chance to prove himself outside of battle.”

      “Could you even go? You can’t look human outside of this dimension, can you?” I ask Typhon.

      Ty’s expression is oddly impassive when he says, “My brother’s flesh is protean. When he uses Pan’s power to clone himself and we inhabit a clone, we can take any shape we like in the mortal world. They’ve all been called on to help at the Pandemonium, many times. I have never joined them, since my task is always to oversee the prison in their absence.”

      “Who is overseeing the prison now?” Alcides asks.

      “Asterius remains in charge, as he has a deeper link to the prison’s inner workings and is not participating in the heist. The Furies have also been promoted while we focus on recapturing the Titans,” Campe says.  “And while the brothers are having their spat.”

      Erebus has drifted back so silently I almost don’t notice him, but makes a face when he hears Campe’s assessment of his fight with Vesh.

      Typhon’s explanation makes me wonder if I could do the same thing for them, if I had Pan along for the ride. At the thought, I feel the barest shift inside my mind, almost like a window opening and letting in light. Pan’s presence is like a shadow just beyond the opening.

      “I’m sorry, we can’t join you. The big guy has an agenda today. We’re at the Pandemonium, helping with security preparations for the party tomorrow.”

      “Pan says he’s at the Pandemonium. Is that another pocket dimension like this? And what party, and why wasn’t I invited?”

      My four mates who are with me exchange glances. Finally, Campe turns to me.

      “We’ve been remiss when it comes to keeping you informed. You know Vesh is planning a heist to retrieve the key to Olympus. We hope to secure it and use it first, to gain an advantage over them. They have already terrorized a group of archaeologists north of here and have cursed four dragons, leaving an impossible bargain for their leader—we must produce the key if we want the Titans to lift the curse.”

      I sit back and wave for her to continue. I struggle to obscure the churning worry from our bond. None of this would be happening if not for me. I’m the reason the Titans escaped, and evidently, I was the price Chaos wanted for the key, which Vesh refused to pay. But I don’t want them to know these thoughts haunt me at every turn.

      “Vesh has been running around trying to make that happen,” Campe says.

      “That’s what he was doing when he wasn’t with me in the prison before, isn’t it?” I ask.

      She nods. “He was bargaining for the key, which has two pieces, secured separately. One was guarded by Fate, which he was able to acquire. The other by Chaos.”

      “Who is in some place called the Pandemonium, which you still haven’t explained to me. Is it like the realm outside the gates of Tartarus? Is it dangerous?”

      Campe squeezes her eyes shut, finally realizing how far we’ve diverged from my original question. “Sorry, I was getting to that. The Pandemonium is a casino in Las Vegas. It is the seat of Chaos’ power. His mate Sybil is throwing a party tomorrow, which we will use as cover to steal the key, right out from under Chaos’ nose.”
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      “Who wants to take a trip to Las Vegas?” I hop up off the bed, looking around at the four of them.

      Campe looks impressed. Alcides is clearly about to object. Typhon’s non-reaction is as transparent to me as glass. He can’t go and is numb to the constant disappointment of being left behind.

      “Vesh will be there,” Alcides warns, but I’m already up and walking to Typhon. There’s something more important we need to tackle first.

      Ty stands up straighter when he realizes I’m focusing on him, his gaze hopeful again. When I reach him, I grab his face between my hands and press a hard kiss to his mouth that leaves him blinking and dazed.

      “Let’s see if we can teach you how to shift.”

      “Have you ever done it?” he asks skeptically.

      “No, so it’ll be new to me too. But supposedly I have powers similar to Vesh, and if he can do it, I figure so can I, right? And so can you. Any tips?” I turn to face Campe, who is looking on in amusement.

      “He needs to let go of the dream form he’s taken on here, first of all. Nothing but the truth to start with. The chosen shape comes from your power, not from your mind. It is your essence transformed, not a wish made flesh. Once you have a grasp on controlling your essence, you can make it look however you like.”

      “Right.” I look back at Typhon. “Let’s see you in all your glory, big boy.”

      He takes a breath and backs up several paces. In a blink the lovely, strapping young blond is gone, and in his place is the three-stories-tall, scaled beast with one hundred heads who made me come so many times I forgot who I was. My core heats and throbs at the memory. All his tongues flick out, tasting the air, and his big head makes a low rumble, dipping close to inhale the air around me.

      I place a hand on his snout and step back. “I’ll let you have your way with me when we get back. Right now, focus your power on making yourself the shape you were before.”

      In a deep, resonant voice, he intones, “I do not have the same well of power inside me that you do. I am power.” To illustrate, he sweeps his immense tail across the landscape behind him. The temple is in his way and crumbles like it’s made of sand. It reforms when he stills again, but is enough of a demonstration of his meaning.

      I square my shoulders and step back, giving Typhon room. “You can still control that power, right? You can make decisions and take actions. So now you just need to decide to be human-shaped.”

      Typhon’s hundred heads bob in a way that I take for a nod. I watch as his massive body shudders, scales rippling like a sea during a storm. His two hundred eyes fix on me with determination.

      “You can do this,” I say, trying to sound more confident than I feel. I wish that I could take him back to the island and St. George School to test his magic with different materials, the way I tested mine to learn how it worked. But maybe I don’t need the school for him to try. “Imagine the power that makes up your body is like clay. You’re the sculptor.”

      A low rumble emanates from him, vibrating the ground beneath my feet. It’s as if he’s murmuring to himself, a chant in a language of growls and hisses that sends chills down my spine.

      “Visualize your human form,” I continue. “Remember how your limbs moved in your dream shape, how it felt to be smaller, more... compact.”

      He starts to condense before my eyes, scales pulling inward, heads retracting like turtles into their shells. But it’s messy and disjointed—limbs sprout at odd angles and heads pop out where they shouldn’t.

      “No, no,” I say gently, reaching out a hand to rest on a bulging part of him that I think might be a shoulder. “You’re thinking too hard about the details. Focus on the essence of being human—walking on two legs, talking with one mouth, seeing with two eyes.”

      “If I may,” Campe says, stepping forward. She rests a hand on my shoulder, looking up into one of the strange heads that peers back at us with eyes too large for its face. “Your bond may help. You have access to Nemea’s power too. Let her feed some of it to you, some human essence, to guide your shape.”

      His oversized eyes blink owlishly, but when I reach out to touch him, the connection is instantaneous. My power reaches for him, and I focus on what it feels like to be human.

      Typhon’s form begins flickering, as if he’s caught between stations on an old TV set. He’s trying to find the right frequency. I step back to give him room, our link stretching like a glowing tether between us.

      “Think about emotions,” I suggest, grasping at straws now. “Humans are all about feelings. How do you feel when you’re in the human form you show me?”

      There’s a pause—a moment where even his rumbling chant stops—and then something shifts in Typhon’s demeanor. A head—the central one—begins to morph into something more recognizable: a face with vivid violet eyes that hold an ancient sadness.

      “Yes!” I exclaim. “That’s it! Hold onto that feeling!”

      The transformation accelerates now; the remaining heads shrink away as his body contracts further into a distinctly human shape. The scales fade into starkly pale skin and muscles form beneath.

      He stumbles forward on two legs that are finally his own and collapses into a heap of exhausted humanity.

      I rush to him, kneeling by his side. “Typhon? Are you okay?”

      His chest heaves as he catches his breath in ragged gasps, but he manages a nod and then looks up at me with eyes filled with wonder and gratitude.

      But he isn’t the same pretty human man he liked to show me before.

      This version of him has the almost translucent skin tone of someone who’s never seen the sun, with tangled black hair that hangs over his eyes. Eyes that glow with violet power, haunted by a thousand years of witnessing torture, no doubt.

      He resembles Cerberus in his human form, only paler, more haunted, and a little gaunt. I know he and Erebus and Vesh are brothers, but they never mentioned being related to any of the others. I suppose anything is possible.

      I brush a lock off his forehead, holding my breath at the hesitant look he gives me, like he’s afraid he’ll lose control and revert at any second.

      When he holds this shape for several breaths he smiles.

      “I did it,” he says hoarsely, his voice resonating with that same deep timbre I remember from before—only now it comes from just one mouth and isn’t accompanied by a hundred hissing tongues.

      I can’t help but laugh—a release of tension and joy—as I help him sit up. “You sure did. Now who’s ready for Las Vegas?”

      “Hold on, not so fast,” Campe says. “I want to be clear that this is just for practice. We are not staying; we’re there and gone. In fact, the faster you can teleport, the better. The idea is for you to test it out in combat, when reflexes matter most. Also, we can’t very well hit the Strip dressed like this.” She passes a critical gaze over all of us, still naked, even Typhon. Erebus has transformed again into his battle-ready soldier shape, but not even that is good enough for Campe.

      She exhales a cloud of smoke that sparks with magic, encompassing the five of us. It settles over my skin, clinging to me and making the small hairs on my body stand on end at first, before settling softly and draping around my frame. Tendrils of it work into my hair, tugging and pulling it this way and that.

      When the smoke clears, I look down to find myself garbed in a snug black ankle-length skirt with a slit up the side and a black and purple bustier. I reach up to find my hair carefully arranged in two coils at the back of my head, with strands brushing my shoulders.

      The others are dressed to the nines too; Alcides is in a sharp gray suit with a bolo tie and cowboy boots tipped in silver; Typhon’s in leather pants and a concert tee with the Fate’s Fools logo emblazoned across the front, looking like he could be a member of the band; and Erebus is dressed in simple black cargo pants and a T-shirt. He looks like he’s the sole bodyguard of our little entourage, but given his size and silent, intimidating look, he can certainly pull it off.

      Campe’s looking quite fine in body-hugging leather pants, with a black satin bandeau top and a cropped jacket covered in iridescent sequins, her braid draped over her shoulder. She takes my arm.

      “Let’s see what you’ve got.”

      I brace myself, then stop. “Uh… I have no idea where to go. I’ve never been to Las Vegas.”

      Alcides harumphs, and I glare at him. “What? I’ve never been anywhere, really. Just my hometown and Bear Island, and a few places along I-90, before I wound up with you guys.”

      “It’s okay,” Campe says. “We know our way around the city. Open your mind to me. I’ll show you where to go.”

      “This is a bad idea,” Alcides says. “Vesh brought her inside with us to protect her from Chaos. We know Nemea is what Chaos wants. Now you want to venture straight into his territory?”

      Campe scoffs. “We’ll be in and out before he can catch our scent. He’ll be too busy with the others to notice.” She turns back to me and rests her hands on my shoulders. “Everyone hold onto us; we don’t want to lose you.”

      Erebus and Typhon each grasp one of my hands while Alcides clutches my hips from behind. Campe’s beautiful eyes fix on mine, her irises flickering between every color of the rainbow until they finally land on a brilliant blue.

      Instantly an image appears in my mind of an overhead view of a city at night, sparkling with an abundance of neon lights. Not too far ahead of us is a familiar sight, though extremely out of place. But Las Vegas has its own Space Needle, doesn’t it? What do they call it?

      “It’s the Stratosphere,” Campe says, answering my question and pulling me back to myself. “That’s where we’ll land. There’s a platform at the top where they have thrill rides, but it’s closed now, so it’ll be unoccupied. Now focus and take us there the way you brought us here.”

      “What time is it there?”

      “Around 10 p.m.”

      I take a beat before I remember the world has time zones and I’ve been in Greece for the past few days, not some alternate universe.

      Where we are now is basically an alternate universe of my own creation, but the real world still exists. It’s still a challenge to wrap my head around, but I’m getting there.

      “You’re stalling,” Typhon murmurs. “We’ve got you.” He squeezes my hand, and I meet his earnest gaze, struck yet again by the new look, and even more by the haunted depths in his eyes that so closely reflect my own.

      But I need to focus, so I do, nodding at Campe and closing my eyes so she can show me where we’re going again.

      It’s like we’re hovering in the air above the city once more, about two hundred yards from the platform at the top of the Stratosphere. That’s where we need to land, so with a deliberate surge of power, I simply will us there.

      And the world drops out from under us.
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      My stomach lurches into my throat, and three other voices rise in startled cries and curses. It’s dark and the world is spinning far beneath me. Brilliant lights are a strobing blur alternating with darkness. A loud noise cracks the air like thunder, and I’m abruptly caught around the waist in the grip of something enormous.

      The spinning stops suddenly and I’m hauled upward, only catching my bearings in time to be set on a hard surface. Three figures materialize before me out of a cloud of utter darkness. I look up into the iridescent fire of Campe’s eyes, only they’re larger now, and set in the face of a massive dragon with tarnished scales and a pair of chipped horns.

      Before I can say thank you, I collapse to my knees and retch.

      It’s several moments of staring at a puddle of puke before I can find my voice.

      “I’m sorry. I don’t know what I did wrong.”

      Campe’s hand is on my back, rubbing in gentle circles. I glance to the side at her. “You could’ve been seen.”

      “No one saw me. My scales are reflective from a distance. I’d blend into the sky if anyone looked up.”

      I only nod, then turn to the others. Alcides has his hands braced on his knees, staring fixedly at the ground.

      “You guys okay?”

      Erebus signs something that I actually manage to understand for once. He caught them.

      Then it registers that Typhon’s body has morphed slightly, a handful of small snake heads jutting from his collarbone, and the tip of one dark wing swaying behind his shoulder. But he looks far from frightened.

      “What’s up with you?” I ask, wiping my mouth and rising shakily to my feet.

      “I’ve never been in freefall without wings before. That was… fun.” He grins at me.

      “You need to pack it in, brother,” Alcides says, righting himself. He gestures with a smirk, and Typhon finally notices that the edges of his human form have started to blur. He closes his eyes and the monstrous pieces of him merge with his human body once again.

      “Sorry,” I say again, looking sheepishly at each of them.

      “Don’t worry, I was ready,” Campe says. “You did well for your first time. We got within fifty feet of our target. Why don’t we practice some shorter-distance trips? Can you take us to the ground from here?”

      She’s at the very edge of the open-air observation deck we landed on, leaning one hip against the guard rail. I venture over and peek, but the floor below stretches out to slanted windows and I can’t get a straight view to the ground from here.

      “Is there an elevator?” I squeak.

      “Why don’t we try some horizontal teleportation first?” Alcides suggests. He turns and jogs several yards around the platform and stops, turning back to face us. “Come to me, Nemea.”

      This I think I can do. I square my shoulders and fix my gaze on the spot right in front of Alcides. The act of teleporting is pretty easy, and within a blink, I’m in front of him, staring up into his handsome face. My arrival brings a gust of warm air through that blows his hair back and makes him blink rapidly.

      “Hi,” I say with a smile, then rise on my toes and kiss him.

      “Hmm, good job. Now go back.” He spins me on my feet and smacks my ass. I face the others, and in an instant, I’m with them again.

      Now that I’m getting the hang of it, I decide it’s time to take a passenger. I reach for Ty’s hand and he gives it, sliding close and curling his arm around my waist. Before I can teleport us to Alcides again, Ty whispers, “Let’s go higher. There’s a roof to this thing, right?”

      I look up, scanning the higher points of the top of the building we’re on. There’s a small structure with a window that looks like some sort of lookout station, but the top looks wide enough for two people. With a thought we’re there. From there I just barely have a vantage of the roof. I’m on a roll now, so I just go.

      “Fuck yes!” Ty exclaims when we land. We’re in shadows with a red glow cast from above. The spire above us is bordered in red lights all the way up, but I can’t see the top from here.

      “Do you think we can make it?” he asks, staring up into the night sky.

      “I don’t think I can go if I can’t see where I’m going. Unless I’ve been there already, anyway.”

      He looks disappointed, then meets my gaze. “Is there anywhere you’ve already been that you want to return to?”

      I let out a snort. “Not likely. I mean, I liked the island, and I’d go back, but I’m kind of persona non grata there right now.”

      He laughs. “Good, because I’m definitely not welcome on that island.”

      He sobers and studies me, half his face awash in the red glow of the neon that lights up what looks like a catapult-style thrill ride up to the peak. There are bench seats with straps around each of the four sides of the spire.

      “What about your home? Will you take me there? I’d like to see it.”

      My stomach lurches as if we’ve just gone into freefall on that ride.

      “Home was never really home for me,” I say.

      His eyebrows twitch, his aching need to know me palpable through our bond.

      Would it really be that bad to show him?

      “Okay, but on two conditions. One, we’re coming right back, I don’t want to leave them hanging.”

      “Fine. And your second condition?”

      “You tell me why you look so sad.”

      His nostrils flare and he looks away. For a second I think he’s going to back out, which would not bother me. I can find other ways to get him to talk that don’t involve introducing him to the wasteland that is my hometown. But he finally returns his gaze to me and nods.

      I clasp both his hands and take us back to the place I swore I’d never return to as long as I lived.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      I land with a thud, my feet kicking up a cloud of dust in the dim light of a parking lot. The familiar glow of the faded store signs flickers overhead, painting an eerie scene that tells me I’m right where I want to be—or at least where I intended to go. The air smells like cardboard and diesel, and my stomach churns with the mix of recognition and revulsion.

      “Here it is,” I mutter to Typhon, the roughness in my voice betraying my discomfort.

      He scans the desolate strip mall with his brilliant purple eyes, then looks back at me. “This isn’t home, is it?”

      I shake my head, feeling a knot form in my throat. I almost summon the will to teleport us away from here, back to somewhere—anywhere—else. But his challenge halts me; it’s like he sees right through me.

      “You didn’t grow up in a strip mall,” he says softly.

      I sigh and let go of the magic building within me. “No. I didn’t.” With a resigned breath, I reach out and take his hand, leading him away from the shadows of the empty stores. We walk side-by-side through the small town that’s barely more than a glorified interstate rest stop, but that shaped me in ways I’m still unraveling.

      As we pass by my old high school, it’s as though every step echoes down empty hallways and across locker-lined walls. It’s been a decade since my graduation, but sometimes it feels like part of me is still trapped here. Memories bubble up—friends, fights, first loves. Despite how fleeting they all were, they’re so vivid it’s like they’re waiting just around the corner.

      Finally, we reach Whispering Pines Estates—the name always made me roll my eyes. The only pines are the ones in the forest a mile away. The trailer park is nothing more than dirt lanes and patches of brown grass. My pace slows as we approach, feet crunching over the dry turf; there’s a hesitance in my steps that Typhon picks up on immediately.

      “You can disguise yourself,” he whispers from beside me. “You have the power. If I can do it, so can you.”

      I’ve never tried to alter my appearance before; it’s always been about getting out, not hiding away. But now... now feels different. I don’t want to go in there as Nemea again, ever.

      In the shadows of the sign, I close my eyes and focus on Rachel’s image—her trim frame, fair skin, and light brown hair—a stark contrast to my own features.

      When I open my eyes again, Typhon’s look of surprise is all the confirmation I need that it worked. With newfound courage—or maybe it’s just stubbornness—I lead us deeper into the park.

      We arrive at a lane lined with double-wides that are trying too hard to look like something they’re not. There it is: my grandparents’ place, neat as a pin on the outside with flower-filled planters hanging off the small deck railing. They’re all fake; neither of my grandparents give a shit about nurturing living things.

      Two men sit there: one old enough to be worn down by life itself, the other worn down by choices he made long before he had any right to make them—my grandfather and my father.

      My breath catches in my chest; every part of me wants to scream or cry or run—but I do none of those things. Instead, I freeze and whisper fiercely to Typhon without turning around.

      “I don’t want to look at them. I can’t look at them.”

      He doesn’t argue or ask questions; he just squeezes my hand once before we turn away from what might have been another life—the one I barely escaped by the skin of my teeth.

      We land back on the upper viewing platform of the Stratosphere where the other three are leaning on the railing enjoying the view. They turn as a unit when we arrive and are instantly on alert when they see my face; it’s mine again, but likely still shows signs of coming face-to-face with a nightmare.

      “What happened? Are you okay?” Campe says. Alcides comes straight to me, cupping my cheek in one big hand.

      “I’m fine, really. We went to my hometown.”

      “We know,” Alcides says. “Erebus followed you.”

      I glance at Erebus, who signs, “No wonder you ran. Those men have darker souls than mine. Would you like me to return there and end them?”

      “Death would be too easy,” I grit out. “But no. I don’t want to be responsible for hurting anyone, much less outright killing them. I just want to move on.”

      He grins deviously. “I will tell the Furies to expect them when they die.”

      “I’m sorry I made you go there,” Ty says softly. He looks so dejected I reach out a hand. He hesitates to close the distance, so I go to him, curling my fingers at the back of his neck.

      “It’s okay. I’m glad you were with me. But we had a deal. You owe me your story now.”

      He visibly swallows, then cuts his gaze to the others who stand close around us. When he doesn’t immediately speak, Campe says, “I can tell her if you’d prefer.”

      Typhon hesitates, and for a moment I think he’s going to take Campe up on her offer. But then he straightens his shoulders, a gesture so human it makes my heart ache for him, and he shakes his head. “No, I promised Nemea. I’ll tell it.”

      I’m about to press him, curiosity burning like a fever under my skin about Campe’s involvement, but I hold back. This is Typhon’s moment, his truth to share. And I respect that.

      He takes a deep breath, and I can almost see him reaching back through centuries of memories. His voice is low when he starts, the words halting as if he’s pulling them from a well too deep and dark.

      “I was... created by Chaos,” Typhon begins. “A gift to entice the Mother Dragon.” My brows furrow at that. The Mother Dragon—a figure shrouded in legend and mystery. “Chaos wanted to show her what they might create together, their own race to rival those born of Fate’s unions with the gods.”

      I nod because I know the stories—how Fate mated with four gods, each representing an element, birthing the higher races. Dionysus with Fate for the Nymphaea; Gaia with Fate for the Ursa; Ouranos with Fate for the Turul; and the Mother Dragon with Fate for the dragons.

      “The Mother Dragon chose Fate instead of Chaos,” Typhon continues, “and Chaos... he didn’t take rejection well.” There’s a bitterness in his tone that makes me shiver. “He created my sister Echidna and forced us to breed. Our children were monsters like us—Cerberus, the Nemean Lion Alcides slew... even the Caucasian Eagle tormenting Prometheus. There were others, but those are the ones I was allowed to see when they were born.”

      My mind reels at this new connection, recalling Prometheus’ voice echoing in my ears during my tours of the prison. A tortured Titan bound by his own sacrifice—now linked to Typhon through this shared history of pain.

      “And your sister?” My voice is barely above a whisper.

      “Echidna,” Typhon says with a sadness that envelops us both like a shroud. “She remains in Tartarus, isolated in one of the darkest corners ever since she lost her mind when her last child was taken.”

      I feel sick at the thought of these creatures being used as pawns—bribes for gods or experiments in cruelty. “And the others?” I ask.

      “They were given to the gods,” Alcides admits quietly beside me. “As gifts or challenges. I was responsible for killing two of them. I nearly killed Cerberus too, but he was my last labor and I was weary of death, so I took him to Tartarus instead.”

      The weight of their stories presses down on me like a physical force—stories of beings manipulated and forced into existences they never asked for by powers beyond their control.

      Campe finally speaks up, her voice laced with guilt and resolve. “When I learned what Chaos was doing, I pretended to be my sister in an attempt to claim Typhon and Echidna myself. My sister had turned a blind eye, too busy with her Fate-spawn, to care about the fallout from her rejection of Chaos.” She looks at Typhon with an apology in her eyes that no words could convey.

      I’m still processing everything when Erebus signs again from where he stands just out of reach. “We knew nothing of our brother and sister, or their offspring, until Campe was sent to Tartarus.” He looks at Typhon now, something like kinship in his dark gaze. “That’s when we asked Chaos to commit them into our care.”

      Their stories weave together—a tapestry of pain, defiance, and survival against all odds. And as I stand here surrounded by these beings who’ve suffered so much at the hands of others, I can’t help but feel both fury and an overwhelming need to protect them from any more harm.

      But right now, there are more immediate concerns—like surviving whatever comes next in Vegas. We need to be ready for anything Chaos might throw at us. Because if there’s one thing I’ve learned from these stories—it’s that monsters aren’t born; they’re made. And we’re not going to let anyone else suffer that fate if we can help it.

      “I’m ready to go down now. I want to see this Pandemonium for myself.”
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      I’m ready to storm the fucking castle after the story Typhon told, but they force me to see reason. So we venture no farther than the sidewalk outside the Pandemonium casino resort. We stand staring at the brilliantly lit architecture, an odd mix of Grecian and Gothic styles, framed by the largest fountain I’ve ever set eyes on. Hundreds of water sprays dance in an almost hypnotic display lit with a rainbow of lights. Despite how beautiful the water show is, my gut roils with hate for the creature inside who so carelessly fucked with the lives of the people I love.

      The low hedge that separates the sidewalk from the resort property is lined with other onlookers, and my Rachel disguise is back in place. We had to grab a pair of sunglasses from a convenience store to hide Typhon’s glowing purple eyes, which he hasn’t managed to figure out how to change himself.

      “The eye color is the one thing most shifters can’t control,” Campe explains, even as her own shifting shade cycles through several colors.

      “What’s up with yours, anyway? All the dragons I’ve met are just one color, and their eyes match their scales.”

      “I’m technically a Prismatic,” she says. “But I only ever have one power at a time. It can be a bit of a crapshoot unless I focus. You help me focus.” She laces her fingers into mine and raises my hand to her lips. Her eyes are green this time, a color that suits her, regardless of what it means.

      Her kiss distracts me from some of my ire, but I scowl back at the resort anyway.

      “Why are we even bothering with the Titans if he’s the one who causes all the damage? Fate too, for that matter.”

      “Fighting Chaos is like holding back the tide,” Alcides says. “The same goes for Fate. The best we can do is learn to play their games and try not to get caught in the crossfire.”

      “Even if you all worked together? Even if I helped?”

      I’m met with a series of stony looks, and it’s Erebus who finally signs, “He created my brothers and me. He can destroy us with a thought. He is Chaos.”

      “What’s to stop him from doing that?”

      “His pact with the gods to ensure Tartarus remains secure enough to hold those sentenced to rot there,” Typhon mutters. “We’re toys to him and don’t have much choice but to do as he wishes. If he knew Erebus and I were AWOL, he might take issue, but I’m sure Vesh has been careful not to let him in on that complication. Or on how close you are to us.”

      “He’ll have inferred as much since Vesh refused to use you as a bargaining chip,” Alcides says. “But bargaining is the only way to control what he does. A show of force would backfire, likely with devastating consequences.”

      “Vesh isn’t exactly bargaining with him tomorrow,” I quip. “How is he so sure his scheme is going to work?”

      “Not here,” Campe says, gripping me by the elbow and reaching for the others. “Let’s head back and I can tell you.”

      The men place their hands on me just as I make the mental shift back into my sanctuary. It’s as if the world folds in on itself, then opens again in another place.

      We’re beside the big bed again, so I sit, leaning back on my hands and giving Campe an expectant look.

      “We’re tricking him into giving us the … key … to his vault,” she says. “I’ll have to impersonate his mate to get it. And…” She winces as she meets my gaze.

      “And what?” I sit up straighter. “Are you going to have to fuck the bastard?”

      She and Alcides have shed their conjured clothes, and are in the process of finding their prior outfits and dressing again. Mine are torn to shreds, so I don’t have any choice but to wear what she gave me.

      “No. Maybe.” She huffs a breath. “I’ll do what’s necessary. It’s his essence that opens the vault. Not a physical key.”

      “You shouldn’t have to do this.” I’m indignant, filled with ice-cold rage at the very idea of her having to sacrifice her own body for this stupid plan.

      “I’m a dragon, Nemea. It isn’t a hardship to make a man come. I’ll be in Sybil’s form when I do, so it’s unlikely we’ll fuck. You had a taste of that shape last night, if you recall. I’ll have other options.”

      My final tangle with her before Cerberus reclaimed me is a vivid fever dream of a memory. And tangle is an understatement.

      Between all the tails she manifested and my octopus tattoo having powered up to the point of near-autonomy, I don’t think we left any of our holes unfilled. She’d kept her own face, but the rest of her had transformed almost completely.

      I shake off the arousal of that memory and concede. “Fine, yeah, I can imagine you’ll be able to distract him well enough. That doesn’t mean I have to like it.”

      “Pan will be in the same boat distracting Sybil,” she says. “Whether or not he has to fuck her, I don’t know. She has always been keener on doing the fucking, from what I have heard of her, and satyrs are a particular preference she has.”

      “Who the hell is Sybil?” I ask, skin prickling and my voice taking on a shrill tone. I mentally broadcast the question to Pan while waiting for Campe to respond. But rather than answer, she turns toward the rotunda of doors, where one opens and Pan strides through, looking contrite.

      “It’s the only way for us to separate them,” he finally says when he reaches me.

      “Can’t you just knock her out or something? I get why sex is necessary for Chaos. But her?” My stomach is in knots at the very idea of another woman touching him, or any of them, for that matter. Campe’s the exception, but so far, she’s shown zero interest in fooling around with any of the men, aside from the occasional teasing.

      He swallows and shares a look with Campe, then the others.

      “She’s not human,” I say, finally putting the pieces together.

      “She’s a demigoddess, and my niece, technically,” Campe says. “My sister’s offspring from Gaia and Dionysus when they were rebelling against Fate. She is also immortal. And has prophetic sight, like the Sphinx. She’s lusted over Pan for ages, so giving her an opportunity to fulfill that craving seemed like the best way to lure her out of our way while I take care of Chaos.”

      “You’re okay with this?” I ask Pan.

      He shrugs. “I don’t exactly have a choice if we want that key.”

      My teeth grind together—the key Vesh refused to use me as leverage to get Chaos to relinquish. Instead, he thought it would be just fine to ask two of his guards to give their bodies up to the cause instead.
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      Traces of the Nevada desert heat linger on my skin as we land back in the cooler air of the Amazon compound. Even though I’m standing in midday Greek sun, there’s a pleasant breeze that’s a stark contrast from the urban oven we visited earlier. Despite the whirlwind of Vegas still spinning in my head, I’m struck by the peacefulness here, the way the sunlight filters through the leaves, casting dappled shadows on the ground of the training field.

      The empty training field.

      I glance at my wrist where my watch should be, but I remember I left it behind in my locker. “What time is it?” I ask, squinting at the sun like it’s going to give me a straight answer.

      “It’s just before noon,” Campe says, her voice low and even. Her horns glint in the light as she moves, clad again in her leathers while I’m still in the night club-style attire she dressed me in for our jaunt down the Strip.

      I shake my head in disbelief. “Feels like we’ve been gone for days. And by the way, I’m starving. I missed breakfast.”

      Campe chuckles, a sound that seems to rumble from deep within her chest. “Time in your sanctuary doesn’t follow our rules. It bends to your will.” She eyes my clothing and gives a slight shake of her head, then exhales a lungful of shimmering smoke. It does what’s necessary, and I’m soon dressed in an outfit almost identical to the one I wore before we left.

      The lunch rush is underway, and I’m still juggling my conflict over Vesh’s plan, along with the time shifts, when we merge with a stream of women heading toward the mess hall. The chatter and clatter of dishes is a comforting background noise as we step inside, though my anger doesn’t quite subside.

      I spot Mel across the room and excuse myself from Alcides and Campe to go over to her. “Hey,” I start, wincing as I notice her limp. “I’m sorry about bailing on you earlier.”

      She waves me off with a hand callused by years of combat. “It happens,” she says, though her eyes are hard. “Used to it. I heal fast.”

      Still, I can tell she’s impressed—maybe even proud that I could best her—but there’s that wary look she gives me that makes me wonder if I’ve crossed some invisible line.

      Lunch passes in a blur of thoughts about the sacrifices people are being forced to make for my sake—Campe’s and Pan’s especially—and what they’re risking just to keep me out of Chaos’s clutches. But when afternoon training rolls around, I push those worries aside and focus on what’s in front of me.

      I dive wholeheartedly back into training after lunch, hoping to redeem myself for getting distracted earlier.

      “Again!” Mel calls out, and I lunge at her with renewed energy. She meets my attack with a glint of fresh challenge in her eyes, like she’s ready to kick off my training wheels. She’s been unrelenting for the past hour, forcing me to focus on form and finesse and not just rely on brute force to beat her.

      This time, instead of meeting her strike head-on, I let my instincts take over. My power flickers within me like a match striking in the dark—and then I’m gone.

      I reappear behind her, catching her by surprise and tapping her shoulder lightly. Her eyes widen in shock as she spins around, lips curving into a grudging smile.

      “Didn’t see that coming,” she admits.

      I can’t help but grin back at her. It feels good to keep her on her toes for once, even if it is just training. But it’s more than that; it’s proof that maybe I can handle whatever comes next—not just for myself, but for all those who are putting their necks on the line for me.

      Campe and Alcides give her a breather and drill me hard until dusk when the dinner bell rings. I’m sweat-soaked and exhausted, but the practice honing my focus left me with far more power today than I had yesterday. But then I remind myself that I’m fully bonded with all the guards now, and my well feels exponentially deeper than it did when all this started.

      Is this my limit? That’s a question I’ll have to explore. I’ve never felt more powerful, but I also have yet to fight someone who’s actually trying to kill me.

      When Mel calls a halt for dinner, I return my weapon to the armory and meet the others back outside where yet another migration to the mess hall for the evening meal is underway.

      I trail behind Alcides, feeling the ache in my muscles with every step toward sustenance. Despite them pushing me hard all afternoon, I feel oddly wired, if not actually energized. As we near the entrance, he slows down and glances back at me, a mix of anticipation and nerves flickering in his eyes.

      “I’ll be eating with Ele again at Hipployta’s table. Would you join us tonight?” he asks, gesturing toward where Ele is waiting.

      I’m about to say yes when I remember Campe. Turning to her, I ask, “Will you come too?”

      Campe shakes her head, a stern resolve etching her features. “Vesh needs me back for tomorrow’s preparations.” Her façade cracks when she meets my gaze and she takes a step closer. The stream of women part around us and she pulls me off the path.

      “What is it?”

      “I won’t be able to return here again. I might find time to meet you in your sanctuary, but the next time we meet will likely be our confrontation with the Titans. Keep Alcides with you. He’ll bring you when it’s time.”

      Something akin to panic clutches my insides. I’ve had such brief stretches with each of the guards; it’s not enough. A selfish urge overtakes me to go to Vesh and tell him to set them all free once and for all, or to argue with Campe so that she sees reason. She is technically free.

      “It’s only temporary,” she says, a worried frown marring her brow when she sees the displeasure on my face.

      “You shouldn’t have to do this,” I say, sounding like a broken record even to my own ears.

      Her expression softens and she lifts a hand to cup my cheek. “It’s my choice, Nemea. It’s so you can have the freedom you seek. To me that’s worth everything.”

      She leans close and presses a soft kiss to my brow, then tilts my chin up to capture my lips. Anger and sadness tighten my throat, and just as I move to embrace her tighter, she pulls away and disappears.

      I remain staring at the empty air where she stood, trying to get my emotions under control. After a moment it hits me that the earth remained still through all of that, even though my power is a roiling mess inside me. My well is deep enough now to keep it from spilling over.

      A gentle touch on my upper arm pulls me back to the present, and the next thing I know, I’m enveloped in Alcides strong embrace. I heave a sigh.

      “This sucks,” I mutter into the fur of his cloak.

      He makes a gruff sound, stroking my head.

      “There is nothing we won’t do for you, Nemea.”

      “When do I get to do something for you?” I ask, peering up into his face.

      “Your existence is all we need.”

      Staring up into his eyes, I can sense that he understands that will never be enough for me. The more powerful I get, the more I need to fix what’s broken.

      He urges me back onto the path. We head up the steps to the dining hall porch, where we find Ele waiting patiently, looking on with concern. She doesn’t say anything when we reach her; she just gives me a tight hug and a warm smile, then grips my hand in hers to lead me inside.

      The hall is bustling with the sounds of cutlery and conversation. We weave through the crowd until we reach the queen’s table—a place I’ve only ever admired from afar. Ele nudges me gently as we approach. “Don’t worry,” she whispers with a wink. “Mom doesn’t bite.”

      We take our seats, and I can’t help but feel out of place amidst these legendary women who have faced down gods and monsters. My gaze falls on Hippolyta, whose piercing eyes meet mine as if she’s weighing my very soul, but she only nods in acknowledgment and returns to a conversation with one of her sisters.

      I’m too hungry to let myself obsess over what she thinks of me, so I focus on stuffing my face with the delicious food.

      “I’ve been watching you train these past two days,” Hippolyta says after a while, breaking through the chatter about the day that floats around us while we eat.

      My cheeks warm under her scrutiny. “I’ve never been the most athletic,” I admit. “Art has always been my focus.”

      Hippolyta nods thoughtfully, then gestures to my shoulder. “Did you design your tattoo?”

      “Yes,” I reply, feeling a flicker of pride. “It took a lot more time to ink than it did to draw, though.”

      As if sensing that it’s the subject of the conversation, my tattoo comes to life; a tentacle reaches out to pluck a morsel from Ele’s plate and delicately places it in her mouth. Laughter erupts around the table as surprise lights up Ele’s face.

      “Nice party trick,” Mel says, appearing from the kitchen with a couple six-packs of their local brew. Her sister Pen is behind her with frosty mugs that the pair of them begin to fill. The other diners have mostly filtered out to enjoy the free time they’re allowed in the evenings. Aside from a pair of women tasked with clean-up, our group is the only one remaining.

      As we drink and talk, Hippolyta and her sisters share stories that weave together their past and present—battles fought, wisdom gained, sisterhood strengthened. They speak of love lost and won, of struggles that have shaped them into the formidable warriors they are today.

      By the time Alcides and I rise to say goodnight, my heart feels heavy, yet buoyant—a contradiction born from the sense of belonging that has taken root within me since arriving here. I’m starting to wonder if the freedom I sought was an illusion. If what really matters is community like this, maybe being tied down isn’t all that bad after all when you’re with people who matter to you—and who you know will have your back no matter what.

      The sunset is half a red orb on the horizon as we stroll down the garden paths to the edge of the compound where Alcides’ cottage is tucked away. We’re both silent, my mind a tangle of thoughts and worries triggered by the things I learned today.

      At the sight of the bed, my exhaustion catches up to me. I flop down with a groan, draping a forearm over my eyes. At the slight tug on my feet, I look down to find Alcides unlacing my boots.

      “You don’t have to do that.”

      He smirks. “No, but you look like you’d sleep in them if I don’t.”

      I sigh at the ceiling, half to let out tension and half enjoying the feel of his hands on my feet. Once he gets my boots and socks off, he sits, holding my feet on his lap as he begins massaging one with his big hands.

      “Tell me what worries you, Nemea. I can sense some of it, but I can’t read your mind unless you let me in.”

      “I’m just thinking about how they all care so much about each other here. They take care of each other.” I bite back the rest because I’m still not sure I can articulate it well enough to make sense. My worry that I’m not equipped to take care of them. And I should be.

      Because it is my fault that all this happened. The Titans escaped because of something I did. So like it or not, I’m responsible. I’ve put them in an impossible position in their attempt to fix the fallout from my fuckup.

      Alcides’ warm hands on my feet seem to massage some resolve into me. The more he rubs, the clearer the answer becomes, but the more it makes me want to burst into tears.

      I tamp it down and sit up, then straddle his lap. I’ve seen Campe disappear her conjured clothing, so I give it a shot, closing my eyes and mentally exuding a measure of magic through my pores.

      Alcides’ approving murmur and the sensation of his big hands sliding over my bare hips tells me it worked. “You’re getting stronger,” he says.

      “Thanks to all of you.” I bracket his jaw with both hands and stare into his eyes. “I would not be who I am without you. I know it’s only been a handful of days, but I feel like a lifetime has passed. You’re in my blood, in my bones, and in my heart. Whatever happens, I will always have you inside me.”

      He frowns, but before he can speak, I kiss him, tenderly at first, then harder when he responds. His tongue sweeps between my lips and he lets out a deep groan, embracing me as if it hasn’t been only a matter of hours since we last made love.

      I manage to get his shirt off before he spins us, pinning me to the bed with his hips against mine while he sucks each of my nipples until I’m panting with need. He stands then, kicking off his boots and slipping out of his pants. Night has fallen, and we haven’t lit any lights, but I can still see him clearly, his physique accented by darker shadows.

      Does Erebus watch in moments like these? Is he here now? I am careful not to reach for him but the moment the thought crosses my mind, the quality of the darkness changes.

      Alcides cocks his head, turning it slightly as if listening for a sound that isn’t there. Only silent shadows surround us, but they’re so dark now in places they almost have weight. I reach for one and touch velvet blackness that slides beneath my hand like an affectionate cat.

      “You know you shouldn’t be here,” Alcides admonishes.

      “Who will know but you if I remain a shadow?” Erebus whispers into my mind. Alcides’ smirk tells me I wasn’t the only recipient of the message.

      The shadows shift almost imperceptibly, coiling and sliding over Alcides’ shoulders and down his arms. Alcides seems to relax, and when the shadows propel him toward me, he comes.

      He climbs between my legs again, sitting back on his heels and looking down at me with a hungry gaze. His cock juts up from his hips, hard and stiff as a mast.

      I bend my knees and spread myself open, cup my breasts and pinch my nipples.

      “Ready her for us,” he says to the darkness.

      The shadows grow heavier, sliding over my skin, coiling down my arms and across my torso. I arch when they graze my breasts, growing rougher just as they coast across my nipples and back again. I find my arms lifted above my head and my wrists pressed together while more shadows slide down my belly, stroking through my core.

      But I’m not the only one the shadows touch. It’s tricky to see, the movement is so subtle, but there’s a hint of magic where Erebus makes contact with the world around him, and if I focus, I can just see where he touches me, and where he touches Alcides.

      Alcides’ mouth falls open when the shadows trail down his chest the same way they did mine, then curl around the base of his cock.

      At the same time, the sensation teasing down my middle reaches the apex of my thighs and slows, splitting as it coaxes its way down either side of my clitoris, sliding through my wetness and back up. The shadows spread me open and something more substantial pushes inside me. I gasp and arch, only to be met with more teasing over my breasts.

      My gaze fixes on Alcides, who is enduring similar sensual torture. His arms are behind his back, dark tendrils clutching his elbows, restraining him while thicker ones grasp his cock, stroking him until he groans.

      I’m mesmerized by the way his body tenses with his need, the nearly invisible stimuli arousing him more and more. His gaze tracks over me, clearly as enthralled watching my undoing as I am watching his. Even with Erebus slowly fucking me with a tendril of shadow, I ache for Alcides to fill me.

      As if sensing our breaking point, Erebus releases us. Alcides and I spring together like magnets of opposing polarities. I’m up and on him and his mouth is on mine, his arms around me, hauling me up even as I wrap my legs around his waist.

      I sink down on his cock with a cry of such exquisite pleasure to finally have him inside me. Erebus all but fades back into the darkness while we fuck, but remnants of him remain, coasting over my skin like a gentle breeze, leaving the lightest of kisses along my throat and down my spine.

      It only lets me forget my decision for a moment before it returns to my mind, but it heightens my desperation to hold onto Alcides a little longer, to draw out this pleasure. But all too soon we’re reaching the end together, our shared orgasms gripping us both.

      Alcides lays me down on the bed before slipping out of me and curling his big body around me. He nuzzles my neck, his goatee tickling. After a moment of silence while we catch our breath, he says, “You need to go. I can feel it in our bond. Something is pulling you away.”

      I close my eyes tightly, careful to choose my words and hoping he’ll believe me, especially if what I say is not a lie.

      “I owe Typhon more of my time after today. He shared more than I deserved to hear.”

      Alcides makes a disconcerted noise. “He shared no more than he wished. You have more than earned our trust. If anything, we owe you for your simple existence.”

      “You give me too much credit.”

      “I give you all that I am, Nemea. My whole heart is yours, and I will be here when you return.”

      I turn in his arms and kiss him, long and slow, as if it’s farewell.

      And it just might be.
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      The blue glow of monitors casts shadows across the security booth, each screen a portal into another corner of the Pandemonium. My gaze is sharp as I survey the meticulous web of surveillance, searching for any weakness. It’s tricky, because I set up the very security I intend to breach, but I don’t want any fabricated flaw to be too obvious that one of the human staff can spot an issue.

      “Can we cycle through the west wing now?” I keep my voice even, devoid of the urgency that’s coiling in my gut. The technician jumps at my words, his fingers fumbling before obeying.

      The second guard is a statue of tension, trying too hard to look absorbed in his task. If he only knew the chaos that could be unleashed with a snap of my fingers... but that would be counterproductive.

      The cameras flip obediently from one view to another, displayed on the larger screen in the center of the grid. My gaze isn’t on that screen, but on the smaller one just above it. The most important camera in the entire resort.

      I’ve already made the necessary adjustments to those cameras nearest the vault, particularly the one aimed at the door itself, creating just enough blind spots to slip through undetected. But it’s not enough to set it and forget it; I have to make sure nothing’s been tampered with since.

      “We’re good here,” I finally say, breaking the silence that has stretched too thin. Both guards exhale in relief as I turn on my heel and stride out, heading toward the elevators.

      As I ascend to the penthouse suite, I can’t help but let my mind wander to Nemea. Her absence is like a thorn in my side, a constant prickling reminder of uncertainty in what should be a flawless plan. Her absence shouldn’t matter so much to this task, but it’s thrown a wrench in the works that I didn’t anticipate, what with Erebus defecting and Cerberus losing focus to the point I never know whether he’s heard my commands, never mind which of his three infernal brains are in control.

      The elevator dings softly, announcing my arrival at the penthouse suite. Chrysaor greets me with a nod that doesn’t quite hide his unease. Pan lounges against a wall, looking as if he’s trying to appear casual but failing miserably. Cerberus stands apart from them both, his expression a little too serene, like he’s stoned, even though I know that’s the farthest thing from the truth.

      Kol, the shadow dragon substitute for my brother, is the only one who looks like he’s ready to go to work.

      “Everything is ready,” I assure them without preamble. “The boss is in his office and will arrive shortly before the first guests. Only a couple hours until showtime.”

      “Sybil is in her favorite place,” Pan says, nodding toward the wall of plate glass windows that overlook the rooftop pool deck. In the middle of the water floats an oversized inflatable lounge chair with a deceptively innocent, bikini-clad woman basking in the late afternoon sun. She has a martini in one hand and a paperback in the other.

      “Our window of opportunity will be narrow. Precision is key.”

      Chrysaor grunts in response, reaching down to grasp the walkie at his hip and scowling when he realizes it isn’t his sword hilt. It’s an anxious tic he hasn’t been able to shake since we started planning this heist.

      “And Campe?” Pan asks, his voice betraying his concern for her role in all this.

      As if on cue, Campe materializes beside me with a soft whoosh of displaced air—always dramatic. Her eyes meet mine for just a moment before flickering away, but it’s long enough for me to see the determination there. Nemea’s scent wafts to my nose from her direction and it’s enough to make me want to claw at my own skin.

      “I’m ready,” she says simply. She exhales a breath that transforms her leather armor into a dark suit matching the garb the rest of the security staff wear.

      I nod, desperately tamping down the rising need in my gut to fuck off from this job and go find Nemea instead. “Good. Remember your part; we can’t afford any slip-ups.”

      “We’ve got this,” Cerberus growls, and I catch the slightest quaver in his voice, the uncertainty. The desire to be anywhere else but here. Is this the head mirroring my own desires, or one of the other two that are bound to my brothers?

      I don’t miss how they all avoid mentioning Erebus’ absence or questioning whether Kol can fill his shoes. They’re good soldiers when they need to be—though “good” is an inadequate word for beings such as us.

      We go over the final details of our plan one last time. I sound like a broken record, but I’m not letting anything keep us from success. Then I dismiss the four of them and they disperse, each one taking their position around the penthouse while I oversee the caterers and event planners making final preparations.

      I weave through the chaos of the kitchen, then through the common rooms of the penthouse. The dining room features a chocolate fountain the size of a man in the center of the table, with one of the caterers carefully arranging cookies and fresh fruit around it.

      Another station is dedicated to fancy cocktails, which is all Sybil ever drinks. The bartender wipes down the bar, brought in just for the occasion while a florist arranges a bouquet of exotic flowers at one end.

      I check my watch, gauging how much time we have before the host appears and guests start arriving. Not long now, but just enough time for me to do one final sweep.

      Cerberus wanders through the main room, looking lost. He’s a ball of nerves in a tailored suit that doesn’t fit his frame, nor his temperament. He’s all sharp edges and restless energy, constantly adjusting his cuffs and collar as if the fabric is a living thing trying to strangle him.

      He pauses mid-stride, mumbling under his breath about securing the west wing where Erebus is supposed to be stationed. Except his sector is the east wing near Sybil’s room. Plus Erebus isn’t here; Kol is. I’ve told him this. Repeatedly.

      My patience frays at the edges. “Cerberus,” I call out, my voice low and even, trying to keep my frustration in check.

      He turns, three expressions flickering across his face in quick succession before settling on a frown. “What?”

      “Erebus isn’t part of this operation,” I remind him for what feels like the hundredth time. “Kol is covering his post. Get it straight.”

      Cerberus scowls and looks away, but not before I see the confusion—no, the conflict—swimming in his eyes. It’s like he can’t hold onto the change in plans, can’t accept that Erebus isn’t here.

      I don’t have time for this.

      “Cerberus!” My voice snaps like a whip through the air this time, drawing stares from the staff setting up floral arrangements. “Get your shit together.”

      He bristles at my tone, eyes narrowing. Then, without a word, he stalks off toward the service elevator.

      Chrysaor steps up beside me, his gaze tracking Cerberus’ retreat. “You know why he’s off,” he says quietly.

      I grind my teeth together. “Enlighten me.”

      “His loyalty is split three ways,” Chrysaor explains with an edge of impatience as if I should already know this. “Blood-bound to Typhon and Erebus just as much as to you. With you all at odds, it’s messing with his heads.”

      I run a hand over my face, frustration simmering beneath my skin. We don’t have time for existential crises; we have a heist to pull off.

      “I can’t replace him,” I snap, glaring at Chrysaor.

      Pan interjects before Chrysaor can reply, his voice steady as always. “I’ll keep an eye on him.” He gives me a firm nod that doesn’t quite mask the concern in his eyes. “Make sure he’s focused before things get underway.”

      “Fine.” My reply is curt as I turn back to surveying the room.

      But inside, my thoughts churn with unease. Cerberus’ instability is a liability we can ill afford right now—and it’s one more thing reminding me of how Nemea’s absence has unbalanced us all, even if she is still letting them in.

      It’s not just Cerberus feeling the strain of divided loyalties; we all are. But we don’t have the luxury of time or space to deal with it now—we have a job to do.
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      My sanctuary feels different when I arrive, and it takes a moment to realize it’s the light. Normally the place is brightly lit as if it’s midday. The gilded tinge to everything now feels more like sunset, even though there’s no more actual sun here than there was in Tartarus.

      Erebus materializes almost instantly. He’s in his true shape, his monstrous features oddly comforting thanks to their utter honesty. He regards me in silence with his opaque black gaze while I make my way to the pavilion with the bed and sit.

      My belly churns with anxiety, and I simply reach out a hand for him while mentally reaching for Typhon too.

      Erebus is only a few feet away, but dissipates into a shadow before reconstituting in front of me, on his knees. He takes my hands and peers up at me, a question arching his brows.

      “You are troubled. What can I do?”

      “When Ty gets here, the two of you can make me forget.”

      He frowns and looks like he wants to argue, but at that moment, Typhon strides forward from his door, asking, “Forget what?”

      I take a breath, fully prepared to tell him—if anyone would understand, he would. But I close my mouth and shake my head.

      “I can’t tell you or you’ll try to talk me out of it. Please don’t ask me again, okay?”

      The brothers exchange a look, and then they both nod. Their acquiescence eases some of my anxiety, and I stand and go to Typhon. He seems a little taller and broader-shouldered than he did earlier in the day, but he’s still wearing the same outfit Campe clothed him in for our trek down the Las Vegas strip. I rest my hands on his chest, sliding them across the solid expanse.

      “You changed your shape.”

      His pale cheeks tinge with pink, and he gives a slight smirk. “I asked the Furies for feedback on the form I chose before. They suggested I try something just a little more imposing. It isn’t too much, is it?”

      “Too much is pretty much how I roll with you guys,” I say with a grin, sliding my hands up and hooking them at the back of his neck. His flush deepens and he drops his gaze. I cock my head. “What is it?”

      “I also wanted to try something else. Something Chrysaor showed me the last time we spoke. After how you pleasured me in the caverns, I couldn’t stop thinking about it, so I decided to, ah… ornament myself.”

      I release his neck and step back. “Color me intrigued. Can you show me?”

      He clears his throat and nods, then rests his hands at his waistband. “If you don’t like it, I can change it. I did it to please you, after all.”

      I make a circular motion with my hand, feeling a little déjà-vu, though Chrysaor wasn’t half as shy about dropping his pants in front of me.

      Typhon doesn’t unfasten his jeans, though. Instead he sheds his jacket and peels his shirt off over his head, revealing his cut torso and the small barbells piercing each of his nipples. To add to the effect, one of his arms is also now inked from shoulder to wrist. I bite my lip, nodding my approval while my mouth waters and my pussy aches to see all of him.

      He unfastens his jeans and bends over, obscuring my view for an interminable moment while he removes them before standing again.

      His cock is a glorious, thick, serpentine length hanging between his thighs, and he wasn’t lying. It practically sparkles with all the steel. He’s chosen a Jacob’s Ladder piercing that extends all the way up his length, and from his tip protrudes a ring that I’m positive is attached to a sounding rod.

      “You really enjoyed what I did to you, didn’t you?”

      He swallows, the reverence in his gaze palpable. “No one has given me pleasure like you did. Of your own free will, and only with my desires in mind. I will never forget it. I did this mostly to give you pleasure, but hoped you’d be willing to do the same to me in this form.”

      “I’ll do whatever you want me to do, Ty. Come here.”

      He strides close, stopping when he looms over me. I peer up at him, heart pounding at the dark beauty he possesses. So similar to his brothers, and yet so different. So much more raw than either Vesh or Erebus.

      “Are you pleased?” he asks, the craving for validation evident in his tone. He touches one of the round ends of a barbell. “I can remove them, though it took some work to get them in. My skin can’t be pierced with normal steel, and I didn’t want to ask Vesh for material to make them. I finally remembered that I can use my own fire to temper the steel so it will pierce my skin.”

      While he rambles, I lift his cock, holding it in one hand while I draw a finger down the row, bumping over each of the piercings. He’s massive, though not as big as Asterius, and the veins in his cock shimmer faintly with a purple glow. His voice trails off, and when I look up at him, his mouth is open and he’s breathing heavier.

      “If you’re pleased, I’m pleased,” I say, tracing my finger back up. His cock gradually hardens as I tease, standing erect in a way that’s rare for dicks this huge to do, but when it points skyward, it reveals even more piercings. They continue all the way down the center of his scrotum.

      My eyes widen. “How far do they go?”

      He smirks. “I wanted to surprise you. Let you discover them all.”

      “Okay, we’re doing this now. Lie down.”

      As he moves onto the bed, I look for Erebus, who has disappeared. But the shadows have darkened, and a gentle caress across my back tells me he’s still here, just giving his brother some space.

      Typhon props himself on a pile of pillows. He slips his hands behind his head, stretching like he’s enjoying his new body. I intend to enjoy it too—every inch of it.

      He watches me intently as I crawl up his torso, skin sliding against warm skin, then kiss him. He slides his arms around me and holds me tight against him as our tongues tangle. The hardness of a tongue piercing is the first thing I notice, and I laugh softly into the kiss, then deepen it when he hums.

      After a moment I move lower, enjoying his sigh when I tease my tongue over his pierced nipples, one by one. I peek up at him on my way lower, and he stares back at me, enraptured by my slow slide down his body. He widens his legs and bends his knees to make room for me between them, letting out a low groan when I kiss down the length of his cock and back up.

      “This is going to be fun,” I murmur, hooking the tip of my finger into the hoop at the end of his cock and gently tugging. The rounded balls that dot the length of the shaft pop out one by one, and then I push it back in, watching his face while I gently fuck his narrow slit with the steel. Like I did with Chrysaor, I send a small surge of magic into the steel.

      Typhon moans and lifts his hips as I tease him, adding more magic that sparks down the ladder all the way to his balls.

      “Feels good,” he growls.

      I give him another jolt of magic, then tug the rod free of his cock. I remember the enormous trunk I embraced and teased in his true shape, and how much he loved it when I teased the slit, so I dip my head and kiss him there, darting out my tongue to probe at the opening.

      He’s breathing heavier now, so I don’t want to draw this out much longer, but I’m enjoying the exploration too much to stop just yet. I tease his slit a little longer, then trail my tongue down the underside of his length, sending small surges of magic into the hardware all the way.

      When I reach his balls, I cup them in one hand, only to encounter something else underneath. I lift up both soft orbs and find more glinting steel underneath.

      “You went all-out, didn’t you?” I say, pressing gently against the piercing through his perineum.

      “I wanted to adorn this body for you. To make it appealing to you.”

      “Well, I find it all very appealing,” I say sliding back up to look into his eyes. “But I love you no matter what shape you’re in.  You are beautiful to me regardless.”

      His jaw tics and he shakes his head. “I’m a monster who can’t properly make love to you in my true shape.”

      My heart hurts for him, so jaded by his experiences that he has drawn these messed-up conclusions.

      “Making love is a state of mind, Ty. You should know that just being able to put your dick in someone does not qualify the act as ‘making love.’” My voice turns brittle, and I can’t help the edge of bitterness. “I certainly know.”

      His expression fills with concern, and he touches my cheek. “I just want to have that kind of union with you. To have what the others have. Just once.”

      “As long as you understand that you are fully capable of making love to me even if you can only do it with your tongues. But as long as I have you in this shape, I intend to enjoy it.”

      His cock is a hard ridge beneath my pelvis, and I lift up enough to reach beneath me and find it, then press his cockhead to my entrance. His fat tip spreads me open as I push back onto him. I watch his eyelids flutter, and his mouth fall open as I take him into me, each piercing rubbing exquisitely against my tender flesh.

      “Ride me, Nemea,” he rumbles when I’ve seated myself against his hips with his entire cock throbbing deep inside me. I tighten my muscles around him, reveling in the sensation of the unforgiving steel ridges that tease at my insides.

      Then I start to move and almost lose it, he feels so phenomenal. He seems to sense my faltering and grabs hold of my hips to steady and guide me, sitting up a little.

      “I’ve got you. Just fuck me.” He digs his heels into the bed behind me and sits up, sliding his arms up my back as I rock my hips. A kaleidoscope of sensations overtakes me and I close my eyes, absorbing each one as I move, from his lips at my throat and breasts down to the way his pelvis presses into my clit with each downstroke, and every single barbell in his cock encounters nerve endings that drive my pleasure ever higher.

      I’m panting hard when I sense Erebus solidifying behind me. I open my eyes and meet Typhon’s gaze, the question at the front of my mind enough for him to grasp it.

      “I want him to give you pleasure too,” he says. “I want to share you with him.”

      I can only nod and let him pull me back down as he reclines again. As he does, the shadows completely coalesce into the dark and looming shape of Erebus in his true form, sleek and shining black. His talons graze down my back, causing goosebumps to rise over my entire body. Then he grasps my ass in each big hand, the sharp points of his fingers digging in as he spreads me open.

      The next thing I feel is his tongue at my ass, wet and hot and probing, and I know then what I’m in for.

      But he’s so good, I’m ready to beg for it after he teases me long enough, more tendrils of shadow coaxing around my body and teasing my nipples and clit the way only Erebus can.

      I’m so lost in the sensations it takes Typhon cupping my cheek to bring me back to the present. After that I keep my gaze fixed on his, his breathing setting the tempo for our fucking while Erebus uses his tongue and shadowy tendrils to ready my ass to take him.

      I try not to think about the size and shape of his cock. If I can take Asterius all the way, or Cerberus’ huge knot, surely I can take Erebus in my ass.

      The uncertainty must bleed through our bond, because I hear his amusement in a mental chuckle.

      “I will always make it good for you, Nemea, because if it isn’t good for you, what’s the point?”

      His shadows are inside me now, stretching and probing deeper, some of them pushing inside my pussy alongside his brother’s cock until I feel almost too full.

      Then he’s ranging over me again, his mouth at my ear, silent breath gusting hot as he nips my earlobe while he presses his cock at my rear entrance.

      I whimper when his head breaches the barrier, but Typhon grabs my face, forcing me to look into his eyes.

      “If you want him to stop, he will stop.”

      I shake my head, because while the stretch feels impossible, it still feels good, and he licked me enough to coat me liberally in his slick saliva, so there’s almost no friction.

      That is until the first knobby spine hits the barrier, then pops past.

      I cry out, but not in pain. I’m surprised by the sudden increase in pleasure that surges through me when he pushes deeper, each spike driving me closer to orgasm than the last.

      The pleasure is so great, I’m grateful when he bottoms out and digs his claws into my hips as if the sensation is too much for him too.

      “So tight. I could come right now just looking at my cock buried in your tight ass, Nemea. But I want to feel you break around me first. Get ready.”

      I brace myself, clinging tightly to the razor’s edge of climax myself, struggling not to fly over too soon.

      But when he pulls out in sync with Typhon and they both slam deep as one, I shatter.
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      The orgasm explodes inside me so violently I’m paralyzed, a harsh cry echoing around my sanctuary that I don’t realize is mine until it fades to a whimper. But they’re only just getting started.

      Erebus grips my shoulder with one hand, my hip with the other, and jacks into me again with a violent thrust. Typhon’s face has taken on a fierce intensity, and I just cling to him, burying my face in his neck while they pound into my pussy and ass like their lives depend on it.

      It’s only when I let myself surrender entirely that I feel them both in my head, checking in on my state of mind. I’m not coherent enough for a proper acknowledgement, but it’s enough, and I want more.

      They fuck me harder, faster, pushing me to another orgasm that cascades into a domino effect of me crumbling to pieces between them both. Tears stream down my face, but they’re inside me deep enough to know they’re tears of pure pleasure, of being broken just the way Erebus promised, nothing but an object for their pleasure.

      “You are more than that to us, Nemea. Your satisfaction was the goal. You wanted to forget, so we filled you up with our cocks so there could be nothing else to think about but how we make you feel. Do you need more?”

      I can’t answer because I don’t want it to end, yet at the same time, I don’t think I can bear any more. Typhon tilts my face up to his and studies my wet eyes, then nods to his brother.

      Their silent exchange results in a more frenetic pace of both their cocks slamming deep, hard and fast. Then they’re both spilling into me, Typhon with a harsh cry that sends his head back against the pillow and his fingers tangling in my hair, Erebus is utterly silent, but his sharp fingertips dig painfully into my hips as his climax overtakes him.

      He bends over me, hard chest pressed to my back, and sinks his teeth into my shoulder, right at the junction of my neck.

      Pain blossoms for the first time, flooding my body with a bittersweet counterpoint to the intensity of the pleasure that still grips me.

      Red fills my field of vision, and I rise enough to watch in fascination as my blood drips and pools at the hollow of Typhon’s throat. His eyes widen when he looks at his brother.

      “What the fuck did you do?” he demands.

      I hear nothing, but feel a gentle lick of Erebus’ soft tongue against the bite mark. Then he pulls away, his cock’s ridges bumping past my opening as he withdraws, each one sending a tiny spasm of pleasure through me, extending my orgasm even longer.

      “What is it?” I ask, lethargic but sated.

      Typhon clears his throat and meets my gaze. “He wants me to taste your blood. Something about bonding us deeper.”

      “Doesn’t that only matter if we trade?” I ask, recalling some vague passage in one of the many books in the libraries of Tartarus that Asterius had me read.

      Erebus reclines by his brother’s side, licking his lips. My blood stains his white teeth, a surreal contrast to the dark sheen of his skin.

      “You are leaving us again. To what end, I can’t discern. I wish you would tell us, but since you won’t, this is the alternative. If something happens to you, I will be able to find you more quickly if we taste each other this way.”

      He raises a talon and swipes it over his wrist. His blood is nearly as black as his skin, but still tinged with crimson. He glides a finger across the cut, gathering the thick fluid and raising it to my lips.

      “Taste, Nemea.”

      I open for him, taking his finger into my mouth and sucking. The world around me goes dark for a moment, and a sense of weightlessness overcomes me before the light floods back in, grounding me again.

      Typhon finally lifts his head and presses his mouth to the bite on my shoulder. His tongue is soft and hot, and arouses me again as he sucks, drawing even more blood out of my veins and into his mouth.

      My pussy clenches around him, and he groans then falls back, licking his lips. His eyes flash with purple light and his cock swells inside me.

      “You taste like eternity,” he rumbles.

      “I want to taste you now,” I murmur, beginning to fuck him again, slowly.

      “If you can make me bleed, you can have your fill.”

      I dig my nails into his chest, but to no avail. Other than making Typhon groan and fuck me harder, all I manage to do is leave crescent-shaped impressions in his pale skin.

      “Can you…?” I ask, turning to Erebus, who is alert but relaxed, simply watching me ride his brother. A faint, dark shadow that wasn’t there before extends from him to me now, occasionally crackling with purple light.

      He lifts a finger, the sharp claw at the tip glinting and razor-sharp. But when he draws it across Typhon’s chest, all it does is leave a faint pink line without breaking skin.

      “He has the hide of an immortal dragon. Only his own fire can weaken it.”

      “Kiss me,” Typhon says.

      I bend and press my mouth over his. Heat instantly coats my tongue, faint flickers of flame escaping from between our lips. I let out a startled squeak and try to pull back, but he grasps the back of my head, holding me to him.

      Then he bites down, but it isn’t my tongue his teeth sink into. A second later, hot liquid floods my mouth, metallic but sweet.

      This time it isn’t darkness that surrounds me, but wind and water and fire, like a violent storm with brilliant purple lightning cracking and thunder rumbling. Where Erebus’ essence was utterly dark and silent, Typhon’s is pure noise and power.

      I gasp when he finally releases me, his lips smeared red in stark contrast with the marble perfection of his skin.

      I sense him reaching for me a split-second before he rises and wraps his arms around me, lifting me up on his cock only to slam me back down again.

      “Fuck, I feel even deeper inside you than I did before. Do you feel that?”

      “Yes.” I cling to his shoulders while we fuck, our pace now even more frantic and desperate, the connection creating a feedback loop of pleasure. The deeper I stare into his eyes, the more attuned I am to what he feels, which is a crazy mix of obsession, love, and desire.

      When he comes again, I follow swiftly, and we cling to each other, our torsos streaked with blood and our souls melded so deep he may as well have knotted me the way Cerberus did.

      I go limp in his arms, my arms slung around his neck and my head on his shoulder. Erebus fades into darkness, and I almost protest his departure until I feel a soft blanket wrap around us both—the tenderest embrace filled with nothing but love I wouldn’t have thought possible from such a terrifying creature.

      Both brothers are deceptively sweet. Sweet, and possibly the loneliest men I’ve ever known.

      But maybe not as lonely now as the third of the Brothers Bane, although Vesh is going to have to come to me if he wants to fix that. And where I’m going, he’ll have to work for it.

      We remain in the strange embrace for several long moments, Typhon and I wrapped together in the cocoon of his brother’s darkness.

      I absorb the new sensations of the deeper bond with them, the tethers tugging at my chest with each deep breath. It’s the nymphaea who practice the blood meld, which was outlawed for thousands of years until very recently. If my memory is true, it grants the mates access to each other’s powers.

      I’m not ready to test that yet, but knowing they’re even deeper inside me is a comfort, considering what I need to do.

      Erebus slides away the moment my sense of urgency rises. As little as I relish the idea, it’s time for me to go. And even though this is the first time I’m finally claiming control of my own life, it’s difficult to take that final step.

      Typhon protests when I try to rise and extract myself from him. His brows knit, and he has the most heartbreakingly dejected look when I slip off the bed.

      “This isn’t forever,” I say, even though I have no idea what will happen next. All I know is that I can’t let them keep sacrificing themselves for my sake.

      The last thing I need to do is clothe myself. I curse my lack of planning, because I left literally every stitch of clothing back in Greece and don’t trust myself to go back and get it now.

      I hold my arms out, focusing on them at first, and willing clothing over my body. The power surges forth the way it did when I rebuilt the wall I destroyed at the compound, what feels like an eon ago. Dark sleeves form over my arms, soon followed by dark boots and jeans covering my legs. They aren’t even an illusion; I can feel them hugging my body, sliding against my skin.

      When I relax, I’m fully clothed again in what has always been my most comfortable outfit: simple black jeans, a black Fate’s Fools tee, and shirt of black stretchy lace, open in the front. Even my boots feel like the real things, which I know are still stashed in my locker in the barracks ever since I switched to the training boots.

      My stomach flips because I’ve drawn this out long enough and now it’s time to follow through. Both brothers are still on the bed, and for the first time they truly look like brothers, their mannerisms and expressions so similar in the way they look like they want to object, but are thankfully holding back.

      I want to go to them. To kiss them goodbye, but I’m afraid if I touch them again, I’ll let them keep me here forever, and that would serve no one.

      Instead, I take a deep breath and shove my hands in my pockets.

      “Tell Vesh I forgive him. You should forgive him too.”

      With a thought, I am gone, enveloped once again in heat so cloying not even the massive fountain in front of me can cool it down.
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      The penthouse suite of the Pandemonium buzzes with the kind of electric energy only the rich and powerful exude. My eyes sweep the crowd, picking out my team as they meld into their roles—guardians turned actors for the night. My own guise is nothing remarkable—just another tuxedo among many—but it’s the perfect camouflage. I keep my head down, eyes sharp, watching.

      As our substitute Shadow, Kol’s a spot of unfamiliarity in our tight-knit unit. He doesn’t share our telepathic link, but the earpiece we’ve rigged up keeps him in the loop. I murmur into my own, “Stay sharp. We’re about to move into phase two.”

      His shadow, a living extension of him, slinks through the throng of guests unseen. Only I notice its presence, a comfort that Erebus’s absence hasn’t left us blind.

      The pang of annoyance at my brother’s betrayal stings fresh, imagining him and Typhon entwined with Nemea, rather than standing with us. Perhaps I should have relented, let Typhon have his outing. He’s ridden along often enough but I’ve never let him have a body of his own, cloned from my own flesh so he can appear human to the mortal world. I only let him out when I need the monster, and tonight requires far more refinement than he possesses.

      But my rejection cost me Erebus, and possibly Cerberus as a result, whose erratic behavior continues, keeping me on edge every time he moves, patrolling the hallway closest to Sybil’s saunas.

      Chaos and Sybil are a formidable sight, inseparable as they greet their guests with that untouchable air of authority. The crowd around them swarms, a sea of designer gowns and tailored suits, each person eager for a moment in their powerful orbit. It’s a problem; their tendency to stay joined at the hip is a complication we hadn’t anticipated.

      Pan’s voice comes through our bond, low and controlled. “We need to separate them. I can draw her attention.”

      I frown, watching Chaos like a hawk. “It’s too risky. He’s not a fool.”

      Pan’s gaze follows mine to the couple, his expression unreadable. “I’ll wait for the right moment. If she steps away, even for a second, I’ll take it.”

      I nod, apprehensive, but willing give him the freedom to improvise. We can’t afford to wait much longer.

      Pan fades back into the crowd, a predator biding his time. Moments later, I catch the glint of mischief in his eyes as he catches Sybil’s attention from across the room. Chaos has turned away, laughing at some high roller’s joke.

      I hold my breath, my pulse a drumbeat in my ears. This is it, the tipping point. If Pan can lure her away, we have our opening. If not, we’re back to square one, with the clock ticking down relentlessly.

      My body tenses, ready to call it off if I sense the slightest hint of Chaos’ suspicion. But then, Sybil’s eyes light up, and she’s moving, drifting toward Pan like a moth to flame. Chaos is still preoccupied, and I can’t help but let out a silent sigh of relief.

      Now, we play our hand. I signal to Kol through the earpiece “Stand by, Sybil’s on the move. Get ready for Campe’s entrance.”

      Tonight, we’re a machine, and every cog must turn perfectly. My focus narrows to each movement, each breath of my team. We can’t afford any mistakes—not with so much at stake.

      I stand by the bar, my back to the clinking of glasses and the murmur of conversation. My gaze is locked on the hallway where Pan disappeared with Sybil in tow. Every second feels like an eternity, my muscles coiled, ready to spring into action or to abort the mission if it goes south. The hallway remains quiet, too quiet, and it sets my nerves on edge.

      “Anything?” I reach out to Cerberus, not wanting to distract Pan from his mark. The hound should be patrolling the very corridor I stare at, but I haven’t seen him since Pan disappeared down its length.

      “He’s with her. Door’s closed,” Cerberus finally says. “What will Nemea think? We’re hers. He shouldn’t let the tentacled bitch touch him.”

      A laugh, too loud and too close, draws my attention away from a question I don’t have an answer for back to the main room. We have more important things to worry about than what Nemea thinks.

      I scan the sea of faces, searching for the one face that should be easy to spot. But Chaos isn’t there. He’s not shaking hands or flashing that not-quite-perfect smile. A bead of sweat trails down my spine despite the cool air of the penthouse.

      My fingers tap an impatient rhythm against the glass I’ve been nursing. It’s a cover, a prop to blend in, but right now it feels like a lifeline, grounding me to the spot. Where the hell did he go?

      Relief washes over me as Sybil emerges from the hallway, her eyes locking onto mine. She gives me a subtle nod, the smallest tilt of her head that speaks volumes. My gods, the likeness is perfect.

      Campe’s voice buzzes in my ear, “Pan has her wrapped around his little finger. Go to the vault. I’ll find Chaos.”

      The tension doesn’t ebb, though. It morphs, shifts into a sharper edge. I can’t shake the feeling that we’re being watched, that Chaos is one step ahead. I move, casual but purposeful, heading toward the vault to wait while my team acts.

      “Kol, Chrysaor, you got eyes on Chaos?” My voice is calm, but the undercurrent of urgency is there, impossible to mask completely.

      A pause, then Kol’s voice is in my ear, low and even, “Negative. No sign of him.”

      Chrysaor chimes in, his tone tinged with frustration, “Same here. He’s a ghost.”

      We’re running out of time, but we can’t proceed without Chaos. I press my lips together, weighing our options, which are uncomfortably slim.

      Campe’s voice cuts through my thoughts, “Head down, Vesh. I’m on his trail. I’ll let you know when I have him.”

      Kol’s shadow form slinks along close behind her, a silent guardian ready to snatch up Chaos’ essence and deliver it to me when I reach the vault.

      The elevator ride down feels like descending into the abyss. The closer I get to the vault, the more the silence presses in around me. I can feel the weight of the building above, the thrum of life that I’m leaving behind. I’m going deep, down to where the secrets are kept, where the true power lies hidden.

      My hand rests on the elevator wall, the vibration of our descent a steady thrum against my palm. It’s a reassurance, a reminder that I’m still moving, that I’m in control. For now.

      The doors slide open with a soft chime, and I step out into the corridor leading to the vault. The air is cooler here, the opulence of the penthouse a distant memory. This is a place of steel and stone, of locks and keys.

      I keep my steps silent, my senses alert.

      I’m not even halfway down the corridor when the first prickles of unease skitter across my skin. It’s too quiet, too easy. There’s a rhythm to security, a dance of lights and sounds that tells you everything’s in place, everything’s on guard. But tonight, the rhythm’s gone. It’s a silence that doesn’t belong.

      My footsteps echo, hollow and lonely, as I advance. Each step is a question, each breath a doubt. There are no guards, the cameras are dormant, no lasers paint invisible webs in the air. I altered the program to avoid detection, but not to this extreme. I can’t shake the feeling of walking into a trap, but I keep moving. The plan’s in motion, and I can’t stop now.

      Reaching out with my mind, I search for my team. “Campe, report. Anyone seen Chaos?” I need to know I’m not the only one who feels it, that the world hasn’t just tilted on its axis.

      Static silence. No sign of Chaos, no sign of anyone. The corridor might as well be a tomb for all the life it shows.

      Kol should be slithering down ventilation shafts, the essence in his shadowy grasp, but I’m standing here with nothing but open air and questions. I should’ve been able to just snap my fingers and appear where I needed to be, but the magic woven into the bones of this place denies me that convenience. It’s a slow crawl, a mortal’s pace, and it’s chafing at my soul.

      The end of the corridor looms, the vault door a gaping maw in the dim light. It’s open. Wide open. My heart doesn’t skip a beat—it hammers, a drumbeat of fury and fear.

      “Everyone, stop. Get to me, now!” The command is a snarl in my mind, a call to arms. Something’s gone sideways, and I can feel the threads of our plan unraveling. If they’re able to teleport to my side, it’ll confirm my suspicions.

      Pan is the first to arrive, hair disheveled but otherwise still put together.

      Campe appears next, her form materializing from the shadows. “I couldn’t find him, Vesh. He’s⁠—”

      But her words falter, dying in her throat. Because he’s there, Chaos, lounging in the vault like it’s his own personal den, surrounded by glass cases and spotlights.

      One half of the key to Olympus, that gleaming artifact of power, is in his hand.

      He looks at me, that infuriating smirk tugging at his lips. “A bargain is a bargain,” he says, the words smooth and self-assured. He steps forward, the key extended to me like an offering.

      I don’t move. I can’t. This isn’t the plan; this isn’t how it was supposed to go. My mind races, trying to find the angle, the play he’s making.

      The air in the vault is heavy, charged with a tension that’s about to snap. My eyes flicker to Chaos’ smirk, the self-assured tilt of his head that says he knows something I don’t. I brace myself, ready for whatever he’s playing at.

      He steps aside, and there she is⁠—

      Nemea.

      My breath catches in my throat. Her eyes are wide, shimmering pools of sorrow that threaten to drown me. She’s out of place, dressed all in black among the gleaming riches of the vault, a poignant figure of regret and betrayal.

      “I’m sorry, I had to…” Her voice trembles, each word a knife to my chest. “Pan and Campe don’t deserve what you asked of them. Too many sacrifices for my sake…”

      I’m stunned, frozen. My team, my plans, my control—all slipping through my fingers like sand. How? When? My mind races, but there’s no time to piece it together. I can’t even look at her, not when her grief is a mirror to my own failings.

      Chaos’ voice slices through the tension, cool and condemning, yet somehow smug. “Shame on you for forcing such a compromise from those whose trust you hold.”

      His words sting, but it’s the disappointment in Nemea’s eyes that cuts deeper.

      He turns back to her, his expression softening in a way that makes my skin crawl. The sight of him so close to her, so intimate, ignites a fury I’ve never known. It’s a raw, primal thing that claws at my insides, demanding action.

      But I’m rooted to the spot, a statue in my own story. My fists clench at my sides, nails biting into my palms. I’m the warden of Tartarus, a primordial being of chaos and strength. Yet here I stand, powerless and undone by the one person I never wanted to hurt.

      Nemea’s eyes meet mine, and I see it—the pain, the apology, the resolve. It’s a silent conversation, a moment suspended in time. I want to rage, to fight, to take back control. But the truth is a heavy chain around my neck, and I have no choice but to bear its weight.

      I nod, a subtle acknowledgment of her choice, her sacrifice. It’s all I can offer her now; all I can muster in the face of Chaos’ smug triumph.

      He’s won this round, and we both know it. But the game’s far from over.

      “Now, my dear,” Chaos says, his voice a velvet caress, “tell me what your favorite ice cream flavor is.”

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Read On

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
          
            [image: Worldbreaker]
          
        

      
      
        
        Coming in 2025

        Join Ophelia’s mailing list to receive updates.

      

      

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            About Ophelia Bell

          

        

      

    

    
      Ophelia Bell loves a good bad-boy and especially strong women in her stories. Women who aren’t apologetic about enjoying sex and bad boys who don’t mind being with a woman who’s in charge, at least on the surface, because pretty much anything goes in the bedroom.

      Ophelia grew up on a rural farm in North Carolina and now lives in Los Angeles with her own tattooed bad-boy husband and six attention-whoring cats.

      
        
        Subscribe to Ophelia’s newsletter to get updates directly in your inbox by clicking here. If newsletters aren’t your thing, you can find her on social media.

      

      

      
        [image: Facebook icon] Facebook

        [image: Goodreads icon] Goodreads

        [image: BookBub icon] BookBub

        [image: TikTok icon] TikTok

        [image: YouTube icon] YouTube

      

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Also by Ophelia Bell

          

        

      

    

    
      You can find a complete list of Ophelia’s books by visiting opheliabell.com.

      
        
        Click here to go straight to the Reading Order page.

      

      

      
        
          
            [image: Ophelia Bell’s Full Catalog as of April 2022]
          
        

      
    

  
OEBPS/images/lop03_worldbreaker_ebook.jpg
\W RL \2‘:-’4_
BREAKER

OOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOO

USA TODAY BESTSELLING AUTHOR

OPHELIA BELL





This Font Software is licensed under the SIL Open Font License, Version 1.1.
This license is copied below, and is also available with a FAQ at:
http://scripts.sil.org/OFL


-----------------------------------------------------------
SIL OPEN FONT LICENSE Version 1.1 - 26 February 2007
-----------------------------------------------------------

PREAMBLE
The goals of the Open Font License (OFL) are to stimulate worldwide
development of collaborative font projects, to support the font creation
efforts of academic and linguistic communities, and to provide a free and
open framework in which fonts may be shared and improved in partnership
with others.

The OFL allows the licensed fonts to be used, studied, modified and
redistributed freely as long as they are not sold by themselves. The
fonts, including any derivative works, can be bundled, embedded, 
redistributed and/or sold with any software provided that any reserved
names are not used by derivative works. The fonts and derivatives,
however, cannot be released under any other type of license. The
requirement for fonts to remain under this license does not apply
to any document created using the fonts or their derivatives.

DEFINITIONS
"Font Software" refers to the set of files released by the Copyright
Holder(s) under this license and clearly marked as such. This may
include source files, build scripts and documentation.

"Reserved Font Name" refers to any names specified as such after the
copyright statement(s).

"Original Version" refers to the collection of Font Software components as
distributed by the Copyright Holder(s).

"Modified Version" refers to any derivative made by adding to, deleting,
or substituting -- in part or in whole -- any of the components of the
Original Version, by changing formats or by porting the Font Software to a
new environment.

"Author" refers to any designer, engineer, programmer, technical
writer or other person who contributed to the Font Software.

PERMISSION & CONDITIONS
Permission is hereby granted, free of charge, to any person obtaining
a copy of the Font Software, to use, study, copy, merge, embed, modify,
redistribute, and sell modified and unmodified copies of the Font
Software, subject to the following conditions:

1) Neither the Font Software nor any of its individual components,
in Original or Modified Versions, may be sold by itself.

2) Original or Modified Versions of the Font Software may be bundled,
redistributed and/or sold with any software, provided that each copy
contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be
included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or
in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or
binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.


OEBPS/images/octopus-logo.gif





OEBPS/images/monogram-copy-clean-monochrome.png
(&





OEBPS/images/lop02_thebrothersbane_new.jpg
i N
"LORDS OF PANDEMONIUM

' 2 - ' \ Ry
USA TODAY¥.BESTSELLING AUTHOR

OPHELTA BELL





OEBPS/images/social-youtube-screen.png






OEBPS/images/octopus.png





OEBPS/images/social-facebook-screen.png





OEBPS/images/social-tiktok-screen.png





OEBPS/toc.xhtml

  
    Contents


    
      		Cover


      		
        Title Page
      


      		
        Contents
      


      		
        Free Books!
      


      		
        Description
      


      		
        Epigraph
      


      		
        Content Warnings
      


      		
        Glossary
      


      		
        Chapter 1
      


      		
        Chapter 2
      


      		
        Chapter 3
      


      		
        Chapter 4
      


      		
        Chapter 5
      


      		
        Chapter 6
      


      		
        Chapter 7
      


      		
        Chapter 8
      


      		
        Chapter 9
      


      		
        Chapter 10
      


      		
        Chapter 11
      


      		
        Chapter 12
      


      		
        Chapter 13
      


      		
        Chapter 14
      


      		
        Chapter 15
      


      		
        Chapter 16
      


      		
        Chapter 17
      


      		
        Chapter 18
      


      		
        Chapter 19
      


      		
        Chapter 20
      


      		
        Chapter 21
      


      		
        Chapter 22
      


      		
        Chapter 23
      


      		
        Chapter 24
      


      		
        Chapter 25
      


      		
        Chapter 26
      


      		
        Chapter 27
      


      		
        Read On
      


      		
        About Ophelia Bell
      


      		
        Also by Ophelia Bell
      


    


  
  
    
      		Cover


      		Title Page


      		Contents


      		Beginning


      		About Ophelia Bell


      		Also by Ophelia Bell


    


  


OEBPS/images/duo.jpg
JREIIINGAU T HOR
FALA '-§R~ EIN]

USATOPA'

Qo™

S

| MNJ( {( |\
G
SLEEPING DRAGONS] SLEEPING DRAGONS






OEBPS/images/ophelia-bell-full-catalog-2022.jpg
OPHELIA BELL

QPHELIA BELL ORHELIA BELL OPHELA BELL OPHELIA BELL OPHELIA BELL OPUELIA BELL OPHELIA BELL

Rermd AR
oMy, SELE \m?k

:
\i =
" LS

7
{ et " ZFOOLS . SFOOLS -
“FOLLY  PARADISE  ERRAND

O Blssl

5

I
MONSTRRS
ok B

OLS
GAIR

"D-u.mﬁ Hist IB%B\LNI/NI%-

IMISE, 1
HIGH D/\ Y. v ESIREg

g ket =
ORHELIABEL OFIELIABE FITELIABEL GPIELIABELL OFHELIABEL OPHELIA BELL g Joi n‘w';'ﬁ\ BEUL) | OPHELIA BELL)






OEBPS/images/social-goodreads-screen.png






OEBPS/images/social-bookbub-screen.png





