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    Prologue 
 
      
 
    ‘Gods, and goddesses, James. The peoples of the world believe in all sorts of different things, but no stories are greater than those surrounding this powerful group of beings.’ 
 
    ‘What do you know about them?’ James Torrance leaned forward, listening carefully to his grandfather’s words, seated across from him in an armchair in his study. ‘The gods and goddesses?’ 
 
    ‘The truth is that there is not just one god, but many. They all come from different worlds, and they use our world as a kind of stopping-point. They come here to trade and meet and have fun. Our world is their playground. And they can all do different things – some can see into people’s thoughts, even control them… And that’s just the tip of the iceberg. Some can fly, disappear completely, and open portals to other worlds.’ 
 
    ‘Other worlds…?’ 
 
    ‘There are millions of different worlds that gods and goddesses and beings occupy beyond this one. I can’t tell you what happens after you die because I have no idea, but what I can tell you for sure is that there are other dimensions existing concurrently to this one. And there are ways that you can cross over to-’ 
 
    ‘Are you serious, Jack? This again?’ James turned to see his father appearing in the doorway of the study, hands on hips, shaking his head. His father never raised his voice and had never laid a hand on him in his life, but he knew that that pose meant he was mad. 
 
    ‘The boy needs to know these things,’ his grandfather emphasised. 
 
    ‘No, he doesn’t.’ 
 
    ‘That’s a matter of opinion. And your opinion just so happens to be wrong.’ 
 
    ‘James…’ his father said, his tone rising at the end. ‘Wait outside, please.’ 
 
    James hadn’t argued with his father once in the eight years of life that he had experienced so far; not when he couldn’t go to a friend’s house after school, not when he didn’t like dinner but ate it anyway, and especially not when his mother had passed away. 
 
    That last point was undeniably, in his mind, what his father and his grandfather were talking about in the study. 
 
    He waited further down the hallway for their hushed discussion to end. 
 
    The stories that his grandfather had told hadn’t begun until the passing of his mother two years ago, but the books that they stemmed from had been on the shelves of the study for as long as he could remember. James and his father had visited him once a month as always, but without his mom there to bridge the gap between the two men things had grown more and more tense as the months had passed. 
 
    ‘… Cut the bullshit. None of this is real, that’s my freaking problem. I’m not ignorant of this stuff, all right? I just know that it’s not appropriate for a kid to be hearing about it. Don’t make these visits a chore for me, or next month will be the last time that we come to see you.’ 
 
    Without a goodbye his dad returned to the hallway, trying to turn his scowl into a smile before he turned the corner but not quite hitting the mark. Not that James needed to catch the look, of course. Even if he was just a kid, he wasn’t stupid. 
 
    ‘They’re just stories, champ. You know that, right?’ 
 
    ‘Right,’ James nodded as his father put a hand on his shoulder. They wandered through the echoing hallways of his grandfather’s old, remote house. 
 
    There would never be another occasion to visit, of course. His grandfather would pass the following month, and that would be the end of the stories about gods and goddesses and other worlds, about spells and monsters and legacies. 
 
    For now. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter One 
 
    21 Years Old 
 
      
 
    ‘What’s the scariest thing that ever happened to you?’ 
 
    It was another one of Jake’s lunchbreak writing prompts, the ones that he fired at James and his friends every time they sat down to eat together. Most of the time it was just the two of them and Lauri, another one of James’s friends, but every so often somebody else would join. 
 
    That somebody else was Helen Kavanagh. Helen had been on James’s creative writing minor for three years; while he majored in Engineering, she had majored in Chemistry – even if she was nothing like the kind of girl that usually showed up on the course. Some people tend to bloom only when they leave high school, and that was doubly true for Helen. She had transformed like crazy but was one of the very few who didn’t put on the airhead act once they became hot. 
 
    Instead, she had held onto her geekiness and ridiculous smarts like they would slip away at a moment’s notice and as a result had perpetually been in the background of James’s life and in his head for three years straight. 
 
    Jake and Lauri knew about this, of course – they knew everything about James, and he knew most things about them, too. 
 
    ‘So what is it?’ Jake asked again, looking between them all. ‘Okay, I’ll go first. A few years ago I was walking the dogs at night with my dad through this patch of forest behind our farm. We reach this clearing and I look up at the moon. It was a really weird shape. So I turn to him and say ‘hey dad, the moon looks weird tonight.’ He says ‘no it doesn’t, it’s right there. Looks fine to me’. And he points over at the actual moon. So I say ‘well what’s that, right there?’ We both look up at this glowing oval in the sky above us, and after a few seconds it takes off into the sky insanely fast, and just disappears.’ 
 
    ‘You missed out the part where it abducted and probed you,’ Lauri laughed, chewing her burger. 
 
    ‘I don’t care what you guys think,’ Jake said. ‘I saw a real UFO. Scared the shit out of me.’ 
 
    ‘I’ve got a better one,’ Helen said. ‘It didn’t happen to me, but I remember watching it. After my dad passed a few years ago my mom tried to contact him using a Ouija board in the kitchen. She had the whole thing set up, but she’d lost the little eyeglass thing that you use to indicate the letters, so she used a drinking glass instead. She put it down on the board, placed her fingers on it, and all of a sudden it shattered into a million pieces. I was watching TV and remember looking over my shoulder after hearing the glass smash. I tried to walk over but she shouted at me to stay on the couch because there was smashed glass everywhere, obviously.’ 
 
    ‘Wow,’ Lauri said, ‘we sure have lived some sheltered lives if this is the scariest stuff that’s ever happened to us.’ 
 
    An alarm suddenly buzzed from Helen’s phone. 
 
    ‘I gotta go,’ she said. ‘I need to pick up my dress for tonight.’ 
 
    ‘You’re going to the party tonight?’ James asked, trying to sound aloof but badly failing to do so. 
 
    ‘Yeah. Got a nice dress for it too, seeing as it’s my birthday.’ 
 
    ‘It’s your birthday? Why didn’t you say anything?’ 
 
    ‘Well the party isn’t actually for my birthday. It’s somebody else’s party. The two just happened to coincide. Anyway,’ she smiled, winking at me casually and grabbing her bag as she stood. ‘I’ll see you there.’ 
 
    With a charming smile she took off from the college canteen. James couldn’t help but watch her go. 
 
    Lauri was usually the more joking one out of herself and Jake, but this time it was him who looked at James with his head tilted to the side patronisingly. 
 
    ‘Could you be any more obvious?’ 
 
    ‘What are you talking about?’ 
 
    ‘You still like her, don’t you?’ 
 
    ‘I… What? No. No, absolutely not.’ 
 
    ‘Look,’ Lauri said, setting down her burger, ‘here’s what I think. I think you got your heart broken in high school more than once and ever since you came to college you think you’ve left that behind. You do well in class, you sleep with a few girls, you work out, and you think that you’re beyond it. But that girl has got you, hasn’t she?’ 
 
    James sat back in his chair, avoiding Lauri’s gaze. 
 
    ‘So that’s a yes,’ Jake grinned. 
 
    ‘She hasn’t got me,’ James laughed. ‘She just… I don’t know.’ 
 
    ‘Don’t beat yourself up, man,’ he continued. ‘Happens to all of us at some point. It just happened to you more than once. My advice? Forget about her. You want what you can’t have, just like everybody else on Earth. Ego gone wild.’ 
 
    ‘But what if he can’t forget about her?’ Lauri said. 
 
    ‘I am still here, y’know?’ James smiled, waving at them. 
 
    ‘James Torrance,’ Jake said. ‘You’re 21, you’re a few months away from completing college. You’ve already got an apartment and you’re not that bad to look at. And not too much of an asshole either, although that’s subjective because I’m your friend. So listen to me when I say there’s a world of girls out there that would be glad to go out with you. All you’ve gotta do is forget about this one for the last few months of your college career and you never have to see her again.’ 
 
    ‘Or,’ Lauri interjected, ‘you could just tell her how you feel.’ 
 
    ‘That’s the worst thing you can do,’ Jake said. ‘The moment you do that you’re beneath her, and I don’t mean literally. She’ll see you as not worth it.’ 
 
    ‘Stop,’ James said, shaking his hands, ‘This is like having an angel and a devil sat on my shoulders… Except I don’t know which is which.’ 
 
    ‘So what are you gonna do?’ Lauri asked. ‘Party’s tonight. Pretty big deal.’ 
 
    ‘Don’t tempt him,’ Jake said. ‘Listen to me – forget about her.’ 
 
    They carried on lightly arguing over the specifics, not realising several minutes later that James had finished his food. He snatched his bag up to see their heads spin in his direction. 
 
    ‘Where are you going?’ 
 
    ‘I need to go clear my head,’ he said in earnest. ‘I’ll see you at the party tonight.’ 
 
    Before they could throw their advice at James anymore he headed out of the canteen and began to walk the streets, tuned out from the events around him. 
 
    After a less than fun experience at high school he had come to NYU with the idea of reinventing himself. A lot of people try to do that; they hated who they were as teenagers, so they go to college to make a fresh start. For the most part that had worked out for James; he had focused on himself instead of the opinions of everyone around him, and ironically, once he had started to do that, things had become so much better. He could talk to most people. Most people talked to him. He had had a few girlfriends. He stayed in shape. He focused on his classes. 
 
    But like an idiot he had had a crush sitting in the back of his head for three years that he just couldn’t shake. 
 
    His friends were right – it probably was just his ego. But he and Helen had always gotten along. They studied together. They had lunch. They talked for hours about movie trivia and mythology, both of which they had an interest in. 
 
    It was her birthday that night, and knowing that, he had to get her something. Her style had always been pretty unique, and she always adorned herself with quirky accessories. One side of him said that he was getting her something as a friend, while the other… James didn’t want to think about the other. 
 
    But he was. 
 
    After clearing a few blocks James passed a rent-controlled series of curio shops filled with the kind of junk that most people would never buy. One in particular caught his eye. While the others possessed tacky signs, this one was set into the ground floor of the five-story building that it occupied like it had been placed there a hundred years ago, stamped into place by a gigantic hand. 
 
    Its exterior was composed of battered wood, the brown and grey paint lining it having stripped and faded almost completely. The windows seemed darkened at first, but that wasn’t the case – the lights were just so dim inside, and the midday light of the world only managed to break in a little. 
 
    Within were the outlines and silhouettes of a variety of random objects, some of which he could identify, most of which he couldn’t comprehend in the slightest. 
 
    James looked up above the windows, seeing the name of the shop in chipped, fading letters. 
 
    Morgan’s Bazaar. 
 
    Helen would probably love something from here, he thought, and without any hesitation, he headed inside. 
 
    A doorbell rang above him as he headed into the dark shop, a musty, damp smell hitting him immediately. The shop was only small, comprised of a single room perhaps the size of his bedroom, but there must have been hundreds of items crammed into that tiny space. Taxidermized animals ranging from rats to owls, broken vases, weapons in glass cases, dust-covered pieces of jewellery, a robe seemingly composed of newspaper… 
 
    There was no rhyme or reason to the place, no structure or arrangement. 
 
    ‘Can I help you, my dear?’ 
 
    James almost swore, but caught himself. The lady had appeared as if from nowhere behind the counter to the right. She was at least 80 years-old and stood at less than five feet, grey hair pulled back from her face above a heavy array of shawls, jumpers and cloaks that covered her. 
 
    ‘Sorry, you just scared me a little. It looked like you’d just appeared out of thin air.’ 
 
    ‘Many things may be capable of such acts, but alas, I am not one of them. The basement, you see?’ 
 
    She beckoned to her feet. He headed over and leaned over the counter, seeing the wooden door that descended below the shop. Behind the counter was no different – crammed to the brim with random objects. 
 
    ‘So what can I help you with?’ She repeated, smiling. 
 
    ‘I’m buying something for a friend.’ 
 
    ‘I see. A lady?’ 
 
    ‘Yeah, actually.’ 
 
    ‘I’ve had many men coming into this place over the years looking for such things…’ 
 
    ‘Really?’ 
 
    ‘Oh, yes… But you seem a tad different.’ 
 
    ‘What makes you say that?’ 
 
    ‘One can never explain such things. That would betray the way in which they come to one’s mind.’ 
 
    ‘So…’ he continued. ‘Anything that you would recommend? I’m thinking of something small, like a piece of jewellery, but I’m open to suggestions.’ 
 
    The woman looked to the side briefly, drumming her fingers on the desk, before holding up a finger and nodding. Without another word she disappeared into the basement. For several minutes James heard sounds of footsteps, fumbling movements and at one point an enormous clattering, as if an entire shelf had fallen over. 
 
    Finally she returned, taking the steps out of the basement one at a time before appearing before him. 
 
    ‘Here,’ she said, holding a shaking hand out. Resting in the centre of her palm was a locket, ruby red in color, with a similarly red chain looped through the ring at the top of it. ‘Such a thing would be useful for a young man pining over a young lady. This will bring you everything that you truly desire, but it comes at a great cost.’ 
 
    ‘What cost is that?’ James asked. ‘I’ve got some cash in my wallet…’ 
 
    ‘Not a monetary cost,’ she said quickly, insistently. ‘A real cost. One of responsibility and great gifts. Money to me is inconsequential. You may take it, on the condition that you promise to use the gifts it bestows well.’ 
 
    James took a long breath, looking between her and the locket sceptically. His departure from the stories of his childhood had left him cynical about anything based around the supernatural – he didn’t believe in a single part of it, and treated it as fiction. He had never experienced anything of the sorts in his life.  
 
    ‘Are you sure?’ he said. ‘Are you sure you don’t want anything for it? I mean, you do run a business.’ 
 
    ‘I insist. You may take it or leave it. But the choice is yours.’ 
 
    James looked at the locket once more before holding out his hand. She tipped it into his palm, the thin, fragile chain unravelling quickly before being handed over to him completely.  
 
    ‘Thank you,’ he said quietly, nodding at her. She returned a bittersweet smile and nodded back, and James left without saying another word, closing the door behind him. 
 
    Moving from the darkness of the shop to the white light of midday in the city was like crossing into another world. Holding the locket in his hand, James looked at it once before pocketing it. For some reason it felt a lot heavier than it should have been, leading him to the belief that there was something precious about it – the stones it was composed of or the materials. He didn’t know a whole lot about jewellery though. 
 
    On the other hand, even if it was just a trinket from a random junk shop in the city, James still felt bad about taking it for free. Even if she had insisted on it, he couldn’t help feeling guilty. 
 
    Pocketing the locket and fishing out his wallet from the back of his pants, he took out a ten-dollar bill and slipped it through the mail slot on the door, before taking off down the street, back to his apartment. 
 
     
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Two 
 
    The Locket 
 
      
 
    Home was a studio apartment that James had to himself just a short walk from the college. After his mom’s passing when he was six, his dad had done a pretty good job of raising him on his own. He had never been more grateful for anybody in his whole life – after his mother had died he could have spent her generous life insurance policy on whatever he wanted, but instead his dad hid it away to help James out a little once he got to college. 
 
    It wasn’t a fortune by any means, and by now a lot of it was gone, but it still helped in getting his life started. 
 
    Still, he would have traded it all to have had some more time with his mom. 
 
    The apartment was pretty small but it worked for him. The whole thing was one conjoined room, except for the bathroom, complete with a bed, kitchen, desk, living room and not a whole lot else, save for his gaming setup. He had tried to leave the hobby behind countless times but eventually just had to admit to himself that he enjoyed it too much. 
 
    After a few hours of eating and gaming, he showered and changed into a fresh set of clothes, looking himself up and down in the mirror by the front door. 
 
    He was a touch over six feet tall, and around 170lbs the last time he had checked. James had never been overly muscular but never out of shape either. His dark hair usually fell down over his fringe in the same way that it did tonight. 
 
    The locket was wrapped up in a small box that he had found in the back of his closet, which James took from his desk and now examined. 
 
    A part of him knew that it was a stupid move, but he was going to do it anyway. Maybe deep down he was leading myself along this path in some future-seeking, psychic awareness. 
 
    But by the end of the night, nothing would ever be the same. 
 
      
 
    James ventured through the sorority house, working his way past drunks and more drunks with a beer in his hand. The party was on campus, and it was heaving like crazy. Pushing through the crowds he finally saw Helen, laughing hysterically at a joke somebody had told her. 
 
    ‘Hey!’ She shouted, running over to me with her arms out. ‘You made it?’ 
 
    ‘Happy birthday,’ James said casually. ‘You here on your own?’ 
 
    ‘I’ve just been making my way around the place. I think Jake and Lauri are around here somewhere.’ 
 
    ‘Right. Think I’ll go find them.’ 
 
    ‘Sure… Are you okay?’ 
 
    ‘Yeah…’ James said. ‘Why?’ 
 
    ‘You’ve got this weird look on your face. The same look you have when you’re thinking really hard about something.’ 
 
    ‘That’s definitely not true,’ he lied, laughing a little. ‘I’ll see you in a little while.’ 
 
    He headed off, rolling his eyes at how painful he was. 
 
    Wandering into the back yard for some fresh air, he found it empty save for the two people that he was looking for. 
 
    ‘Here he is,’ Jake shouted, holding his arms wide from the swing set he was sat on, Lauri seated on the one next to him. ‘Where’ve you been?’ 
 
    ‘Just inside.’ 
 
    ‘Talking to Helen?’ Lauri said. ‘You asked her out yet?’ 
 
    ‘Nope.’ 
 
    ‘Why not?’ 
 
    ‘Because I’m terrified of rejection, just like every other guy in the world.’ 
 
    ‘Relevant point,’ Jake said, wagging a finger at James and looking at Lauri. ‘There’s the reason men don’t do most things.’ 
 
    ‘Sam,’ Lauri started. ‘We’re on a rock floating through nothingness that’s descending into the inevitable heat death of the universe. You ever read Nietzsche? He had this theory about time being a flat circle, where once the universe ends the Big Bang will happen again and eventually you’ll be born again and you’ll eventually live your life the same way again an infinite number of times. Which means that eventually you’ll live this night again. Now do you want your infinite life to be one where you don’t take the risk and never know or the one where you find out whether this girl will just go on a freaking date with you?’ 
 
    James took a deep breath and looked about the yard before taking three long swigs from his bottle. 
 
    ‘Hold my beer,’ he said, handing it over to Jake and turning to go back inside the house. 
 
    ‘Oo-h-h-h shit,’ Jake shouted comically, standing and watching James go. ‘The man’s doing it!’ 
 
    He paced inside, heading into the huge kitchen, ready to turn the corner into the living room. But he didn’t need to go that far. All he had to was take one step forward and look to his left. 
 
    Helen was in the corner, her arms wrapped over the shoulders of another guy. James didn’t even register the appearance of him, only the fact that she was seated on the counter, making out passionately with him. 
 
    James nodded to himself, looking down at the ground and taking off. 
 
    ‘Stupid, stupid, stupid…’ He muttered to himself twenty minutes later, smacking his palm against his forehead as he climbed the stairs to the apartment. Reaching the door he leaned against it, pressing his head against the wooden panels and shaking it from side to side. 
 
    Well, that was that. James didn’t feel as bad as he thought he would. His friends had been right – finding out that she was into some other guy was better than not knowing anything at all. 
 
    He reconciled with the situation, unlocking his apartment door and heading inside. 
 
    Turning on the lights and taking off his jacket, it was only then that he felt it. 
 
    The box. 
 
    Removing it from his jacket pocket, he threw the package onto the couch and turned on his TV and PC, hoping that playing sniper with a little background noise from the Netflix show he was binging would take his mind off everything. 
 
    Hssss. 
 
    James looked over at the TV screen, scanning it carefully. What the hell had made that sound? No, it couldn’t have been the TV. Analog didn’t exist anymore. There was no static. 
 
    A pipe, maybe? 
 
    And then it sounded again. Tracing the room carefully, he kept being led back to the centre. 
 
    And the one thing in the centre was the couch, upon which only one thing was resting. 
 
    Picking up the box and placing it to his ear, it sounded out once more. 
 
    ‘What the fuck…?’ James muttered to himself, spinning it around in his fingers. 
 
    No, it’s just a locket, he thought. There’s no reason for me to be afraid of this freaking thing. 
 
    He removed it from the packaging and examined it, the hefty weight still apparent. 
 
    This whole time it had never occurred to him to actually open it. 
 
    His nails were too short to slide into the gap between the two sides. Retrieving a knife from the kitchen, he lodged the locket in place and touched the tip of the blade to the opening. 
 
    ‘Come on…’ James muttered to himself, getting more and more frustrated at the thing as it kept slipping from his grasp. Finally he gained some leverage, forcing it further and further until- 
 
    ‘… There!’ 
 
    Click. 
 
    BOOM. 
 
    Two huge clouds of smoke suddenly burst from the locket, pluming up into the air. James wasn’t exactly sure what had just happened, but if anybody had forced the truth out of him he would have said that it felt like they went through him. He could feel the wisps of strength exploding through his torso as both clouds phased through his body and streamed through his back. 
 
    The force of the blast knocked James onto his ass, sending him flailing across the apartment floor. 
 
    In his disorientation, he only had a moment to see the color of the smoke. 
 
    One plume was an unnatural red, like the color of Jessica Rabbit’s dress. The other was a hellish blackness. Both were writhing around the apartment insanely, like a pair of helium balloons with the knots untied, trying to find a way out. 
 
    Then there was the sound – deep, brutal hissings, mixed with words in a foreign language James couldn’t even remotely begin to recognise filled the room, rising quickly in volume to the point that he had to clasp his hands over his ears. It stemmed the tide of pain for a moment, but the volume continued to crank up. 
 
    Finally the sentient clouds of smoke found an exit, rushing out of the small gap of the window that he had left open on the other side of the room. 
 
     As quickly as it had begun, the hissing sounds and the inaudible words came to an end, nothing but an echo in James’s mind, and he was splayed out against the cabinets in the kitchen, a hand clasped to his chest as he frantically scanned the apartment. 
 
    ‘What the fuck…?’ James said, his hands shaking as he tried to gain his breath back. The force of the strike against the wooden door had winded him; sitting forward and checking the cabinet, he found that he had actually dented it a little. He ran a hand over his back, feeling the cut and the bruise next to his spine where he had struck it. A few inches in the other direction and it could’ve done some serious damage that James didn’t want to think about. 
 
    He staggered to his feet, forcing the air back into his lungs before examining the apartment further. Nothing seemed to have been damaged by the smoke that had exploded through the apartment. Nothing, except for the locket, which was now sitting in the centre of the coffee table in the living room. 
 
    It was mangled to pieces, bent out of shape, with the chain charred and burnt with blackened marks. He had no interest in touching the thing just yet, but looking more closely at it he saw the small ovals where the pictures should have been. 
 
    Instead, though, there were two ovals of color matching the smoke that had exploded from it – one black and one red. 
 
    Briefly it occurred to James that this might have all been a drunken delusion, but then he hadn’t had that much… And it was way too vivid to be something like that. 
 
    He grabbed some paper towels from the kitchen and covered his hand with them, before returning to the locket and carefully picking it up. He half-expected the thing to shock him or burn through his skin, but nothing happened at all. Wrapping it up in the towel like a dead spider, he kicked open the trash and dumped it to the bottom of the bag, shaking his head in the process. 
 
    James groaned to himself, laughing nervously at the ridiculousness of it all. The problem, of course, was that he had watched way too many movies where people responded to the supernatural in a really normal way, and that was something that he had a problem with. 
 
    There’s no way that any of that was supernatural, he thought. No… I’m drunk. That’s all there is to it. It was an old locket, it was filled with dust, and I was drunk. That was all that happened. 
 
    James staggered to the bathroom, kicking open the door in frustration before pulling his jacket and t-shirt off. His front of his torso was just fine, but the same couldn’t be said for his back. There was a scarred bruise sitting right next to his spine, around the size of a dessert plate. Bringing his fingers to the spot again he touched it, wincing at the jolt of sharp pain that ran through him, but managing a laugh at his own stupidity; it was just like when a waiter told you that a plate was hot. You had to touch it, just to make sure, even if it meant burning yourself in the process. 
 
    A dig around in the meagre first aid kit beneath his sink later and James was patched up. A bandage wouldn’t do much to sort it, but the cut looked sensitive, and damn well felt sensitive too – if it broke he would wake up in a bed stained with blood. 
 
    Exhaustion had begun to set in after everything that had happened. Despite the chaotic and borderline unexplainable nature of it all, James had his mind set on reaching one thing alone; the bed. 
 
    He stumbled over to it, his duvet feeling more enticing than ever as he sank into the mattress and drifted off. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Three 
 
    Heat 
 
      
 
    Caught on the plain between sleep and wakefulness the next morning, when for three seconds the world and all its problems were a perfect blur, James longed for it to last a little longer. No matter how much he fought against it, though, reality came rushing back in through one ear and refused to leave through the other, dwelling in his mind like a head cold. 
 
    James was lying on his front, the cold Autumn light spilling in through the apartment window. Rolling over onto his back, he stared up at the ceiling. Like every heartbroken guy who just needs to let the damn thing go, James tried to cast his mind away from her, but his pride had taken a hit. Stab a man in the back and he has a chance at recovering. Make him feel small and he’s that height forever, at least around the girl in question. 
 
    Speaking of being stabbed in the back- 
 
    James remembered… The smoke, the fall, the huge bruise on his back. 
 
    The smoke he set aside, again resigning it to nothing but a drunken hallucination, but the fall? That had been real. 
 
    But he couldn’t feel the bruise, even with the weight of his body resting on it. 
 
    James sat up promptly, his body flipping up like an opening trapdoor, and ran a hand to that same spot to find… Nothing. 
 
    ‘What the hell…?’ He said quietly. 
 
     Had that even happened? 
 
    Looking over at the kitchen he saw the dented cabinet. It was still there. 
 
    No, it definitely happened… So why can’t I feel the mark? 
 
    A surge of terror moving through him, James looked down at the bedsheets. His toes moved up and down beneath them, and he felt his heart begin to settle as sharply as it had risen. 
 
    For a second he thought that his spine had actually been injured, and that he couldn’t feel the bruise because he didn’t have the ability to feel anything at all. 
 
    But your arms are moving, dumbass. 
 
    James shook his head at the stupidity of the thought, throwing the sheets back and climbing out of bed in his jeans. His body felt tighter and heavier than usual as he moved to the bathroom, likely a result of the fall. 
 
    Hitting the light by the door he staggered to the sink and the mirror before it, eyes flickering groggily as he took in the blurred image of himself. 
 
    But that isn’t me… Is it? 
 
    His eyes went wide as he took in the clarity of the image, the brightness of the overhead light completely secondary to what he was seeing in the mirror. 
 
    Holy shit… He thought. I’m fucking jacked. 
 
    He had never been fat, but then he had never been skinny – just regularly in-shape. 
 
    Now James was looking at an image of a guy in his early twenties with a toned chest, broader shoulders and arms swelling up with the pump of a just-finished workout. 
 
    ‘What…?’ He exclaimed quietly, shaking his head and looking himself up and down again. James tapped his temple a few times with the palm of his hand, clenching his eyes shut to make sure that he was, in fact, awake. 
 
    He turned to look at the bruise on his back only to find a broad pair of lats that were well on their way to becoming figurative wings more than anything else. 
 
    His jeans felt tighter against his skin too – not only on his legs but below his waist, too. 
 
    ‘Something definitely isn’t right…’ James said, his voice going high with shock. He had a deep tone usually, but the bafflement still came through – that was one thing that hadn’t changed. He undid his pants and looked down into his boxers in the overhead light. ‘Okay, something definitely isn’t right…’ 
 
    Or it really, really is. It depends on how I want to look at it. 
 
    He was an even 170 pounds on a normal day, but retrieving the scales from beneath the sink and standing atop them, he found a hugely different number. 
 
    190. 
 
    I’ve put on 20 pounds overnight… How the fuck does that happen? 
 
    Spending a few more minutes staring at himself in the mirror in disbelief, James eventually realised that he had to get ready for classes.  
 
    Even his face seemed different. It hadn’t changed, so to speak, but his skin had a clearness to it and his brown eyes seemed to have darkened to an almost blackened shade. 
 
    The morning shower took a little longer than usual as he looked down at this strange new body before getting dressed and gathering his stuff together. As he undid the lock on his front door James thought back to the smoke from the night before, bursting free from the locket the moment it had popped open. 
 
    The window was closed – he remembered shutting it, too. But on the panes condensation had amassed, even with the heating turned up. He touched the back of his hand to his forehead and found what felt like the start of a fever.. 
 
    There was that documentary about bodybuilders where most reported feeling a lot warmer than when they were smaller… Wait, bodybuilder? Who the hell am I kidding? 
 
    James shook his head again and headed out, locking the door behind him. 
 
    *** 
 
    ‘The prodigal son returns!’ 
 
    James slid into his seat in the 100-strong lecture theatre a few minutes before it was due to begin. At first he thought that he was going to be late, but the fifteen-minute walk had turned into a five-minute jog. He had suddenly found himself bursting with energy, and the additional 20 pounds of weight that he was carrying had done nothing to slow him down. 
 
    Even still, he felt wide awake. 
 
    Jake batted him on the shoulder before handing him a cup of coffee. 
 
    ‘Who’s this for?’ 
 
    ‘You, you ungrateful son of a bitch,’ he smiled. ‘Figured you could use it after last night. What the hell happened to you?’ 
 
    ‘What do you mean?’ 
 
    ‘Well… You took off.’ 
 
    ‘I know exactly what happened,’ Lauri said, leaning past Jake and looking over at James. ‘Helen. Something happened.’ 
 
    ‘Yeah…’ James said, reaching into his bag and retrieving his books… Or attempting to at least. The zip was caught, and he was struggling to slide them through the gap. ‘I just… It doesn’t matter.’ 
 
    ‘Yeah it does, man,’ Jake said in earnest. ‘Something made you leave.’ 
 
    ‘I just…’ James grunted, pulling harder on the bag. 
 
    With another final grunt it gave – completely. The bag ripped apart like a piece of paper, the sound of the threads tearing turning a few heads from the rows in front. 
 
    Jake and Lauri exchanged a look which James pretended not to notice, before he laughed purposefully and stowed the bag under his seat. He set his books down and shuffled in his seat. 
 
    ‘You all right?’ Lauri said. 
 
    ‘I’m fine…’ James muttered, smiling nervously. 
 
    What the hell was that? 
 
    ‘I, uhh… No, I just wasn’t feeling great. Too much to drink. Sorry I didn’t tell you guys.’ 
 
    ‘Okay…’ Jake said. ‘So are you gonna tell us what really happened?’ 
 
    ‘Fine,’ James smiled. ‘I went inside and saw Helen making out with some guy. Not exactly great timing after the little pep talk, but thanks for it anyway. No, I mean it. You guys still made me feel good about it, and seeing her with that guy… I guess it helped me forget about the whole thing.’ 
 
    ‘Well, that’s good,’ Jake said. ‘You can get back out there now, man. Forget about all of that.’ He patted James on the back, before drawing his hand away slowly enough to give suspicion. ‘Have you been working out, James?’ 
 
    James gulped, feeling a swell of heat run to his cheeks, that exact same feeling that you can’t help but give yourself over to when you’re embarrassed. He panted hard, feeling as if every huge intake of air wasn’t half as enough as he needed. 
 
    ‘James…?’ Lauri’s voice started at her normal tone, but right after collapsed into a distorted version of itself that was completely unrecognisable. 
 
    ‘You’re burning up, man,’ Jake said, looking at him with genuine worry. Rubbing his palm over his forehead, James found myself matted with sweat. His hair was stuck messily over his fringe. It was like he had just stepped out of the shower and it had come on in seconds. 
 
    ‘Let’s get started, please,’ another distorted voice spoke, but this time it was from the front. Professor Larson was stood at his podium and had finished setting up his slides. A light feedback ran through the speakers in the theatre, but to James it felt like all of those thoughts from that morning had morphed into a gremlin that was now trying to claw its way out of his other ear. 
 
    ‘Agghhh!!!’ James yelped out, standing and clasping his hands over his ears in pain. He clenched his eyes shut until it subsided a little. Opening them, he was met with every pair of eyes in the theatre, including Jake and Lauri, looking at him with a hellish mix of disbelief, fear and confusion. 
 
    James drew his hands steadily away from his ears, looking around at everybody. He had never felt more embarrassed, but his face was already red enough, and it now went an even darker shade of maroon. 
 
    The embarrassment quickly subsided, though, giving way to that overwhelming desire that he had felt on the way there just to move. 
 
    Leaving the destroyed bag and the books behind, James dashed to the door and down the corridor, hurrying out of the building and into the overcast, pale daylight. 
 
    Not a single part of him felt like himself. It was as if he was standing right behind his physical form, looking over his shoulder at the chaos that was taking place inside his body. 
 
    His body felt as if it was on fire. 
 
    James could run, but he wasn’t prepared for the all-out sprint that he broke into as he ran across campus, back in the direction of his apartment. He made it to the plaza, a relatively quiet spot on the edge of campus, when he realised that there was no way that he was going to make it back to the apartment in time to duck into a cold shower. 
 
    The fountain in the centre of the plaza, on the other hand, was only ten yards away. 
 
    He resisted the urge to leap in seeing as it was only three feet deep at its lowest point, but even knowing that, the prospect was enticing. 
 
    He knew how stupid it was. 
 
    He knew that he would look like an idiot to the few people seated on benches nearby. 
 
    He knew that it was flat-out disallowed to enter the fountain. 
 
    James just didn’t care. 
 
    Pulling off his jacket and shirt and kicking off his shoes in time before his body moved of its own volition, James leaped into the fountain, sinking beneath the freezing water. 
 
    It was like finally going to the bathroom after having been stuck in a car for seven hours. 
 
    Pushing against the walled ledge, he kept himself under the water until he couldn’t breathe. Finally sitting up and gasping for air, James found something that resembled inhibitions coming back to him. Apprehensively he looked around, expecting to see yet another set of bewildered faces. 
 
    But instead he could see nothing. 
 
    His surroundings had been obscured by two things – shrieks of fear and smoke. 
 
    No, not smoke – this was water vapour. 
 
    It took a few seconds to realise that the sheer overwhelming amount of it was stemming from himself. His body had been that hot when he had entered the fountain that it had vaporised the water within. 
 
    I can stand around in disbelief like an idiot, or I can grab my clothes and get the hell out of there. 
 
    His jeans were soaked – removing them might have been a step too far – but his shirt, jacket and shoes were salvageable. He pulled them on as he dashed through the clouds, making an escape quickly and setting off sprinting, this time determined to make it back to the apartment. 
 
    *** 
 
    For a lot of lonely people, or just people who lived alone like James, television was a godsend. In a world that had shortened attention spans beyond belief, silence was just a little too weird – naturally he mostly left the TV playing in the background whenever he was home. 
 
    When James arrived at the apartment he had turned on the first random sitcom that he could find, but it had now gone quiet. From the confines of the shower, bathroom door hanging half-open, he could only assume that the are you still watching screen had appeared, considering how long he had been in the shower. 
 
    For the first time in his life James cranked the temperature gauge as close to freezing as it would go, and god damn did it feel good. 
 
    The sizzling stopped after around twenty minutes, but this time he had the chance to ditch all of his clothes. 
 
    What the hell is happening to me? He thought, shaking his head from side to side as he pressed it back against the tiles. Body like a fitness model, overheating beyond belief… 
 
    There was no name for any of this. Maybe somebody had injected him with a boatload of bull testosterone at the party last night, but that was the only answer he could come up with to any of this. 
 
    When the waves of steam emanating from James’s body gave way and things finally started to feel normal again, he turned the nozzle off and crawled out of the shower. Pulling on his boxer shorts and sliding beneath the covers of the bed, he reached for the remote and pressed play, drowning out the silence with the sound of another sitcom episode. 
 
    Somehow he felt even worse. The heat felt unnatural, but back at a normal temperature James felt a radiating nausea. He gripped the covers, curling up into a ball, sick of wondering what was wrong with himself. 
 
    That lasted all of about five seconds, when a voice appeared in his head that wasn’t one of his own thoughts. 
 
    ‘You know, you really shouldn’t fight the heat. It’s an important part of the process.’ 
 
    ‘Right…’ James said to himself, his eyes slamming open as he sat up and looked about frantically against the nauseating sickness. ‘I’m definitely insane.’ 
 
    ‘No, you’re not. We need to talk.’ 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Four 
 
    Gemstone 
 
      
 
    ‘Okay, psychiatric wards…’ James said to himself, sliding into his desk chair and googling for the closest self-check-in ward that he could find. 
 
    ‘What’s a psychiatric ward?’ 
 
    ‘Ignore it,’ James continued. ‘This is all clearly some paranoid delusion, but at least I’m aware of it. This way I can get help before it gets out of hand and I lose my mind completely…’ 
 
    ‘You’re not losing your mind. Can I ask who I’m speaking to?’ 
 
    ‘Me,’ he grunted through gritted teeth. ‘You’re talking to me, because you’re a voice inside my head.’ 
 
     ‘I’m not just a voice. I belong to a goddess.’ 
 
    The voice was female, sporting a perfectly eloquent English accent that flowed through his mind beautifully like a sheet of silk. It was beyond enticing to be taken in by it. 
 
    ‘Okay…’ He said, taking his hands away from the keyboard for a moment and deciding to humour it. Maybe he shouldn’t have, but what was the harm…? ‘Who are you?’ 
 
    ‘My name is Elena. I was assuming that I would be greeted by my master upon my release, but with the shaken tone that you have taken on that must not be the case. Where is he?’ 
 
    ‘Your master?’ James asked. ‘I don’t know what you’re talking about.’ 
 
    ‘What a mess…’ 
 
    ‘You’re telling me,’ he said to the voice, returning to the keyboard and scrolling through the results. There was a walk-in ward nine blocks from his apartment. It wouldn’t take long to make it if he set off sprinting, and with the amount of energy that he still possessed that wouldn’t be a problem. 
 
    ‘Okay,’ James continued. ‘I’d love to stay and chat, but I need to go somewhere.’ 
 
    ‘Where?’ 
 
    ‘A psychiatric ward, like I said.’ 
 
    ‘You did not answer my question. What is a ‘psychiatric ward’?’ 
 
    ‘It’s like a cage for people who are going crazy, which is the category that I fit into right now.’ 
 
    ‘A cage?’ The voice suddenly became louder. ‘Absolutely not. I am already stuck in a cage. I do not wish to be stuck in another.’ 
 
    ‘Of course you’d say that. You’re probably gonna start telling me to burn things and kill the president, too, huh?’ 
 
    ‘I don’t know why you would think such things.’ 
 
    ‘Well, what would you make me think? 
 
    ‘We have clearly had a misunderstanding. Did you come into possession of a locket? And did you open that locket?’ 
 
    A pang of doubt went off in James’s mind, but he still wasn’t paying attention to it. 
 
    ‘Yes and yes… But of course you would know that. You’re me.’ 
 
    ‘I am not you. I am communicating with you from the confines of my cage. How you came into possession of the ability to communicate with me is another question entirely. What happened when you opened the locket?’ 
 
    ‘Two bursts of smoke came out of it…’ James said slowly. ‘One red and one black. They both… Went through me.’ 
 
    For a moment the voice went silent, until- 
 
    ‘Good lord… This is much more dire than I thought.’ 
 
    ‘… What is?’ 
 
    ‘Such a thing would be much easier to explain to you in person.’ 
 
    ‘You really think that I want to move this delusion from inside my head to the real world? Hearing voices is bad enough, I don’t need to start seeing things too.’ 
 
    ‘For the last time, I am not a voice in your head. I am a goddess, and I must be freed from my cage. If I can communicate with you from these confines then I must be in proximity to you.’ 
 
    ‘Of course you are,’ James said, tapping in the address of the ward on his cell phone and grabbing his keys. ‘Don’t worry, I’m sure we won’t be hearing much from each other soon.’ 
 
    A few minutes later James was on the streets, pacing hard along the sidewalk, following the directions on the screen. 
 
    ‘Our psychic bond is growing stronger. You are getting closer and closer to the location of my cage.’ 
 
    ‘I’ll be in a cage of my own soon.’ 
 
    ‘Your presence grows greater.’ 
 
    ‘Shut up!’ James shouted, drawing the looks of a few people around him. People talking to themselves in the streets wasn’t exactly strange for the city, but he still felt like a lunatic being on the receiving end of it for the second time that day. 
 
    He dashed into a nearby alleyway, pressing his palms against his temples. 
 
    ‘Okay, you win. What’s it gonna take to get rid of you?’ 
 
    ‘All that I ask is that you free me from my cage.’ 
 
    ‘And where is your cage?’ James sighed, seriously pissed with himself that he was actually going along with this whole thing. 
 
    ‘I was confined to a gemstone some time ago. It will be located somewhere nearby.’ 
 
    ‘A gemstone?’ He repeated. ‘That could be anywhere.’ 
 
    ‘You are getting closer to it. Continue in the direction that you were travelling.’ 
 
    James briefly considered the prospect that it would be located at the curio shop that he had purchased the locket from, but that was in the opposite direction that he had been moving. 
 
    ‘And what do I do when I find it?’ 
 
    ‘Break it open, of course.’ 
 
    ‘Obviously,’ James said sarcastically, shaking his head. ‘So you can… Sense me getting closer to it?’ 
 
    ‘Indeed I can.’ 
 
    ‘Well tell me if I’m getting hotter the closer I get.’ 
 
    ‘Hotter? What do you mean by this?’ 
 
    ‘It’s an expression – you say hotter when I’m getting closer and colder when I’m getting further away.’ 
 
    ‘A strange form of vernacular, but I think I understand.’ 
 
    James left the alleyway and continued in the direction he had been heading. 
 
    ‘You are getting hotter… Hotter…’ 
 
    Even with the complete insanity of what was happening, he couldn’t help but smile at this ridiculously sexy voice saying those words. 
 
    James crossed a busy intersection, starting to move up the next block. 
 
    ‘Colder.’ 
 
    He halted in his tracks and turned around, moving back to the edge of the sidewalk and taking a right. 
 
    ‘How about now?’ He asked. 
 
    ‘Warmer again. You’re getting closer.’ 
 
    The street he was on was flanked by high-priced designer clothing stores on both sides. Interspersed within them was the occasional jewellery store, their storefronts laden with glistening necklaces and bracelets that would take a year of the starting salary he was expecting out of college to even put a deposit on. 
 
    ‘I really hope that this thing isn’t in one of those stores… Otherwise I’m never gonna get it.’ 
 
    ‘You’re much hotter, now. Your presence is close.’ 
 
    Moving into one of the jewellery stores, James winced as he expected to hear Elena’s voice confirming his worries… 
 
    ‘Colder. Turn around.’ 
 
    He sighed in relief and turned, heading back to the street and searching around, when he suddenly realised something. 
 
    How does this sexy, schizophrenic voice in my head know where the jewellery shops are? I’ve never been this way before – whatever’s lurking in my mind couldn’t lead me here itself. 
 
    James brushed the thought off for a minute, dodging a cab which honked hard at him as he hurried across the street. 
 
    ‘Hotter.’ 
 
    Nothing but designer clothing stores stood before him; maybe this voice wasn’t all that credible after all. 
 
    Figuring he had nothing to lose except his mind, James headed into the store straight ahead. 
 
    Warm air and enticing scents of perfumed roses hit him like a truck upon stepping into the store. It was quiet; aside from himself and a few women to the left of the large space moving amongst the aisles, there was only the teller at the counter to his right. 
 
    ‘What am I doing…?’ James muttered quietly to himself. 
 
    ‘Finding the gem. What else?’ 
 
    ‘Not you,’ He replied quietly. ‘Anyway, how close am I?’ 
 
    ‘Very close. You are very hot. On fire, you could say.’ 
 
    For the first time she laughed, a sound even more pleasant to listen to than her voice. 
 
    ‘That was supposed to be a joke.’ 
 
    ‘I know.’ James shook his head and found himself smiling. 
 
    He crossed to the teller, figuring that if he had to start somewhere then she might be able to point him in the right direction. 
 
    Her name tag read Maria – she was pale and pretty with blond hair tied back in a ponytail. All of that, of course, was only the second thing that James noticed. Her slender figure looked almost unmatched to her perky chest, barely contained by the tight blouse that she was wearing, far too open at the neck to be a mistake. 
 
    He stepped up to the counter, feeling as awkward as ever in a place like this, but to James’s surprise she looked up at him before he even arrived. 
 
    He had had a few girlfriends in the past and a few nights of fun over the past few years, but this girl was something else – she was certainly not the type to give him an indulgent look up and down before dragging her blue eyes back up to his as she bit her lip seductively. 
 
    ‘Not a joke. You’re on fire. You must be able to see it.’ 
 
    And then, trying as hard as he could to keep his eyes away from the teller’s chest, James saw it – perched right above her cleavage, a glowing emerald was resting, hanging on a thin silver chain. 
 
    ‘What can I do for you, sir?’ She said smoothly, giving him her full attention. In his entire life James had never had a girl who looked like her address him like that, and on the spot he had no idea what to do with this kind of attention. Without a hint of trepidation about being caught eyeing him, Maria gave his body another admiring look. 
 
    James paused for a moment before looking down at his figure. His clothes used to fit him in a regular way, not too loose but not too tight. Now, though, everything gripped his muscular form in the most defining of ways. 
 
    Looking back up to meet her eyes, he found her admiring his face, too, before giving him a light smile. 
 
    ‘I, uhh…’ He started stupidly, pulling his gaze away from her attractive face and looking around the store, ‘I’m looking for something. An accessory, I guess.’ 
 
    ‘Absolutely,’ she nodded, ‘anything in particular that you were thinking of?’ 
 
    ‘Some kind of… Jewellery, I guess?’ He said, not sounding too sure himself. ‘If you make that kind of thing for men, that is.’ 
 
    ‘We do…’ She smiled, rounding the counter and nodding to the back of the store. ‘Follow me.’ 
 
    James did as he was told, walking behind her, guided like a carrot on a stick by the overemphasised swaying of her ass in the mini-skirt she was wearing as they moved through the store. 
 
    ‘Have you found it?’ 
 
    ‘Shh…’ He said quietly through gritted teeth. 
 
    How the hell was he supposed to get this thing back from the girl? Clearly he hadn’t been hallucinating about his body because of the way this girl had reacted – she was more into him than any girl seemingly ever had been. 
 
    At the back of the store they arrived at a small display of men’s accessories, some in glass cases, some sat upon shelves, all high-priced beyond belief. 
 
    ‘What kind of thing were you looking for, sir?’  
 
    She turned to James expectantly, one hand on a hip, the other running her fingertips through her hair. 
 
    If he had doubts about her being into him before, they were all gone. 
 
    He just had no idea how to act around a girl this hot. 
 
    ‘Uhh… Something that won’t break the bank too much.’ 
 
    She laughed hysterically, way too obviously to actually think that it was funny, but in the process she slapped him lightly on the arm, her eyes going wide as she felt the hardness of his bicep beneath his shirt. 
 
    ‘Well,’ she continued, ‘how about we get you a selection and try them on with a mirror? Unfortunately there aren’t any available out here but we have some in the changing rooms.’ 
 
    ‘Why not?’ James smiled.  
 
    After picking out a few things he followed her into the changing room. In the small space they were unable to prevent themselves from brushing up against each other. 
 
    Before she started opening the boxes, he pointed out her necklace. 
 
    ‘Y’know, I actually liked the look of the one you’re wearing. What is that, emerald?’ 
 
    ‘Oh, I don’t know actually,’ she said, running a hand over her neckline and playing with the chain. ‘I picked it up at this vintage thrift store place a while back.’ 
 
    ‘Would you mind if I tried it on?’ 
 
    She gave him a sceptical smile before shaking her head. 
 
    ‘Sure,’ she giggled, unclipping it and handing it to him. 
 
    Taking the gem in his hand, Elena piped up again. 
 
    I can feel you touching me… Can you release me already? 
 
    If he was turned on already by being so close to Maria, hearing that voice say those words almost sent him completely over the edge. To Elena it was probably an innocent line, but the way she said it made it one of the hottest things James had ever heard. 
 
    He hurriedly considered his options. He could smash the gemstone right then and there, and either nothing would happen or this girl or goddess or whatever she called herself would be released. 
 
    Or he could break and run for it without another word. 
 
    Either way it was theft, but James had bigger fish to fry. 
 
    He placed it around his neck, struggling with the chain until Maria’s soft warm hands brushed against the back of his neck, finding it for him. 
 
    Now James really felt like running. 
 
    ‘Get rid of this girl and get the hell out of here.’ 
 
    Her voice had suddenly become a little more commanding. 
 
    Hang on, James thought. 
 
    ‘This looks really great…’ He said, trying to sound genuine. ‘Say, I think I saw a blue shirt on the way to the back that would go great with this. Would you mind fishing it out for me?’ 
 
    ‘Sure. What size are you?’ 
 
    ‘Medi-…. Uhh, large.’ 
 
    ‘I’ll bet you are…’ She smiled, winking at him and leaving the changing rooms as he clasped his hands over his face at how ridiculously hot this girl was. 
 
    ‘Is she gone?’ 
 
    ‘Yes, but-’ 
 
    ‘Then get out of there!’ 
 
    ‘Look, this girl is coming onto me so hard that I’m pretty sure she’s about to rip my pants off right here in this changing room. Give me five minutes… Or considering how hot she is, two minutes at most.’ 
 
    ‘Leave, or I shall be forced to make you do so.’ 
 
    ‘Yeah, right,’ he said. ‘I’m about to live almost every guy’s dream and here I am having a conversation with a rock.’ 
 
    ‘You leave me no choice.’ 
 
    James’s chest started to heat up impossibly fast, just like before. Looking down at the gem he realised that not only was it heating up, but the heat was somehow transferring into his body. Even if he ripped the gem off he wouldn’t be able to escape it. 
 
    And this time there were no fountains nearby. 
 
    ‘God damn it…’ James groaned to himself, hopping out of the changing room and dashing into the store. 
 
    Maria caught sight of him as he hurried fast, calling out with a mix of authority in her position as the teller and genuine disappointment that he was taking off. 
 
    ‘I hate myself,’ James said, dashing through the door and across the street. ‘Almost as much as I hate you.’ 
 
    ‘I understand that you’re angry, but please don’t do anything drastic. I’m almost free, after all.’ 
 
    ‘That’s entirely down to me,’ he said, running far down a quiet, darkened alley and fumbling to undo the chain. ‘And whoever or whatever you are, you’ve caused me nothing but problems since this morning.’ 
 
    ‘Release me, and I promise that I will explain everything.’ 
 
    James was still messing with the chain when she spoke, and a second later he had finally ripped the thing free from around his neck. She had ceased the searing heat that had caused him to leave the store, and in a moment of mounting frustration he threw the gem down on the floor and raised the heel of his boot, smashing it into the gem. 
 
    He expected a smash or a shatter, but instead his effort was met with a hard crack. 
 
    And that was how James finally met Elena, the first of the goddesses, and changed his life forever. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Five 
 
    Elena 
 
      
 
    A plume of red smoke, similar to that which had burst from the locket, exploded from beneath James’s foot. Despite his newfound strength and muscular body, he was still knocked back by the force of it, stumbling against the alley wall as he looked in astonishment at the sight before him. 
 
    The smoke quickly took on a much shapelier form. It moved to a concentrated spot a few yards away, standing a few inches shorter than James as it moulded into the shape of a person, and in an instant it became just that. 
 
    She had the appearance of a girl in her early-twenties, sporting luscious black hair that fell over her shoulders and framed her beautiful face. Her skin was the lightest of tanned tones, only serving to compliment her slender figure and exaggerated curves, her busty chest, curvaceous behind and the space around her hips the only parts of her that were covered. A lacy set of red lingerie hugged her curves, perpetually looking as if it was ready to burst open completely at the seams. 
 
    ‘A charm to finally met you in person,’ she said, completely unphased by her own nakedness – pretty much the total opposite of James. ‘How rude – it occurs to me now that I never thought to ask your name.’ 
 
    ‘It’s, uhh…’ James started, his mind filled by the sight of her perfect form. ‘James. James Torrance. And you’re…’ 
 
    ‘Elena. Just Elena. My kind does not give names beyond a single word.’ 
 
    ‘Your kind?’ 
 
    ‘Like I said before, it might be more appropriate to explain things somewhere else.’ She looked around the alleyway, raising an eyebrow at a nearby dumpster and a steaming grate further down. ‘Is this your home?’ 
 
    ‘No, this is just an alleyway.’ 
 
    ‘An alleyway? Ahh, I remember them quite well… They seem to have changed considerably since I was last on Earth… What’s that?’ 
 
    She pointed past James at a car parked in the street outside. 
 
    ‘That’s just a car… You seriously don’t know what that is?’ 
 
    ‘Of course not. I’ve been trapped inside that damned gemstone for 80 years.’ 
 
    James’s mouth fell agape a little. ‘80 years?’ 
 
    ‘Look, we need to go somewhere a little safer. Do you have a home nearby?’ 
 
    ‘Yeah, we can get a cab there.’ 
 
    ‘A cab?’ 
 
    ‘It’s a type of car.’ 
 
    ‘Ahh… And what was a car again?’ 
 
    ‘It looks like I need to explain a few things, too.’ 
 
    ‘Well let’s get out of this alley and back to your home.’ 
 
     Elena went to pace past James, and he barely managed to drag his eyes away from her body in time to stop her. 
 
    ‘Woah, woah, woah…’ He said. ‘You can’t just walk out in the streets dressed like that!’ 
 
    ‘Seriously?’ She asked me, frowning. ‘80 years ago society had a problem with it, by now I would have thought that you’d have all moved past that.’ 
 
    ‘Well, we kind of have, but walking around dressed in nothing but your underwear could get you some… Unwanted attention.’ 
 
    ‘Unwanted attention…? Oh, you mean from men! Do not worry about such things, I know how to deal with men.’ 
 
    ‘I’ll bet, but all the same, I think we should take a cab.’ 
 
    James pulled off his jacket, wrapping it around her. 
 
    ‘I see this is still a custom amongst men and women, too?’ 
 
    ‘Not a custom, you just need to be a little less… Naked.’ 
 
    *** 
 
    The cab ride was only five minutes, but to Elena it was like picking up on a lifetime of unknown wonders. She stared and gazed with an open mouth at every five-story building, every hipster cycling through the streets, and every pampered dog whose head was poking out of a handbag. 
 
    The journey also felt immensely long for James, too, seeing as he spent most of the time worrying that she would open the cab door and hop out at any moment while it was still moving. 
 
    Finally they arrived back at his building, and minutes later he was ushering her into the apartment and shutting the door behind them. 
 
    Any reservations that he had had before about any of this being a figment of his imagination were now gone – he was now firmly in the moment, and firmly believing in the beautiful girl who was standing before him. 
 
    She moved into the apartment, continuing to take in her surroundings. 
 
    ‘This is your home? A little smaller than the places that I’ve been in the past, but it has a pleasantness to it, I suppose.’ 
 
    ‘Hey, this is a good apartment in a city like this. It could be a lot worse, believe me.’ 
 
    ‘Apologies, I didn’t want to cause a… Stir.’ 
 
    She looked over her shoulder at him, smiling and winking, showing what James would call a devilish side for the first time. 
 
    He knew that from the start – she may have been curious about her unfamiliar surroundings, but there wasn’t a semblance of innocence behind her eyes. 
 
    She was bad, and she knew it. 
 
    ‘I’ll be honest,’ James started. ‘I’ve got more questions than I know what to do with.’ 
 
    ‘Don’t feel bad. I’ve got plenty for you too. Why don’t we play the devil’s game?’ 
 
    ‘… The devil’s game?’ He said sceptically, wanting to take a step back but staying determined to stand his ground. 
 
    ‘I ask a question, you give an honest answer. You ask a question, I give an honest answer.’ 
 
    ‘I’m pretty sure that’s just called a conversation.’ 
 
    ‘In a conversation there are conventions and rules, things you don’t mention and know not to talk about. If we play this game, I can ask whatever I want… And you can ask me whatever you want.’ 
 
    ‘What happens if I lie?’ 
 
    ‘I punish you.’ 
 
    ‘And if you lie?’ 
 
    ‘You can punish me.’ 
 
    James had never heard anything sound so sexy in a twisted way. He had never been into anything weird, but hearing her talk like that he thought that he could be. 
 
    ‘All right,’ he conceded. ‘I’ll go first. Who…’ James hesitated, rephrasing his question. ‘What are you?’ 
 
    ‘I am one of the Alerian Goddesses,’ she said matter-of-factly. ‘I’m from the netherworld dimension. Your kind would call me a demon, but a demon is just one type of goddess.’ 
 
    James took in each word, frowning and blinking a couple of times. 
 
    ‘That just gives me more questions,’ he said. 
 
    ‘I know, that’s why it’s called the devil’s game – it always leaves you on a lower footing.’ 
 
    He grimaced and nodded, realising that he may have really fucked up. 
 
    But there was one thing he was relatively confident about – she couldn’t hear his thoughts anymore, and he couldn’t hear anything that was going inside her head. 
 
    ‘My turn,’ she grinned deviously. ‘How did you come into possession of that locket?’ 
 
    ‘You could have done so much with your question,’ he smiled. ‘I bought it at a strange little store right here in the city. An elderly lady sold it to me, saying that it would change my life.’ 
 
    ‘I see…’ Elena pondered, eyeing James as she tapped the tips of her fingers against her chin. 
 
    ‘Second question,’ he said. ‘How can you prove to me that you’re a demon or a goddess or whatever, and not just playing some elaborate practical joke on me?’ 
 
    Elena grinned again. 
 
    ‘Do you mind if I get rid of this?’ She asked, tugging lightly at the collar of James’s jacket that she was still wearing. ‘It’s just a little… Restricting.’ 
 
    Before he could say a word she shrugged out of the jacket, letting it fall from her hands to the floor. She placed her hands on her hips, looking more like a supermodel from a high-end lingerie catalogue than ever. 
 
    All of a sudden, soundlessly, a huge pair of wings unfolded from behind her back. They had been compacted against her skin so tightly that James hadn’t even noticed when he had put the jacket over her. 
 
    ‘What the fuck…?’ He said, exhaling what little breath was left in his lungs. They were huge, the wingspan almost stretching the width of the apartment. They were a deep red color, save for the black lines that framed their edges, right up until they met her skin. 
 
    ‘I didn’t even need to speak for that one,’ she said slyly. ‘Next one; you said that two plumes of smoke came out of the locket when you opened it. What happened to you in the hours or days following that?’ 
 
    James inhaled deeply. ‘I woke up the next day with my wounds healed, twenty extra pounds of muscle and my body overheating like crazy. I feel full of energy, too. Which leads me to what I want to ask you; what the hell is happening to me?’ 
 
    ‘That’s the question that you should have asked me to begin with, because in order to answer that I need to tell you a lot of things.’ 
 
    ‘Am I gonna need to sit down for this?’ 
 
    ‘If you think you may get tired.’ 
 
    ‘No, it’s an expression…’ 
 
    ‘Oh… Oh, you were trying to infer that the story would be long, correct?’ 
 
    ‘Pretty much.’ 
 
    ‘Not necessarily.’ 
 
    ‘Still, let’s get some food.’ 
 
    ‘Food? I haven’t eaten since I was captured.’ 
 
    ‘Seriously? You haven’t eaten in 80 years?’ 
 
    ‘I’m a goddess, I have no need to eat. I only do so for the taste.’ 
 
    ‘Well, what do you like the taste of?’ 
 
    ‘Anything sweet.’ 
 
    A trip to the kitchen later and James was seated in his computer chair with a bowl of popcorn while Elena stretched herself out on the couch, surrounded by everything sugar-centric that he could find; candy, chocolate, even a packet of frozen blueberries that he had had sitting in his freezer. 
 
    ‘Damn, this is delicious,’ she moaned, picking from the packet of fruit and popping them one piece at a time past her lips. ‘Sugar used to be so hard to come by. Is it in abundance now?’ 
 
    ‘You could say that…’ 
 
    ‘What a great time to be rescued…’ 
 
    James couldn’t help but smile. Elena spoke with an effortless grace, the English accent only making her hotter, but just looking at her sexy figure stretched out on the couch he knew that there was something otherworldly about her; everything about her put her above a human level. Overwhelmingly sexy, elegant as all hell, but with a devilishness behind her eyes that he didn’t trust for a second. 
 
    ‘I am a goddess, for lack of a better word,’ she began. ‘We are immortal beings that have existed since long before your people began to walk this earth. That said, we are not from your world; the Alerian Goddesses originate in a thousand different worlds. Aeons ago, two gods named Alerian and Ascevious sought to bring together goddesses from a thousand different worlds, including myself. The goddesses are all very different in their appearances and powers; I am just one of many. We began a consortium to trade, exchange and bring peace between our worlds and dimensions. 
 
    ‘Up until 1938 we used your world as a crossing point between our own worlds, a kind of… Trading post, or meeting point, so to speak. We also sought to stave off the most terrible of monsters in this world when they happened to somehow cross from their worlds into this one. 
 
    ‘For thousands of years we prospered successfully, sharing resources and information and wealth on an unprecedented level, but like all great things it did not last forever. In 1938 a great conflict emerged between Alerian and Ascevious; while Alerian wished for goddesses to maintain independent control over their own worlds, Ascevious decided that changes to the system should be made. He wished for greater control over the goddesses and their worlds, as well as desiring to lay waste to your world, and a terrible conflict broke out. 
 
    ‘Countless goddesses were killed in the process, and in the end Alerian and Ascevious sought to save and destroy as much as they could, respectively. The hundreds of goddesses that remained were cast into small dimensions of our own, contained to various inanimate objects. Some were to keep us safe, as Alerian intended to keep us hidden from Ascevious’s evil, but others were locked away for the purpose of enslavement – to be released when the time called for it. 
 
    ‘Alerian additionally sought to lock himself away in a locket with Ascevious, in order to keep watch over him. Over the years, of course, these objects were lost, as all small precious things tend to do so.’ 
 
    ‘And… I’m guessing I went ahead and opened one of those cages?’ 
 
    ‘Yes… The worst one, as a matter of fact.’ 
 
    James gulped. ‘Why was it the worst?’ 
 
    ‘The locket that you opened contained my master, High Lord Alerian. From what I understand he emerged in his ethereal form.’ 
 
    ‘Ethereal form?’ 
 
    ‘What you would call smoke. And if he went through you, then you will have taken on his abilities.’ 
 
    ‘Wait… His abilities?’ James said, halting in the process of eating a piece of popcorn and setting it aside. ‘What the hell does that mean?’ 
 
    ‘What you have described – increased musculature, increased energy, and a host of other features that may start to manifest over time.’ 
 
    ‘Well, that doesn’t sound so bad.’ 
 
    ‘That’s the better part of the story. You stated that black smoke emerged alongside Alerian when you opened the locket.’ 
 
    ‘Yeah… Why, is that important?’ 
 
     
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Six 
 
    Ascevious 
 
      
 
    ‘WHY WON’T YOU FUCKING DIE ALREADY?!’ 
 
    The plumes of smoke exploded through the open window and into the night, intertwining and striking against each other. Far below in the quiet street, a man drunkenly stumbling home thought that he could hear screaming from somewhere far off in the distance. 
 
    He threw the notion off with a shake of his head. 
 
    Six stories. Seven stories. The smoke hurtled at an impossible speed, jolting about like a pair of stuck flies before peaking over an apartment building and descending hard. 
 
    The two bound, darting clouds of smoke suddenly separated, drifting strangely to the floor and hovering in place for a moment before the smoke began to solidify. Limbs formed, heads appeared and facial features were accentuated, noses sprouting out and eyes blinked to life, and up there, where no one was watching, what looked like two men were suddenly sprawled out on the concrete of the roof, groaning in pain. 
 
    The first was dressed in red, a tattered and ripped red cloak covering his body above a pair of leather pants and boots. His face was handsome and sharp, as if it had been carved from marble, and he bore flawless skin, but even belying the flaring heat in his eyes, there was an exhaustion and a weariness to his expression that could only come with age. 
 
    He was tens of thousands of years old, but he didn’t look a day past thirty. 
 
    The other was dressed in black, a tunic shirt above his pants having been ripped open to reveal pale skin as flawless as the other man’s. His age seemed in excess of the other, sitting in his late 30s. With ferocity he groaned as he laid on his back before rolling over onto his front and pushing himself up with a psychotic smile. 
 
    The man in red did the same. Standing ten yards apart the two men stared each other down. 
 
    ‘80 years of chasing and conflict and you’re still trying to fight me off,’ the man in black growled. ‘Give up these ridiculous efforts, Alerian. It’s time to accept defeat, you pathetic fuck.’ 
 
    ‘I’m done reasoning, Ascevious. In fact, I was done reasoning before we were even condemned to that fucking hellhole.’ 
 
    Staring each other down in the din of the night, the car horns and bustling of the streets below nothing but a detail in their minds, they stormed towards each other, leaping through the air with immense strength. 
 
    Their figures smashed together as they struck and scraped and bit at each other, each willing themselves on with a single, primal need – to destroy the other, at whatever cost. 
 
    Hatred like this had never existed between two people. 
 
    But then they weren’t just people. 
 
    In the streets the roaring was drowned out by the late-night music in bars and the drunken laughs and yells of their customers. 
 
    Alerian scrambled desperately to retain the upper hand as he wrapped his hands around Ascevious’s neck, squeezing with more might than he ever had done in his attempt to choke the life from his enemy. He had been right – this battle had lasted 80 long years. 
 
    And it had all led to this. 
 
    ‘Yield,’ Alerian grunted, ‘And I will consider placing you back into that cage instead of butchering you here and now.’ 
 
    Ascevious clasped his hands around Alerian’s wrists, pulling his hands away just enough to speak. 
 
    ‘You were never prepared,’ he said through guttural attempts at breaths, ‘You’re always planning the next move, but I was planning… On getting out…’ 
 
    ‘And now here we are… You’re out, and you’re going to die. How poetic.’ 
 
    ‘How’s this for poetic…?’ 
 
    The knife moved so fast that Alerian registered the sound of it cutting through the air before it cut through his skin. 
 
    In an instant his grip weakened. Everything in Alerian’s body was willing him to proceed with the killing, to end Ascevious once and for all, but what composed his body was quickly depleting through the severed skin in his gut, which was growing larger and larger as his foe dragged the knife through his body. 
 
    Black blood spilled out of him, his life force departing from his form until he had to draw his hands away from Ascevious’s neck completely. 
 
    Alerian glared at him for a moment before the same black blood coughed from his mouth, and he fell back onto the roof of the apartment block. 
 
    Ascevious staggered to a stand, the pain from their fight more than enough of a price to pay for the victory that he had finally achieved, aeons in the making. 
 
    ‘This knife,’ he said, holding the blade by its handle. ‘You knew that I could use it to kill you. Passed down through black holes and galaxies until it reached me… So you set up that damned dimension of ours in such a way that it would nullify the effects of it. And now that we’re out in the real world, you forget about it?’ 
 
    Ascevious sniggered, turning it in his hand as he admired the black blood smeared across the steel. 
 
    ‘Y’know…’ He continued. ‘I could say something clever, or I could give some advice about how to die with dignity, or I could just humiliate you, but how about this instead?’ 
 
    He moved to stand atop Alerian’s body. Alerian wheezed desperately as the systems in his body began to fail, his mouth and lungs filling with that black liquid by the second. 
 
    He leant over Alerian, looking down into his eyes and smiling. 
 
    ‘I am going to kill every single one of your insolent, little bitches. I am going to laugh over the dusty remains that they leave behind, and once that is all said and done I am going to bring this world to its fucking knees, just how it should have been at the beginning of time, and how it should remain for all time.’ 
 
    Alerian held on. He knew that he was about to die then and there. There was no alternative outcome to this scenario. 
 
    But it just wasn’t in his nature to fold his hand. He was committed even when he knew that he was fucked. 
 
    ‘Now look at me… HEY!’ The order escaped Ascevious’s lungs in an uncontrollable, animalistic roar. ‘LOOK AT ME.’ 
 
    Alerian conceded, meeting his enemy’s eyes. 
 
    With a final, gentle smile, Ascevious plunged the knife into Alerian’s head. His body seized upon the concrete, every huge, powerful muscle constricting sharply. Then, as quickly as the knife had come down, his body relaxed, collapsing back upon the concrete, unmoving. 
 
    Ascevious removed the knife and stepped back. As Alerian’s eyes filled with blackness, his enemy’s lifeless body turned the same ashen grey as his own before turning to a deep, horrendous black. Every cell dissipated into dust in a matter of seconds, before a pile of the whispering, ashen stuff was all that was left. 
 
    In the midnight breeze, the smallest parts of the scattered, haphazard mound began to blow away, lost to the dark. 
 
    Ascevious looked down at his work, admiring what he had created, the most beautiful creation of all in his eyes; death, and the ending of something. 
 
    Shifting away from what remained, he moved to the edge of the rooftop and looked out over the city below, and above himself too as the buildings further downtown rose enormously. 
 
    ‘Oh, how things have changed around here,’ he growled, a smile rising to his lips. 
 
     
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Seven 
 
    You’re Going to Kill a Monster 
 
      
 
    ‘So this Ascevious guy… I’m guessing he’s not a lot of fun at parties.’ 
 
    ‘Partying, as you say, is of no interest to him. Prior to I and my companions being captured we vanquished many of his minions. You could say that he… Doesn’t approve of us.’ 
 
    ‘I’ll bet. So this guy’s like some kind of super-god and he wants you dead.’ 
 
    ‘Not just myself, but my companions too.’ 
 
    ‘Wait, your companions are still alive?’ 
 
    ‘Yes. Just as with the presence of you that I detected, I can detect there’s. They have been upon these lands ever since we were captured, and we need to free them from their many cages if we wish to have any hope of stopping Ascevious.’ 
 
    ‘We?’ 
 
    ‘I may be a goddess, but it is your help that I need in doing this.’ 
 
    ‘Look, I really don’t know if I’m the right guy to help with this… It’s way beyond my expertise.’ 
 
    ‘James Torrance…!’ Elena suddenly rose from the couch and darted to her feet with demonic speed. The cold light that made its way in through the window by James’s bed blacked out as the blinds dropped sharply. Her wings unfolded hugely and flapped lightly as she rose up before him, her eyes turning to a burning, fiery red. James fell straight from his chair and onto the floor, holding up an arm pathetically to protect himself as he looked up at her fearfully. ‘The souls of the gods reside within you. Only you have a chance at stopping these forces of evil that I have foretold before they lay waste to this Earth in its entirety.’ 
 
    The edge of her mouth curled with another devilish grin, her teeth having suddenly sharpened behind her lips. 
 
    All of a sudden she lowered herself back to the ground, her wings folding back into place as she sank back onto the couch and took up the packet of blueberries. 
 
    James scrambled for the light switch, striking it with his palm before looking over at her again. Elena was just as she had been before, as if nothing had happened. 
 
    ‘What the hell was that?!’ he shouted at her. 
 
    ‘What was what?’ She asked innocently. ‘Oh, that? It’s a demon-goddess thing. It happens sometimes. I’ll try to warn you next time.’ 
 
    ‘Right…’ James stammered. ‘So… Just like that I’m some sort of… Half-god?’ 
 
    ‘If my senses are correct then Alerian has been killed, and it won’t be long before Ascevious begins unleashing his minions from the cages that they are trapped within. With a part of Alerian’s soul having entered your form, you are the closest thing to a master that I and my companions have. We must seek out my companions and together destroy Ascevious and his minions.’ 
 
    ‘And if we don’t?’ 
 
    ‘Did you not hear the part where I mentioned Earth being laid waste to?’ 
 
    ‘Got it…’ 
 
    James suddenly felt like he had had a tonne of bricks dumped on his shoulders… Or the weight of the world. 
 
    Literally. 
 
    ‘There’s one more thing I don’t understand,’ James continued. ‘You mentioned that I had part of Alerian’s soul inside of me after his ethereal form went through me, but Ascevious’s form went through me too… Which means…’ 
 
    ‘A part of his soul has entered your body, too.’ 
 
    He gulped deeply, taking a deep breath. 
 
    ‘So I’ve got part of a good god and part of a bad god inside of me.’ 
 
    ‘Well, I don’t think I would call Alerian and the Goddesses good… We’re reasonable. And I don’t think I would call Ascevious bad, either…’ 
 
    ‘Would you call him reasonable, too?’ 
 
    ‘No, I would call him brutal and evil and terrifying and hellish and ruthless and-’ 
 
    ‘Okay, okay, I get it.’ 
 
    James stood from his seat and ran his hands through his hair, pacing around the room slowly. 
 
    ‘So what’s our next step?’ He finally asked. 
 
    ‘Like I said, we need to start freeing my companions and hunting down Ascevious.’ 
 
    ‘But… I wouldn’t even know where to start in doing something like that. I might be part-god now, but that doesn’t mean I know how to kill one, never mind the worst of them all. How the hell am I supposed to pull off something like that?’ 
 
    ‘Mmm…’ Elena pondered, tapping her chin. ‘That is indeed a problem… I suppose we must endure what you would call a ‘baptism of fire’.’ 
 
    ‘Does that mean the same thing to a demon-goddess as it does to a human? Because I really don’t feel like being dropped into a vat full of flaming oil if that’s what it means to you.’ 
 
    ‘Lord no, that would be awful. You must adjust to your new abilities, and quickly. In order to correctly achieve this, though, you need a totem.’ 
 
    ‘Of course I’m gonna go ahead and ask – what’s a totem?’ 
 
    ‘A totem is a weapon that you can channel your powers through. You could attempt to use them now, but in doing so you run the risk of not only harming yourself, but overloading with energy completely.’ 
 
    ‘Overloading with energy?’ 
 
    ‘Your body would explode.’ 
 
    James frowned at her, furrowing his brow involuntarily. 
 
    ‘Uh huh… Yeah, I’d love for that to not happen. But what am I actually gonna do with my powers?’ 
 
    Elena smiled devilishly. ‘You’re going to kill a monster.’ 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Eight 
 
    Totem 
 
      
 
    The axe of Xudon. Elena wouldn’t stop ranting about it. 
 
    ‘It’s not the greatest weapon belonging to the goddesses, but it can do some damage. It became famous amongst those who wished to hone their abilities before moving onto something more… Powerful. The weapon was originally commanded by a god who lost his ways, preying on the innocent. He was damned by his peers, and the axe was taken from him.’ 
 
    ‘What do you mean by those?’ 
 
    ‘Over the past two millennia the goddesses have made occasional dealings with humans. In exchange for favours we have sometimes supplied ordinary people with abilities, spells and items. This is one of them.’ 
 
    ‘So… It’s like a starter weapon?’ 
 
    ‘I’m not sure what you mean by starter, but it would be a good weapon to start with.’ 
 
    James had spent a few minutes googling before finally finding the axe. It was even kept under its real name, and it was located within the city. 
 
    ‘Wait, this is in the city. NYC Historic Museum. That’s just across town.’ 
 
    ‘Wonderful,’ Elena smiled, standing readily. ‘Let’s go and retrieve it.’ 
 
    ‘We can’t just walk into the place and take it. It doesn’t work like that.’ 
 
    ‘Well, how does it work?’ 
 
    ‘You can’t just steal things from somewhere. Especially a government run organisation. That’s how you get arrested and sent to some hellhole of a prison.’ 
 
    ‘I see. Regardless, let’s investigate. We may find something of use in the process.’ 
 
    ‘Something of use?’ 
 
    ‘Just trust me.’ 
 
    ‘You’re a being from another world and you’re asking me to trust you. Do you see the problem here?’ 
 
    ‘I do. But right now you don’t have any choice, and neither do I.’ 
 
    James stood from his seat and placed his hands on his hips. Briefly he thought back to his father, pulling the same pose. Realising that his face had the same expression of disapproval, he quickly pushed his hands away and wiped his face clean of emotion. 
 
    ‘My life was so much more… Normal yesterday.’ 
 
    ‘Perhaps. But normal is exceedingly boring,’ Elena chimed, raising an eyebrow. The image of the almost-naked goddess on his couch still hadn’t gotten old, and he doubted it ever would. 
 
    How could it? 
 
    ‘Okay…’ James continued, ‘We need to get out of this apartment, but if we’re gonna do that you need to be wearing… Something.’ 
 
    ‘You do not approve of my current attire?’ 
 
    Elena stood, doing a slow twirl in her tight, lacy underwear and accentuating her curves knowingly in the process. James couldn’t take his eyes off her, drinking in the sight of her perfect body. 
 
    ‘No… I mean yes, but I already told you that you can’t go walking around like that. We need to get you some new clothes if we’re gonna leave the apartment.’ 
 
    *** 
 
    James had never had a girlfriend long enough to have any of their clothes lying around in the back of his closet; instead, he had to resort to the next best thing, which was a pretty huge step down. 
 
    Twenty minutes later he and his new goddess were walking into a nearby clothing store; James was dressed in exactly what he had been wearing all day, but Elena was wearing a lot more – a pair of baggy running pants and a huge parka coat complete with furry hood that James wore on his way to college when the weather got bad, as well as an old oversized pair of boots. 
 
    She looked ridiculous walking by his side, but at least she wasn’t naked. 
 
    ‘Damn,’ she commented as they walked into the brightly lit department store. ‘Forms of dress certainly have changed since I last walked the earth.’ 
 
    ‘I’ll bet.’ 
 
    ‘So what should I wear, do you think?’ 
 
    ‘Uhh…’ 
 
    James looked about the store blankly, unsure of what to pick out. He didn’t know a whole lot about women’s clothing; like most guys he was only interested in what it looked like when it was scattered across his apartment floor. 
 
    Lauri and Helen were the only girls that he hung out with, and his only frame of reference. 
 
    ‘This is nice…’ 
 
    At first James thought that Elena’s voice had grown fainter, but after looking back in her direction he found that she had already taken off across the shop floor and into the aisles and stands. He hurried after her as she surveyed the aisles. 
 
    ‘These are magnificent…’ She said, running her hands across a line of t-shirts. ‘Are they expensive?’ 
 
    ‘These? Not really…’ James replied, checking the price tag. ‘We need to get you something along these lines.’ 
 
    ‘What do you think?’ 
 
    They picked out stacks of clothes, neither James nor Elena knowing how to size up the clothes without her trying them on. Finally heading to the changing rooms, James waited just outside as she made her way in. 
 
    James waited for her, wondering what kind of insane combination she would come out wearing, but after a few minutes she returned wearing slim low-heel black boots, skinny jeans, a deliberately faded band t-shirt and a black leather jacket. 
 
    ‘So…?’ She asked. ‘What do you think?’ 
 
    ‘Damn…’ He commented, looking her up and down, ‘You look… Really good.’ 
 
    They rang it up at the counter, where Elena snuggled up to James’s arm like they had been together for years. He tried not to show any reaction to her. 
 
    After exiting the department store she linked her arm into his as they headed towards the museum. 
 
    ‘This how you acted with other guys?’ 
 
    ‘Only with my master.’ 
 
    ‘Your… Master?’ 
 
    ‘Alerian, of course. I’m also doing it to tease you… Or perhaps please you. I know that you would like to fuck me.’ 
 
    Somewhere nearby a car horn honked and James jumped slightly, a small part of it stemming from what Elena had come out with. It was as casual as if she was telling him her favourite food. 
 
    James searched desperately for a decent rebuke to her statement that would help him come across as anything more than a horny college guy, but he drew a blank completely. 
 
    ‘Don’t worry,’ she said in a genuinely reassuring voice, ‘that’s the way the vast majority of men feel about me when they look at me.’ 
 
    ‘If a man likes women and looks at a girl like you, he’s decided in less than three seconds that he wants to fuck you. Believe me. How the hell do you know that anyway?’ 
 
    ‘Firstly I’m thousands of years old. I know the nature of men. Secondly, I know what men desire.’ 
 
    ‘… You’re serious? You can tell what men want most, just by looking at them?’ 
 
    ‘Most of the time, although it depends on the mind of the man. If they’re strong-willed then it is a supreme difficulty for me, sometimes impossible. But if they are easily-swayed and gullible, then I can literally see right through them.’ 
 
    ‘Okay…’ James said, steadily getting used to the feeling of Elena’s firm, warm body against his side. ‘What about that guy?’ 
 
    He pointed to a sharply-dressed businessman across the street – suit, tie and briefcase, complete with supercuts haircut. He was pacing quickly, looking on the verge of yelling down the phone that he was speaking into. 
 
    ‘Long lost love,’ she said. ‘A girl from his hometown who he was never good enough for, and he carries the thought with him every day, that hopefully he will have enough money to win her back.’ 
 
    ‘Real-life Gatsby,’ James smiled, shaking his head. ‘He looks pretty strong-willed in my eyes, though. I picked him because I thought you wouldn’t be able to figure it out.’ 
 
    ‘He looks strong-willed, and he might be in his day-to-day dealings. But all of that is a mask for the damaged, wounded pride that lurks deep within him.’ 
 
    ‘That’s… Probably the most morbid thing I’ve ever heard in my life.’ 
 
    Elena laughed, patting him on the arm. ‘With the powers you’ll soon gain you’ll experience things much worse than that, believe me.’ 
 
    In his first year in the city James had had a girlfriend who he had met at a party. She was hotter than he could even believe, and for the first few weeks he wondered why the hell a girl who looked like her had even taken an interest in him. That question was promptly answered when she had gone berserk at a party one night, smashing up bottles and flipping tables. 
 
    Watching from behind and mentally wondering what would be the safest way to break up with her without getting stabbed to death, James had realised that every cliched warning about hot girls occasionally being total psychos was true. That said, the same could be said for everybody – the problem was that hot girls always got brought up in the same vein as crazy, because when people first met them they always judged what was on the surface, and the contrast between crazy beauty and insanity couldn’t be bigger. 
 
    When it came in the same package, it always came as a shock. 
 
    Even now, though, as they approached the NYC Historic Museum, James couldn’t help but already feel torn. The girl – no, demon-goddess, or goddess, or whatever she referred to herself as – next to him was driving him crazy with a primal lust that he was trying to quash down into his subconscious, and it was difficult to ignore. 
 
    ‘This is it.’ 
 
    The building had seen better days, likely because the contents had fallen by the wayside in terms of societal interests. It was the same with books versus on-demand TV; the latter was just so much more interesting than reading a 300-page manuscript, and getting wasted in a bar was so much more fun to most people than staring at tools from lost villages that had existed 500 years ago. 
 
     Chipped concrete steps led up to a small walkway where a reception hall awaited in the old sizeable building. James dropped off a few dollars into the donation box and headed inside with Elena next to him. 
 
    ‘The axe of Xudon,’ James repeated, looking at a map of the building inside the entrance that was stationed on a large tilted tablet. ‘What period would it be from?’ 
 
    ‘The 7th century. That was an interesting time to be in your world.’ 
 
    ‘Why?’ 
 
    ‘It’s a long story, although things became very dark. It was nothing out of the ordinary, though. My kind were brought into existence thousands of years ago, and we exist in the same form that we did upon our first arrival onto this plain of existence. We have seen almost everything there is to see.’ 
 
    ‘… Right,’ James said slowly, ‘That’s still gonna take some time to wrap my head around.’ 
 
    ‘When you live as long as my kind does you begin to think in different ways. Do not worry, it will come to you eventually.’ 
 
    ‘If I live long enough to experience it.’ 
 
    Brushing off the statement, Elena examined the map. 
 
    ‘Here,’ she said, pointing at a section marked 5th-9th century. ‘This would be the most likely location.’ 
 
    James had more questions than he could count that he wanted to ask Elena – about the past, about her experiences, about the secrets of the world that people had fought over for thousands of years. She had probably experienced it all and been around for it all. 
 
    But for the minute, something kept him quiet. He was in the moment, more concerned with looking after himself and making sure that he didn’t slip up in the presence of a literal goddess who could probably do things that she wasn’t even letting on to. 
 
    ‘Please don’t do anything weird,’ James emphasised as they moved past a tired looking security guard that marked the threshold between two sections of the museum. ‘If anything gives someone official the reason to stop and search us it’d get a little awkward if they found out that you had, y’know, wings.’ 
 
    ‘I understand,’ Elena said. ‘I know the customs of your world, James, so please don’t worry about that.’ 
 
    ‘That’s not my worry,’ he replied. ‘My worry is that you know the customs and you’ll just go ahead and do it anyway.’ 
 
    She stopped for a moment looking at him in admiration. 
 
    ‘What?’ James asked, tilting his head to the side as he stared back at her doubtfully. 
 
    ‘Nothing,’ she smiled, ‘I was just thinking about something else. Don’t worry about it… Come on.’ 
 
    James led them on to the pre-millennia section of the museum, a darkened and dusty area that looked as if it hadn’t been cleaned in as long as the age of the objects that were held there. Wilted pieces of card sat before an array of ancient objects in glass boxes. 
 
    And then, like all forgotten objects, they found it. The axe of Xudon was sitting in its own display case, unlike many of the other objects in this section of the museum, but its presentation suggested that it had the same two things in common with almost every other ancient artefact in the place; disregard and disrepair. 
 
    It was rusted and chipped, caked in what looked like perpetually frozen black mud. 
 
    The card was right there in front of it, giving them a sensible, pointed label. 
 
    ‘Are you sure this is the right weapon to take down a freaking monster?’ James asked. ‘I mean, I don’t know much about slaying these things but I’m pretty sure we’re going to need something with a little more firepower than that.’ 
 
    ‘This is it…’ Elena said with captivation, gazing through the glass. ‘Like all things it begins to rot with lack of use, and this has not been put to use for centuries by the looks of it.’ 
 
    ‘I’d say longer than centuries,’ James replied sceptically. ‘Well, at least we know it’s here. Although I don’t know what else we can do about it, seeing as its locked in a glass box. Isn’t there another way that we can-’ 
 
    SMASH. 
 
    James didn’t have time to finish his sentence. He was too busy watching Elena as she pounded her fist through the glass box, smashing it completely on one side before reaching in and grasping the axe in a firm grip and pulling it free. 
 
    Despite the disrepair that the museum had fallen into, it was still a government building, and alarms started blaring immediately. 
 
    ‘What the fuck are you doing?’ James yelled over the alarms, feeling his heart race and his stomach pang with dread. 
 
    ‘Look, I apologise for lying to you,’ Elena said casually, weighing the feeling of the axe in her hand, ‘but there isn’t another way. This is one of many keys to our success if we should have any hope of stopping Ascevious.’ 
 
    ‘Maybe, but you can’t just steal the fucking thing, never mind from a government building. It’s a felony. We could both go to prison.’ 
 
    ‘There’s no way that I’m going back into a cage. 80 years was long enough.’ 
 
    ‘Well, that’s what’s about to happen. That’s what that loud-ass ringing sound is. Men with guns are about to show up and shoot us if we don’t do exactly what they say.’ 
 
    Elena shot James a look, raising her eyebrow expertly. 
 
    ‘Men?’ She repeated. 
 
    ‘With guns,’ James replied, looking around frantically as he heard shouts and hard footsteps from the end of the hall that led straight to them. 
 
    I could just leave her here, James thought, his heart pounding hard in his chest. Or better yet claim that the entire thing was her fault, which it technically was. My testimony of being in the wrong place at the wrong time would be much better than a girl who claimed that she was a goddess. 
 
    ‘Hold this,’ Elena said, throwing the axe lightly towards James. The thing looked like it weighed a hundred pounds considering the size, and he scrambled to grasp it. To his surprise he caught it effortlessly, commanding the weight of the weapon with ease. 
 
    But now it was in his hands, and the plan to blow off Elena as the real criminal here was gone. 
 
    Shit. 
 
    ‘Don’t move!’ 
 
    One of the three security guards, complete with navy-colored uniforms, caps and handguns, shouted it from the entrance of the hallway. They faced down with James and Elena, guns raised, James still holding the axe. 
 
    ‘You, put down the weapon!’ Another guard shouted. 
 
    ‘Don’t,’ Elena said to him quickly. ‘With the lack of use you could damage it.’ 
 
    ‘If I don’t they’re gonna shoot me in the fucking face,’ James said out of the corner of his mouth. 
 
    How the hell did I get myself into this mess? 
 
    A moment away from dropping the axe, James watched in bafflement as Elena began to saunter forward, one smooth step at a time, one foot in front of the other as her behind swayed back and forth. 
 
    ‘Ma’am, don’t take another step,’ one of the guards ordered. 
 
    ‘Oh, come now gentlemen,’ she said, her voice sounding absurdly smooth in James’s mind. It was enticing just to listen to her, so much so that he forgot for a moment about the axe. ‘Take off your hats and spend a little time with me…’ 
 
    Her voice seemed to echo through the room, as if there were two of her speaking at the exact same time. 
 
    James was captivated by her, but he was still aware of the catastrophe of a situation that he was in. 
 
    But the security guards didn’t seem to be. 
 
    Steadily they lowered their weapons, not out of intention but as if they had forgotten completely about why they were here, what was going on, and who they even were. The guns fell from their hands to the floor, James wincing every time one struck the ground loudly, hoping they wouldn’t go off. 
 
    Within seconds they had moved forward to meet Elena, standing before her and gazing into her eyes unblinkingly, stunted like meerkats gazing at a full moon. 
 
    They remained before her like disciples, staring up at her longingly until she turned to look over her shoulder at James. 
 
    Her usually amber-colored eyes had turned a bright red, and a fanged smile rushed across her face. 
 
    James’s eyes went wide with fear as Elena returned her view to the men, moving insanely quickly. She struck them all sharply, sending them flying back across the floor, two against the walls and one straight down the hallway. All of them slumped down upon the floor, before Elena released a pleasured, contented sigh. 
 
    ‘What the hell was that?’ James said, moving forward steadily, now taking an interest in holding on to the axe. 
 
    ‘A titbit of seduction,’ Elena said casually, much like many of the things she came out with. 
 
    He had even more questions, but the alarms were still ringing. Rushing forward and taking Elena by the hand, they took off for the exit. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Nine 
 
    Kiss Me 
 
      
 
    Escaping the museum hadn’t been an easy task; even with the downed security guards, the place was still being traversed by employees. The front door lost its place as an option, and instead James and Elena resorted to breaking through a maintenance door that led through and past janitors’ closets and storage rooms before they finally emerged into an alleyway by the side of the building. 
 
    Wrapping the axe up in a garbage bag that had been lying around in the alleyway, he and his goddess companion had taken the backstreets through the city before getting back to his apartment, hearing the nearby sirens after just a block of running. 
 
    Finally arriving back at his apartment and locking the door behind him, James set the axe down on his coffee table while Elena returned to the bags of candy that she had been making her way through. 
 
    ‘What the hell was that?’ He asked loudly. 
 
    ‘Like I said, I am sincerely sorry.’ 
 
    ‘You’re a goddess from another dimension. Sorry doesn’t mean anything when it comes out of your mouth.’ 
 
    ‘Perhaps. But we’re safe and we have the weapon, don’t we?’ 
 
    ‘And what’s probably going to be a police investigation on our asses shortly. Jesus, there’ll be security footage somewhere in there too, if not inside then in a street… And what happened with the guards? What did you do to them?’ 
 
    ‘I’m a goddess. Most people don’t believe in us, but they know what our abilities are. I’ll bet you do, too.’ 
 
    ‘You seduced them, didn’t you?’ James said slowly. ‘That’s why they dropped their guns. You made them…’ 
 
    ‘I made them fall in love with me for a few brief moments. What I said about seeing into the souls of those who are weak-willed is also true for our ability to entice the minds of desirous men. If they are willing enough to set aside the moment in order to have a woman, then they often tend to do so.’ 
 
    ‘You mean… If they want to have sex with you?’ 
 
    ‘Fuck me, you mean?’ 
 
    ‘That too, if you wanna put it that way.’ 
 
    ‘Precisely.’ 
 
    ‘And seeing as most men spent the vast majority of their days thinking about sex,’ James continued, ‘It probably doesn’t need to be said that that little… Spell, I guess we would call it? That spell works on most men.’ 
 
    ‘The weak-willed ones, yes.’ 
 
    James thought for a moment, baffled at the sheer power of what she could do. 
 
    ‘Wait,’ he continued. ‘Did… Did you do that to me? Is that how you got me to do all of this?’ 
 
    ‘No. All of this you did of your own free will. But that doesn’t mean that I didn’t try to do it to you when I was first unleashed from the gemstone. It just didn’t work, which I’ve never had happen before.’ 
 
    ‘I thought you said it only worked against weak-willed people.’ 
 
    ‘It does, but I’ve never met a man with a will strong enough to resist the charm of a goddess. Unless they’re not interested in women, of course.’ 
 
    ‘I can’t believe you tried to seduce me… No, wait, I can, because you’ve double-crossed me on everything that we’ve done so far.’ 
 
     ‘Do you still have the gem that I instructed you to bring?’ 
 
    James fished about in the pocket of his jeans and found the bright green stone, holding it in the palm of his hand and examining its fractured shape. A large crack ran down the centre of the stone from where she had escaped. 
 
    ‘When I was trapped within the stone I was not alone. Within this cage I was in the presence of one of Ascevious’s minions, a creature known as embris. I managed to contain him to a forest within the stone while hiding in my domain.’ 
 
    ‘Wait, a forest? What’s even inside these items, these… Wait… I’ve still got one in my trash.’ 
 
    James moved to the kitchen, tapping open the lid of the trash can and looking amongst the festering garbage reluctantly before reaching in and fishing around inside. 
 
    After a few grim seconds of searching, he felt the cold touch of steel against his fingertips. 
 
    ‘There.’ 
 
    After washing his hands and the locket James returned to the couch and sat down next to Elena, displaying the two items in his hands. Without any hesitation she shuffled closer to him, snuggling up to his side. The fact that she was a goddess was completely inconsequential to James – he didn’t know if that was down to the things that now resided within him, but he found her hotter than any other girl he had met in his life. 
 
    ‘It has been destroyed,’ Elena said, examining the locket. ‘The dimension within has collapsed. The force of their emergence must have broken it completely.’ 
 
    ‘Well, can’t we just destroy the gemstone too? Wouldn’t that kill the embris?’ 
 
    ‘Destroying one of the objectified dimensions obliterates the location within, but not the beings within it. If we were to somehow smash it open, the embris would appear here. Such a thing would be very problematic.’ 
 
    James held the gemstone up to the light, observing it between his thumb and forefinger. 
 
    ‘An entire world, compressed into this thing… It’s crazy.’ 
 
    ‘It is a very small world – it has walls.’ 
 
    ‘Walls?’ 
 
    ‘An edge, the dimension is only a few miles across. Once you reach the edge it is like walking into an impenetrable black wall.’ 
 
    ‘Jeez… And what about your world? The netherworld, that’s what you called it. What even is it?’ 
 
    ‘My dimension is… Interesting. I may be one of the goddesses, but my particular kind are demons. We get up to all sorts of mischief, you might say. If we survive all of this, you and I should visit my world. Castles, palaces, mountains… It is a dark, strange wonder.’ 
 
    ‘Considering you’re a demon I imagined it being like hell.’ 
 
    ‘Oh, it’s nothing like that. The stories about demons that you humans have come up with are terribly foolish. True, we do get up to a lot of mischief, but nobody wants to live in the place that your kind refers to as hell.’ 
 
    ‘So you’re a demon and a goddess… A Demon-goddess… What about all of the others? Do all the goddesses have different traits?’ 
 
    ‘Of course. We all come from different worlds, and we all possess different features. I may be a demon-goddess, but there are a myriad of others – wolf-goddesses, cat-goddesses, dragon-goddesses…’ 
 
    ‘Dragons?’ James repeated. ‘Seriously?’ 
 
    ‘Very,’ Elena smiled. ‘But that’s a story for another time.’ 
 
    ‘Right…’ James said slowly, trying to comprehend the magnitude of everything he had been told so far. ‘So… What is this baptism of fire that you were talking about?’ 
 
    She patted James’s arm lightly, her soft touch putting his hairs on end despite the searing heat of his body. 
 
    ‘Like my own cage, each of the cages that the goddesses are trapped within are small dimensions of their own, each taking a different form. In order to hone your abilities we must, and I can’t believe that I’m saying this… But we must enter the cage once more and vanquish the embris that I was trapped with. Are you ready?’ 
 
    ‘Now?’ 
 
    ‘We do not know where Ascevious may be. If we wish to have any hope of stopping him then we must begin promptly.’ 
 
    James nodded to himself, biting his lip. 
 
    ‘How do we do that?’ 
 
    ‘Kiss me.’ 
 
    ‘… What?’ 
 
    ‘That’s how it must be done.’ 
 
    James found himself hesitating for some reason, but Elena raised a finger beneath his chin and turned his head, licking her lips slightly. 
 
    Their lips met suddenly, and in seconds she was sat atop him, his hands sliding across her perfect curvaceous body as they kissed each other passionately. Forgetting completely about the emerald, he ran his lips down to her neck, taking in the perfumed scents that seemed to naturally emanate from her body in the most intoxicating of ways. 
 
    Elena brought her lips to James’s ear. Being an actual goddess he expected her to say something ridiculously dirty, but instead she spoke sounds that he had never heard before. 
 
    ‘Aragni vash dothrassi.’ 
 
    A high, whistling sound rang in James’s ears, and suddenly his mind seemed to separate completely from his body as the world fell away, and he was floating in dark nothingness. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Ten 
 
    Embris 
 
      
 
    As quickly as the apartment had dropped away from view, James’s surroundings returned – but he wasn’t back in the apartment. Instead he found himself standing in what seemed to be a small library – small for a library but still pretty huge compared to his apartment. 
 
    There wasn’t much time to take it in though. No sooner had he arrived than he found himself bent over, on the verge of throwing up from a sudden wave of nausea. 
 
    Inhaling deeply and regaining control over himself, James stood to find himself face to face with Elena. 
 
    How freaking embarrassing. 
 
    ‘Sorry, that wasn’t because of you,’ James said quickly. ‘I don’t know what happened.’ 
 
    ‘Don’t concern yourself with it,’ she said casually, looking him in the eyes. ‘It happens to every human the first time they do it.’ 
 
    ‘So you’ve teleported people here before?’ 
 
    ‘Not here… It’s a long story. Several actually, but that can wait.’ 
 
    Dragging his gaze away from her enticing, dark eyes, James took a better look at the large room. Upon closer inspection it wasn’t a library, although there was a myriad of books stacked up against the walls, lining them haphazardly like crumbling brickwork. What little he could see of the walls behind them were a mixture of gold and red, their colors seeming to swim in the light of the variety of lanterns that were scattered about in random places. 
 
    Across the room, past Elena’s shoulders, was a huge lounge area, the kind of thing that you would expect to see in a billionaire sultan’s bed chambers. A huge, comfy-looking bedspread with silken sheets was laden with pillows, surrounded by mounds of cushions and carpets that looked deep enough to sink into. 
 
    All of this paled in comparison to what hovered on the far side of the room; a white scar of light, suspended and unmoving, just big enough for a person to slide through. 
 
    ‘What is that?’ James asked, peering over at the crack. 
 
    ‘A dimensional opening. It’s the tear in the gemstone that you created when you stood on it. That’s how we get in and out of here.’ 
 
    ‘Which means we’re…?’ James asked, turning back to her. 
 
    ‘I told you, my cage. This is the domain in which I have lived for the past 80 years.’ 
 
    ‘You stayed in this room for 80 years? At least you had plenty to read while you were here…’ 
 
    ‘Well, not only this room,’ she continued, taking his hand and leading James towards a door opposite them. 
 
    Despite the fact that he had just made out with this ridiculously hot demon-goddess and had her straddling him on the living room couch, as well as the fact that she was still wearing nothing but this lacy red underwear that accentuated her exaggerated curves like a real-life photoshop-edit walking around, James still couldn’t help but find himself coming back to that one little word. 
 
    Goddess. 
 
    ‘What’s past that door?’ James asked, looking over her shoulder worriedly. 
 
    Is this just some elaborate ploy to trick me here in order to trap me in this dimension or something? She’s not just a goddess, she’s a demon-goddess. I’ve done some bad shit in my life… I still feel bad about the time I pushed over Karen Baites in the playground when I was in the Third Grade… 
 
    ‘The rest of my home,’ Elena said casually. 
 
    I’m definitely going to hell. 
 
    Before James had a chance to pull away from her soft touch she placed her hand on the handle, a glimpse of which he caught; it was shaped like a claw, turning 90 degrees anticlockwise as Elena wrapped her hand around it in a handshake and cleared their way, swinging the door wide. 
 
    James readied himself for the fire that laid ahead, wincing… But that wasn’t what he was confronted with at all. Instead they were heading down a corridor lit by more lanterns, the shadows of dusty marble statues and a nearby staircase bannister moving rhythmically along the walls like so many trapped demons… Which they may have been, for all he knew. 
 
    ‘How big is this place…?’ James asked, just as they turned the corner and he got his answer. 
 
    ‘Pretty big for a cage.’ 
 
    They were standing in the huge reception hall of a mansion, a broad staircase straight ahead descending to a large pair of red, oakwood doors with similar door handles to the one that Elena had just grasped. Statues covered in sheets were scattered about below, frozen in space like spectres waiting in the darkness. More lanterns lit the place up, the shadows of the statues clawing their way over the walls. 
 
    Elena led James down the staircase, her chest bouncing with every step forward that she took, before bringing them to a stop at the bottom of them. 
 
    ‘What do you think?’ 
 
    ‘Of this place? I think it’s pretty fucking amazing. What the hell have you been doing here for the past 80 years?’ 
 
    ‘Reading, mostly… And relaxing. Although I’ve really missed the taste of food… And some other things, too…’ 
 
    Elena moved into James again, pressing her soft, firm body against his. She wrapped her arms around the back of his neck and looked up into his eyes, biting her lip sensuously. 
 
    James could hardly stop himself from becoming hard as a rock. 
 
    ‘Well, somebody’s excited…’ She smiled, James’s cheeks running red with an embarrassment beyond the heat that was dwelling within his body. 
 
    ‘Can you really blame me?’ He said, trying to hold his own. 
 
    Can I even trust her? ‘Fuck no’ is the obvious answer to that, but right now, considering what’s happening to me and the fact that I’m in another dimension, I have to rely on her… Besides, if she wanted me dead she could have done it already. 
 
    They moved to the huge wooden doors at the front of the house before Elena heaved them open effortlessly. 
 
    ‘This isn’t so bad as cages go…’ James said, laughing to himself. ‘You could be stuck in a cell and instead you get a gigantic freaking mansion… Woah…’ 
 
    He had still been absently staring around at the mansion’s reception hall as she led James out through the doors, and he was all of a sudden confronted by an even grander sight. 
 
    The grounds of the gardens stretched out ahead for around twenty yards, where a tall metal fence coated with spikes that looked like they would cut at the touch resided. Looking closer he saw what looked like dried blood stained upon the tips of the spikes. 
 
    Beyond the fence was a dense, dark forest, with a treeline so thick it was impossible to see more than a couple of feet into the shrubbery. 
 
    But that wasn’t the most terrifying part of the place. Looking up at the sky, James realised that there wasn’t one. 
 
    He had only seen the clarity of the night sky as a young man when he had lived outside of the city, far away from the blinding, obscuring lights that dwelled there. It used to be the case that looking up at the night sky in a remote place would lead to a beautiful view of stars, of the milky way towering overhead magnanimously. 
 
    But now, looking up, James found himself gazing into a complete, carbon black abyss. 
 
    Nothing. It was like standing in a warehouse movie set. There wasn’t even any wind to speak of, only an unchanging room temperature climate. 
 
    ‘I’m guessing that’s where the embris is?’ 
 
    ‘Indeed.’ 
 
    ‘And we’re gonna go in there and kill it?’ 
 
    ‘Precisely… Or rather you are.’ 
 
    ‘What?’ 
 
    ‘To prove yourself, this is a fight that you must take up on your own.’ 
 
    ‘Why? You’re a goddess, surely the powers of both of us would do a lot more than just me.’ 
 
    ‘That monster is in there for the precise reason that I am who I am; it is one of the most dangerous beings from my world, and therefore one that I would struggle in defeating. In fact, it would likely result in the end of my existence.’ 
 
    ‘And I’m supposed to be safe against this freaking thing?’ 
 
    ‘You have the souls of the gods within you. The powers they possess, and the powers that you can now channel through the axe of Xudon, are more than enough to defeat it.’ 
 
    James raised the axe, looking it up and down. 
 
    ‘What am I supposed to do? Have faith or something? That’s usually what people who put stock in a god or multiple gods do, right?’ 
 
    ‘Faith… If you want. But the most important thing you can do right now is choose. Choose to fight, or choose to walk away. If you choose the latter then your skills may not be up to the challenge when we must confront something much more dangerous. If you choose to go into the forest then you have a further choice; fight, or die.’ 
 
    ‘I can choose to die? That’s freaking news to me.’ 
 
    ‘You can choose to do anything, as long as you have the means.’ 
 
    James turned and looked back out into the wilderness. He felt the continued sensation of fire, a pleasant burn, dwelling within him. Any other day he would have turned on his heels and sprinted for the dimensional crack that would take him back to the safety of his apartment, back to the safety of the real world… 
 
    But from everything he had seen so far, it seemed true. His world would eventually be encroached upon by Ascevious. 
 
    And contrary to the usually backstabbing persona that James had come to know so far, Elena wasn’t slamming the gates in his face. She stood between them confidently, finally having the opportunity to stretch her wings out, standing there in her unashamed, busty, naked form. 
 
    James nodded wordlessly and turned to the woods, setting off through the darkness and past the treeline. 
 
    He had walked no more than twenty yards through the forest when he turned to look back at Elena and was met with nothing but darkness. She would still be there somewhere, waiting for him, but the forest was so dense and thick that he couldn’t make her figure out at all. 
 
    The forest was a strange, haunting place. Not only was there a total absence of wind against his arms, but beyond his feet brushing through what little undergrowth existed, beyond the sounds of his bated breath as he listened frightfully for any sign of movement, there wasn’t a sound. No animals, no rustling of branches… It was as if this tiny dimension had been frozen in time, escaping the brutality of the elements and of aging. 
 
    That timelessness also gave off a sensation of something much worse, though… A feeling of death and lifelessness that hung amongst the trees. 
 
    Crunch. 
 
    James halted sharply, looking about in the darkness, searching for the source of the sound. He had definitely heard it. It was too distant to be from something he himself had stood on, and too sharp to be far off. 
 
    The embris was near. 
 
    Remaining still and listening for the creature, James found something; but not what he was expecting. 
 
    It was a cooing sound, the whimpering of something that was in pain. Had something survived out here for that long with the creature? Was there more than one being alive in the artificial forest that surrounded the house? 
 
    Moving forward, getting closer and closer to the sound, James spotted a flickering green light. It wasn’t difficult; it was the only source of light that existed. 
 
    Approaching the light he found himself at the edge of a clearing where the trees suddenly thinned out and halted entirely. The ground was black and charred, bringing an even greater tinge of lifelessness to this deadened dimension. 
 
    In the centre of the clearing a creature was hunched over, it’s back bent forward. It stood only around four feet high, almost balled up with its arms surrounding its body. The green light stemmed from the centre of its torso, which was completely hollowed out – that small, flickering flame sat in the centre. In a sharp contrast to this fire, its body seemed to be made of tree bark, pieces of wood splintering out from itself at odd angles in every direction. 
 
    There’s no way, James thought to himself, shaking his head. How is something else is out here? And in the open… 
 
    Weighing the situation and searching around himself for any sign of movement, James found nothing. He took a single step forward into the clearing, his foot making the slightest of pats against the charcoal black ground. 
 
    Crunch. 
 
    The creature suddenly moved, its head raising up like a robot programmed to do so. Its arms unwrapped, and in bringing itself to its full stature it was like watching a broken, twisted body that was somehow still alive unfold. Reaching its final height, the creature stood at well above eight feet tall. 
 
    ‘Oh, shit…’ 
 
    It turned to face James, revealing its face and head to him. There may have been something almost human to it at one point, but any semblance of that was long gone; instead he found himself staring down a gaunt, horrific thing with holes in its face where a mouth and a pair of eyes should have been. It looked to be made of clay, but where the nose should have been the face distorted into a horrifying, brutal mess. 
 
    For a moment it did nothing but stare James down, but quickly its body began shaking as if it was hyperventilating, its torso pumping up and down like a piston. 
 
    Its hand, two huge husks that expanded out like the branches of trees, promptly filled with green light. Suddenly raising them up, it fired the spirals of green flame in his direction. 
 
    James’s eyes went wide as he dodged, the flames engulfing a tree behind him and turning it into nothing but ash, just another part of the clearing that the creature lived in. 
 
    It hadn’t been some hapless being that had survived; this was the embris. 
 
    James pushed himself up from the ground, scrambling for the axe, he and it both scattered with ashes. It fired the other jolt of green fire, which James failed to dodge entirely; the edge of it cut through his shirt like a blade, sending a brutal, searing pain through him. 
 
    This guy isn’t that bad, James had time to think. I’m not dead yet… 
 
    The embris suddenly broke into a gallop towards him, dropping to all fours and stampeding forwards. A terrible screech broke from its mouth, sending a ringing through his ears. 
 
    It would be on him in seconds. 
 
    Okay, maybe he is that bad. 
 
    He intended to swing the dirt-encrusted axe, but the notion became secondary by total accident. Readying himself and stepping to the side, James held his breath and tried to jump forward with the axe in hand. In a cowardly fashion he bailed out at the last second; the same green light that lurked in the embris’s chest suddenly formed within the hollow points in its face. 
 
    The next dodge wasn’t all bad, though. 
 
    Instead of simply hopping to the side, James leaped through the air, rising no less than ten yards from the ground. 
 
    ‘What the fuck…?’ He shouted in shock, looking out over the entire forest just above the treetops before descending rapidly. He landed deftly, bending his legs as he touched down on the other side of the clearing, regaining a hold on the axe. 
 
    The embris had slammed into the trees right behind where James had been stood. 
 
    If I had been there a second ago I’d be a smear on the floor. 
 
    It sharply turned back to face him, at which point James’s nervous smile at his amazing new power vanished. 
 
    He raised the axe, feeling a sudden explosion of rage-induced heat burst through his body. It flowed up his arms and into his fingertips, and James watched in amazement as the dirt and rust either fell away or vanished entirely, exposing the shimmer steel of the blade and the black binding of the handle. 
 
    It was as if it had just emerged from the smelting pot. 
 
    And the embris was raring to attack him once again. 
 
    ‘Okay, come on…’ He said, clenching the handle with both hands. ‘You make me look like a dumbass in class, you almost set my ass on fire in the middle of campus, and when I really need you you decide to hide away? … Fucking work, damn it!’ 
 
    The embris’s whole body began to fill with a green flame. 
 
    It jolted towards him again. 
 
    ‘COME O-O-O-O-N!!!’ 
 
    The words escaped him in a furious rage, and a wicked orange light filled his eyes – not stemming from his face, but reflecting that which the blade of the axe was giving off. It was engulfed in flames. 
 
    And so was James’s mind. 
 
    Suddenly he knew what to do. 
 
    Timing it perfectly, he swung the axe back and connected it with the embris’s side, dodging its main attack. The blade sliced through its toughened skin, another screech escaping it, but this one of searing pain rather than anger. It skidded to a halt, slamming into a tree, its green flames dimming before stepping forward with a returning rage before striking James hard across the chest. 
 
    The force threw him back into the clearing, sliding into the centre point in which he had first found the creature. His axe flew from his hand, which he now scrambled for despite the stinging sensation that was rushing through his torso. Returning the weapon to his hand he looked down at his shirt to see it soaked with blood, the force of the strike from the embris having easily cut through his skin. 
 
    He had never felt a pain like it, even with the rushing adrenaline from the fight, but that same pounding rush of adrenaline brought him back up to a fighting stance, face to face with the injured embris as it stared back at him. It continued to screech, holding its side as the green flame of life that dwelled in its chest began to spill out, disappearing into nothing. 
 
    ‘Let’s go…’ James panted. ‘You think you can take me now?’ 
 
    It couldn’t understand him, but James didn’t care. 
 
    Another charge, not just from the monster, but from James. He roared out, the sound escaping his lungs not feeling his own but feeling so right. 
 
    As they closed in on each other, the axe lit with a flame that illuminated the entire clearing. 
 
    *** 
 
    ‘Damn it…’ 
 
    Elena looked out into the forest, hearing the echoing shrieks of the embris and the roaring grunts of James come to an end. She ran her hands through her hair, suddenly drawing them away and looking down at them. Her fingertips were shaking in the slightest of ways, and she realised that she had finally shown emotion for the first time in almost 80 years. 
 
    James might have been the one that happened to stumble upon her first, but she could already feel her connection to him growing. 
 
    Maybe it’s the fact that I haven’t been around another being apart from that bastard embris for almost a hundred years, but I was really starting to like that idiot… 
 
    Crunch. 
 
    She looked out to the forest once again, searching in the darkness for any sign of movement. At any moment she expected the embris to burst through the trunks, splintering wood and stampeding towards her. 
 
    But a monster didn’t emerge – and it didn’t come stampeding through. 
 
    ‘This what you were looking for?’ 
 
    James pushed past the final trunks that blocked his way. He staggered on his feet, his shirt spattered with blood, both his own and that of the monster. In one hand he clutched the axe, still swelling with heat at the tip of the blade, and in the other he held the embris’s decapitated head. 
 
    ‘You… You did it…’ 
 
    Even though James’s consciousness was failing against the brutality of his injuries, he could still make out the sight of his goddess. 
 
    Elena opened the gates and James stumbled through, falling forwards. Elena caught him, lowering his form to the ground as his tokens of war fell either side of him. 
 
    He felt the warmth of her, Elena taking him in her arms with genuine worry and care. 
 
    ‘Some fucking baptism of fire…’ He muttered, his consciousness finally slipping away completely as he handed himself over to the dark. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Eleven 
 
    First Time with a Goddess 
 
      
 
    James’s felt a softness beneath his head as it rolled back and forth like a swaying pendulum. The exhaustion of the fight had taken everything away; even the terrifying sight of the embris’s face filling up his vision as it bore down upon him was now a secondary thought to the comfort that had set itself down upon his body. 
 
    James’s eyes flickered open in the lantern light of Elena’s chambers. Pushing himself up a little and looking around, he found his goddess sat at the end of the bed wearing a silken robe with a mug of water in her hand – the one with Hello, Is It Tea You’re Looking For? stamped in huge letters across the side. It belonged in his kitchen cabinet, so how the hell had it gotten here? 
 
    But that wasn’t the strangest part about this whole image – it was the thought process that had gone along with it. 
 
    Wait a minute… My goddess? 
 
    That was what he had thought. Ever since meeting Elena she had been nothing but a royal pain in the ass, and he had had more crazy shit happen to him in the last 24 hours than he had in the last… Ever. And now here he was, thinking of this goddess, as strange as that word still seemed, as his own. 
 
    ‘How are you feeling?’ 
 
    ‘Pretty, okay, I guess,’ James said. ‘I did just get the shit beaten out of me by a mythical monster, but all things considered I don’t feel that bad.’ 
 
    ‘Drink this,’ she said with a smile, handing the mug to him. ‘I had to go back to your apartment to get the water seeing as I didn’t have any here. It took me a little while to figure out how to find it.’ 
 
    ‘Right…’ James smiled, ‘I keep forgetting how much you’ve got to catch up on. Presuming that Ascevious hasn’t laid waste to New York when we get back you and I should go for a tour of the city.’ 
 
    ‘I’d like that. We should have plenty of time once we return to your dimension. I doubt that Ascevious will have made any major moves as of yet.’ 
 
    ‘Let’s hope. And assuming no more monsters get in the way of things.’ 
 
    ‘Apologies for that – like I said, I had to make sure that your abilities were of a decent level.’ 
 
    ‘So does this make me, like… The one, or something?’ James said, almost cringing at the words. 
 
    ‘The what?’ 
 
    ‘No, it’s stupid…’ 
 
    ‘No, tell me.’ 
 
    James sat up, not believing that he was even saying this somebody who looked like Elena. 
 
    ‘Okay… So in every fantasy story I’ve ever read or watched or played-’ 
 
    ‘Played? Like acted?’ 
 
    ‘No – I’ll tell you another time. Anyway, in every story there’s always this chosen hero that fate calls upon to save the princess in the tower, or the world, or… Stuff like that.’ 
 
    ‘This is nothing like that.’ 
 
    ‘Good… I mean I didn’t think it was, but-’ 
 
    ‘There’s no such thing as fate, so your hero story would never work.’ 
 
    ‘No such thing as fate?’ 
 
    ‘Of course. It’s a ridiculous notion. Why, is that something that you believe in?’ 
 
    ‘No, I just… Always wondered.’ 
 
    ‘Fate suggests that things line up in a perfect way,’ Elena said matter-of-factly, ‘as if all the stars align and create some kind of outcome that was meant to be. But that isn’t the nature of the world. Things do happen a certain way, but most of the time they don’t happen for a reason; they happen just because that’s the way they happen. Unless you choose to intervene, of course.’ 
 
    ‘As a goddess I would’ve thought that fate would be your thing.’ 
 
    ‘My thing?’ 
 
    ‘Yeah. In our world you’re supernatural beings, whether you’re a demon-goddess or a wolf-goddess or a dragon-goddess. The moment people think of you they think of spells and curses and God knows what else.’ 
 
    ‘True, but we still possess free will, and so do you humans. You’d be amazed how many people look around for signs of things hidden in the random garbage that happens in your world. Faces in pancakes, the way the planets line up… The reality is that you act and things happen as a result. And sometimes things happen that you couldn’t have even anticipated.’ 
 
    ‘So because you’re a goddess you know all of this stuff for definite? Is that another one of your goddess perks?’ 
 
    ‘No, nothing is for definite. But we have been around for thousands of years, and we have watched over every great achievement and terrible catastrophe that you humans have brought upon yourselves. Believe me, it’s all caused by decisions and unintended consequences. But most people don’t want to take responsibility for their bad decisions.’ 
 
    ‘Do you?’ 
 
    ‘Of course, but as you can probably guess, our consciences don’t work the same as yours.’ 
 
    ‘That’d be a dream,’ James dwelt. ‘I can’t imagine how easy life would be without having to worry about the consequences of your actions.’ 
 
    ‘I wouldn’t know what it’d be like on the other end of things. But knowing that you have free will and not having a conscience means you can do what you really want a lot of the time.’ 
 
    ‘Like what?’ 
 
    ‘Well…’ Elena started, raising a slender hand to her shoulder and grabbing at the collar of her robe, ‘With no master leading me I now require a new one, and with the essence of a goddess master now dwelling within you I would request that you be my new master.’ 
 
    James froze up, processing exactly what she had just said. 
 
    ‘Your… Master? What does that even mean?’ 
 
    ‘It may not be your fate to try to stop Ascevious’s efforts, but right now you are the only one who holds the potential power to do such a thing. And I and my goddess companions are the only ones to help you. Being our master denotes total control over us… Over me…’ 
 
    ‘Total control…?’ James said, liking the sound of it but feeling bad about it at the same time. 
 
    ‘Absolute,’ Elena replied, her voice sounding smooth as silk. ‘Of course, considering that I can still see into your soul a little, for the time being I can still see your desires without asking you. So what’s your answer?’ Elena stood, undoing her robe and letting it fall to the ground. 
 
    James had hardly been able to take his eyes from Elena’s body since had had first met her, but seeing her back in her red lingerie and nothing else was like finally satisfying the withdrawal from some ridiculously addictive Schedule 1 substance. 
 
    ‘Your wounds have already started to heal nicely,’ she continued. ‘Did you know that in medieval times the citizens of Earth believed that sex could heal a whole range of ailments? It’s only half-true, of course – sex with a goddess is what heals them, but only if that goddess is your subject.’ 
 
    Save for the moments when he had been fearing for his life, James felt as if he had been perpetually hard for the last few days ever since bringing his bootheel down on that little green gem. He had been entranced in the conversation with his goddess up until now, but dropping her robe away had sent his mind reeling once again. 
 
    ‘Oh my…’ Elena chimed, half-sarcastic in her faux-shock, although her scheming smile belied a knowingness. ‘It seems I’m already having an effect on you.’ Her eyes flitted down to James’s waist. 
 
    It was only then that he realised he was completely naked - there was nothing containing the swelling of his length beneath the covers. 
 
    ‘I thought you said that you couldn’t see into my mind,’ James said. 
 
    ‘Master’ – an eager thrill ran through James’s body and mind at the very sound of Elena calling him that – ‘I hardly need to see into your mind to know your desires at this moment. You are a man, after all, and men have needs… But so do the goddesses.’ 
 
    Elena reached her hands up behind her back, undoing her lacy red bra almost instantaneously. The losing battle that it had been fighting against her disproportionately buxom chest finally ended as the pressure upon the laced material was released. She shrugged out of it, catching one end with the tips of her fingers and casting it aside. 
 
    James drank in the sight of her huge, round breasts, briefly wondering how her slender figure managed to keep such an enticing posture with the weight of those hanging firmly on her chest. Running her hands up and over her body, she brushed her hands slowly over her enormous mounds, her fingertips sliding over her nipples, becoming visibly harder. 
 
    He found himself, somehow, getting harder still. By now the cover that had been cast upon him was pointless; his hardness stood on end enormously, a reminder of how he had grown bigger since taking on the souls of the gods. 
 
    Shamelessly and entirely caught in the moment, James clasped the silken cover in his hands and pulled it down over his body, revealing his length to both himself and Elena for the first time. A thrilling confidence filled him – this had to be one of the changes that Elena had been speaking about. 
 
    ‘Oh my…’ Elena said slowly, James seeing that this was a genuine reaction. There was a change in her entire body. Her hand stopped at her heart – or at least where he imagined her heart would be if she even had one, James thought. 
 
    Her hands drifted down of their own volition along the slender sides of her body, her fingers slinking into the band of her red panties before she pulled them down over her slim thighs. They fell to the ground around her ankles in a second as she bent over, her breasts seeming even bigger as she did so. 
 
    James’s eyes met with hers as she rounded the bed, he still lying there watching her. Her look said one thing; stay right where you are. Even if he was now the master, he knew when to do what he was told. 
 
    ‘Engaging in such an indulgent act with a goddess, particularly a demon-goddess is the ultimate sacrifice of yourself,’ Elena spoke slowly, her voice sound silkier than ever. ‘Doing so creates an inseparable bond between yourself and our own world, one that can never be broken… Except by the death of your soul.’ 
 
    Men across the ages had made stupid decisions while lusting over women. Wars had been started, ships had been launched, and empires had been brought to the brink of destruction. 
 
    But I don’t care, James thought. 
 
    It wasn’t just about her. He liked this new version of himself. 
 
    And he definitely liked what it had led to so far. 
 
    ‘Just how bad are the needs of a goddess?’ James asked, having already decided to give himself over. 
 
    ‘Insatiable,’ Elena whispered, every syllable rolling off her tongue as she leaned forward onto the bed, over James’s form, wrapping her warm, soft fingers around the base of his hardness and wrapping her soft, luscious lips around the head of his length. 
 
    Pleasure coursed through him the likes of which he had never felt before. He had let go of the world he knew, the real world, to risk his life and to come to this tiny dimension. Earth had fallen away, but now even this dimension fell into nothingness too. Elena sank her mouth down upon his hardness, lapping her tongue against him wildly as she took him with her mouth. 
 
    Pulling herself away and rubbing him lightly in her hand, she ran her tongue up the side of his shaft, releasing a passionate groan from James as he rested back against the bed. 
 
    ‘Eighty years since I’ve had a man… You’ve no idea how difficult it was not to have you the moment I got out of this damn place…’ 
 
    She continued momentarily, sucking at him hungrily before drawing away. James looked up to see her slender, busty figure climbing atop the bed, moving over him on all fours like a wild beast. She stopped at his waist, raising herself up on her knees as her perfect form towered over him, the slit between her legs hovering over his hard, wet cock. 
 
    Elena took him once again in her hand, lowering herself down until her own soaking wetness met with him. James felt how wet she was immediately upon touching her. Their eyes met one last time before James rested his hands upon her soft thighs, running his battle-hardened palms up to her waist. Elena expertly lowered herself onto him, guiding his hardness into her depths inch by inch. 
 
    His goddess rested her hands on his chest, breathing deeply with the sensation at first as she took more and more of him, until he pushed even further into her depths. She finally released a stifled, shocked moan as he filled her up, her sharpened nails sinking into his skin. 
 
    Something told him that few men had made her do that before – that was why she was trying to resist against making a sound. Now that she had revealed herself, though, there was no sense in hiding it any longer. 
 
    Elena pushed herself away before sinking back down, riding his cock desirously as James panted with pleasure. She worked herself into a steady rhythm in no time, taking him over and over again as she moaned ferociously. That same glint of redness flashed over the reds of her eyes over and over again as she threw herself down upon him, grinding herself as if her life depended on it. 
 
    ‘This is better… than I ever even remembered…’ Elena moaned, as James’s head lolled back uncontrollably against the silk of the bed. He had never felt anything like it, and the fact that she was a goddess had only made the experience hotter. Looking up at her perfect round boobs bouncing up and down drove him closer and closer to the edge, but he was determined to resist the explosive urge that seemed to have been begging to burst out ever since she had uncovered herself. 
 
    He hadn’t needed to move; Elena had been glad to do the work as they indulged in each other’s bodies, but with his hands still rested upon her curvy waist he pressed her body down upon him, remaining inside her as he grinded her body against him. Elena’s mouth suddenly went wide, her eyes filling with redness and her teeth sharpening as they had done back in the apartment. Her arms threw wide and her wings spready hugely. She screamed out with ecstasy, her walls clasping hard around his shaft before sending him completely over the edge. As she came she tightened up impossibly, leaving James unable to hold it any longer. He felt the pleasure rush through his abs and fill his waist too quickly, any semblance of control over his manhood vanishing in an instant. 
 
    With a hellish roar he finished inside of her, holding her body down against his cock as he filled her up with his warm seed. Even his body seemed to fall away in that moment; there was only all-encompassing pleasure, encasing his body before steadily bringing him, and his goddess, back to reality. 
 
    Elena’s wings returned into place, her eyes returning to the normal tint and her teeth receding as her eyelids flickered. She sank forward onto James, her huge, soft breasts resting against his chest as she wrapped herself around him. He was still deep inside of her, and the feeling of her body pushing against his could have sent him crazy enough to go another round, but the exhaustion somehow won out. 
 
    His goddess eventually pulled herself from him, falling to his side as they both drifted in and out of consciousness before finally settling on the latter. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Twelve 
 
    Unleash 
 
      
 
    Before Tommy’s Joint had fallen into obscurity it had been famous among the residents of Manhattan for its décor. A penchant for craft beer and cheap home-cooked meals had given it a steady stream of customers over the years, but after an outbreak of E.coli from a series of under-fried servings of chicken wings had resulted in the place’s reputation being brought very nearly to the brink of extinction. 
 
    After a run-in with a laundry list of health code violations long enough to keep the original Tommy in court for more than a decade, a settlement had been reached that had sent the man himself far away. Tommy’s Joint had now been taken over by Joe Tomlinson, who knew two things for definite about the purchase he had made; first, that having a surname that sounded a little like the owner’s original name didn’t make you anything like the guy, and second, that once a place’s reputation has been put through the ringer, there’s little chance that it will claw its way back into relevance. 
 
    Joe, of course, had realised this too late, as he stood behind the bar three months into the tenancy of the place and one month away from bankruptcy. The only things that he had for company now were the scattered drunks whose names he didn’t know, numbering three or four in shadowy booths at the back of the open-plan innards of the bar/restaurant, and the aforementioned décor that adorned the walls. 
 
    All manor of random objects were scattered across the walls, lined up and fitted into carefully organised places like a slapdash game of Tetris. A fishing pole coated in gold paint; a license plate from Louisiana; the body of an acoustic guitar… 
 
    Only one of these items was of any importance, of course, but Joe Tomlinson didn’t know that until this very night, when he would meet the end that he had been moving towards his entire life. 
 
    The sound of the bar door opening was paradoxical for Joe – on the one hand he knew that he was going under, and a new drinker would do little to stem the tide of the loan sharks that he assumed would eventually come for him. On the other, business was business, and he wasn’t going to turn it down. He had convinced himself that he would be success in life, and some small part of him was still clinging onto that notion. 
 
    The man who entered the bar was clad in black from head to toe – a tunic that looked like something out of a cosplay convention, leather pants, boots, and a leather overcoat. His face was sharp and aggressive, his hair tattered and falling over his shoulders. 
 
    He stumbled into the bar like he was already beyond drunk, not paying a single bit of attention to Joe or any of the other patrons. 
 
    Joe readied himself, looking the man up and down, waiting for him to charge towards the bar, shove his head under one of the taps and pour frothing beer into his mouth. 
 
    Instead he ignored the bar completely, looking about the room frantically. His eyes scanned the haphazard range of objects, squinting through his eyelids as he ran his gaze over every orifice of the place like his life depended on it. 
 
    Letting out a slight grunt, like an animal sniffing around for its prey, the man stomped loudly into the centre of the bar and continued his search for… Whatever he was looking for. 
 
    ‘Hey, listen, buddy,’ Joe started. ‘I don’t want any trou-’ 
 
    ‘Hm!’ The man grunted loudly, holding up a finger and pulling a tight-lipped, glaring scowl at Joe. ‘Shut up. Shut the fuck up.’ 
 
    Joe did as he was told, inhaling deeply and stepping back away from the bar top. 
 
    The man tilted his head to the side suddenly, cocking his neck like a distracted dog. His eyes scanned the musty air as he listened. 
 
    In an instant he whipped his head around, focusing in on a particular location upon the wall. He hurried forwards to one of the booths, clambering up onto the table before running his hands over the objects before him; the end of a paddle from a rowing oar, a bike tire, a 30kph road sign… And an ancient, battered lockbox. 
 
    Despite having not interfered with most of the objects assorting the walls, Joe recalled the lockbox reasonably well. It was rusted beyond belief; the bronzed colors had merged with whatever original metal it had been composed of long ago. 
 
    The man grasped at the item and ripped it away from the wall effortlessly, bringing the bindings with it and taking out a chunk of plasterboard in the process. Some of the regular drunks were so fazed out that, by this point, they still hadn’t registered the strange man who was no in their midst; with the ripping of the lockbox away from its place, every head in the bar turned in his direction. 
 
    The man paid no mind to them, of course; only when thing was dwelling within his thoughts, and it was right in front of him. 
 
    He held the box delicately, looking down at it wistfully before muttering something in a language Joe had never heard before. Latin, maybe? But after finishing his phrase he smashed his fist through the lid of the lockbox, breaking the rusted metal as if he wasn’t even trying. 
 
    A blackened wisp of smoke flew from the object, rushing into the air before sinking to the ground nearby. Forming as he himself had done not so long ago, the smoke steadily solidified into something that turned Joe’s blood cold. It was the kind of sight that caused the glass that he had been scrubbing clean in an effort to save water to slip from his hand, the kind of sight that meant he didn’t even respond to the sound of it smashing against the ground. 
 
    The drunks in the bar made the first sounds he had heard many of them make in weeks aside from the quintessential grunt of get me another glass. Little did they know upon placing their previous orders that it would be their last. 
 
    ‘Now, my kin,’ Ascevious said longingly, patting the creature that had formed upon the head and looking about at the patrons and, of course, Joe himself. ‘I know you are so very hungry after such a long rest. As a reward, here is your feast.’ 
 
    Joe knew that there was no way he was going to make it to the door, and neither were his final few customers on his final shift. 
 
    He just hoped for a quick death. 
 
    As Elena would say, though, there was no point to any of this; it had occurred entirely by chance. Live by random choice, die by random choice. 
 
    Even if that choice is made by somebody else. 


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Thirteen 
 
    Lunch 
 
      
 
    ‘The choice has been made. You’re a master now.’ 
 
    ‘I wouldn’t exactly call myself a master.’ 
 
    ‘Why not?’ 
 
    ‘Because master suggests that I’m an expert at something.’ 
 
    ‘Well, you are an expert at something, I know that.’ 
 
    ‘Let’s be real, you did most of the work there.’ 
 
    ‘You pleasured me beyond belief. You did something right, believe me.’ 
 
    ‘But I’m not a master at… Hunting down goddesses. Or monsters.’ 
 
    ‘So what do we call you then?’ 
 
    ‘A… Hunter, I guess. That’s what we’re doing. I’m hunting goddesses and I’m hunting monsters. When I get really good at those things, we’ll call me a master.’ 
 
    ‘So what about the first thing? Do we call you… Sex master?’ 
 
    ‘That’s the lamest thing I’ve ever heard,’ James laughed. ‘Even though I do like the sound of it… You’re doing the goddess-flattery thing again, aren’t you?’ 
 
    ‘No!’ 
 
    ‘You can’t trick me anymore.’ 
 
    After returning through the dimensional crack to James’s apartment, the pair had showered off together and changed, Elena into her new clothes and James into a fresh pair from his closet. Even after she had drained him – literally and metaphorically – he found that he couldn’t keep his hands off her, even while they were washing down. Their lust had resulted in another fucking session against the tiles of his shower, her hands clasped in his as he pushed her against the wall and she wrapped her legs around him, forcing him to finish inside of her once again, which he had gladly obliged. 
 
    His desire for heat had changed too – despite overheating and begging for freezing temperatures just a short while ago, James had found himself desiring scolding warmth under the shower nozzle, something that Elena explained was natural considering the changes that he was going through. 
 
    ‘Haven’t you ever thought about living somewhere more pleasant, master?’ Elena asked, once they were dressed and back in the living room. 
 
    ‘All the time,’ James said, ‘but doing that means having a lot of money, which I don’t exactly have on hand right now. I’m a college student. Besides, this situation is a lot better than most of the other students at my college. My grandparents left me some money, my mom too, and in the eyes of most in this city this apartment is nice, believe me.’ 
 
    ‘You don’t need to make money to acquire a better domain. You could always just steal it, or kill the occupants of a home and claim it as your own, or…’ 
 
    James raised an eyebrow at Elena, signalling his curiosity at her suggestions. 
 
    ‘Are those not things you would be interested in?’ She said innocently, genuinely confused. 
 
    ‘Unfortunately not,’ James replied with a smile. ‘Yeah, if you do that stuff in this world you tend to get arrested. Or executed, if the thing you do is bad enough.’ 
 
    ‘But how would anyone know?’ 
 
    ‘If you do something illegal or wrong in this world in the 21st century, the government have a way of finding you. They’re pretty much watching everything that we do, all the time, even though a lot of people would call that crazy talk. You see this?’ He held up his phone. ‘Or that?’ He pointed at his computer. ‘They can hear us through these things.’ 
 
    ‘Then why do you have them?’ 
 
    ‘Because… They’re important. You can access most of the information in the world through them, you can talk to people on the other side of the planet, you can… Watch stuff.’ 
 
    ‘My word, technology certainly has come along considerably since my confinement.’ 
 
    ‘It seriously has. Nothing’s the same as it used to be… So what do we do now?’ 
 
    ‘Well, we won’t be able to find Ascevious until he makes himself known. I’ve no way of tracking him, unless one of these things of yours could hunt him down?’ 
 
    ‘It doesn’t exactly work like that.’ 
 
    ‘I see… Well, the only thing we can do is search for him ourselves. But what would help us is boosting our ranks. With my locating ability we should be able to track down the next of our goddesses.’ 
 
    ‘Just how many are there of these goddesses scattered about?’ 
 
    ‘The dimensional council was originally composed of thousands of goddesses from different dimensions. Many possess different values and codes, but all would be immensely grateful to the one who would free them from their cages.’ 
 
    Thousands, James thought. One’s been enough trouble to deal with, never mind more than that. But a bunch of smoking hot goddesses serving my every whim? What more could I want? 
 
    ‘Well let’s make start on finding them then.’ 
 
    James was intent on carrying the axe with him wherever they went – who knew what trouble they would run into? The problem was keeping it hidden. Hunting through the apartment for something appropriate, James found an old guitar carry-bag in the bottom of his closet. It was a bit of a stretch, but it just about pulled over the axe. 
 
    After another discussion about doing her best to act normal, James and Elena took to the streets once again, not entirely knowing what it was that they were looking for. 
 
    That, of course, didn’t matter too much to Elena – even if she was committed to finding the other goddesses and making sure that Ascevious didn’t end up destroying the world, she was also completely entranced by the sights and sounds of a world that had been 80 years in the making. 
 
    ‘This place is astonishing…’ She said, snuggling up to James’s arm and looking about at the buildings as they headed downtown. ‘How do you not spend your days staring up at everything?’ 
 
    ‘It’s like anything in life,’ he replied. ‘If you’re around it enough you eventually get used to it.’ 
 
    ‘This is true. So what do people in your day and age do for fun?’ 
 
    ‘They… watch and listen and tell stories. That black mirror in my apartment? That’s a television. You can watch moving pictures on it, any kind of story you can think of. Or what we just did, usually. Or they watch other people do it.’ 
 
    ‘You can watch other people fuck on the television?’ 
 
    ‘You don’t know the half of it. You can watch people do anything, pretty much.’ 
 
    ‘Now I see why the sights of such great structures is less than interesting to you.’ 
 
    ‘Yep. People are still assholes, though, don’t mistake that.’ 
 
    ‘Oh, I have no doubt about that. Like I said, when you can see into people on a regular basis you start to lose faith in them altogether. My kin used to say that the demons were not always like this, that we were once kind and gentle creatures, but with the ability to look into the hearts of humans we quickly became cynical about the world.’ 
 
    ‘That’s.,. Really depressing.’ 
 
    ‘Isn’t it?’ 
 
    ‘Yeah, although there are plenty of people who I would like you to take a look at so I can see what lurks inside of them.’ 
 
    ‘Pick and choose, master.’ 
 
    ‘I will, but not here. We’ll go to my college eventually and I’ll show you around.’ 
 
    ‘Wonderful. In the meantime I’m starving – has this world of yours got any more sugar nearby?’ 
 
    They stopped off at a diner as they continued to wander downtown, the thought of the next goddess somehow falling into the back of James’s mind as he set his eyes on a bacon-double and a mountain of fries that was set before him, while Elena looked as if her red eyes were going to come out again at the largest ice cream on the menu that she could order. 
 
    James went to start eating but stopped, analysing Elena for a moment. Her black hair was almost shimmering in the pale autumn light, her beautiful face looking inquisitively down at the ice cream. 
 
    ‘What?’ She smiled up at James. 
 
    ‘You do know how to use a spoon, right?’ He asked sceptically. 
 
    Elena giggled and shook her head, taking the long dessert spoon up in one hand, flicking it into the other in a perfect balancing act before digging into one of the scoops, taking up the most graceful of portions and slipping the cold metal between her luscious, full lips. She slid it back out, indulging in the flavour for a moment. 
 
    ‘How’s that for spoon-using-techniques?’ 
 
    ‘Sorry,’ James smiled picking up a few fries and putting them away greedily. ‘I just wonder what you do and don’t know.’ 
 
    ‘Well, before I was locked away I spent a lot of time among the high societies of the world. I’ve been in the presence of the French court during the renaissance, spent time in some of the raunchier parties that took place among high-up members of government, and so forth. I know how to conduct myself like a lady and how to carry myself around gentlemen.’ 
 
    ‘You were in the high courts?’ 
 
    ‘Of course. The people from my world enjoy possessing power over humans, but indulging our more hedonistic desires is our main pastime. Where else to find that than amongst the rich of the world?’ 
 
    ‘Humans are hedonistic too. The problem is most of them don’t when to stop.’ 
 
    ‘Neither does a goddess. We just don’t suffer the effects. And pretty soon, neither will you.’ 
 
    James shook his head at the thought, a little worried about the repercussions. But that worry was vastly outweighed by the potential upsides of the future that awaited him. If he were to have a harem of sexy goddesses running around after him, what did that make him? Goddess hunter, goddess master… King of the goddesses? 
 
    He liked the sound of every one of them. 
 
    Taking a bite of his burger, he realised the insatiable hunger that he had been trying to fight off for the last few hours. Maybe it was the new power that his body had taken on, but upon finishing it in only a few minutes he felt like he could have another one. 
 
    Elena was the same. She had put the oversized dessert away in just a minute more, with more than a few heads in the moderately busy diner having turned their way at the speed at which they were finishing their meals. 
 
    ‘That’s your powers at work,’ she said, nodding at his empty plate. ‘With your human body adjusting to your steadily growing repertoire of abilities, you’ll need to have enough energy to fuel everything that you want to do.’ 
 
    ‘Hey, if it means I get to eat more and keep a body like this, I’m all for it.’ 
 
    ‘So…’ Elena said slowly. ‘Feel like another?’ 
 
    ‘I thought you were gonna judge me for saying that.’ 
 
    James signalled over to the waitress who returned to them a moment later. He was a second away from ordering the same again when Elena’s eyes flared red, her hand reaching out, her fingers clasping tightly around James’s arm. 
 
    ‘Wait!’ She said sharply, her eyes scanning the room hurriedly. 
 
    James frowned at her but she took no notice. He glanced up at the waitress, who was looking at them both with a raised eyebrow, slightly worried. 
 
    ‘Sorry,’ James said, bringing a finger to his temple and spinning it around. ‘My cousin. She’s just a bit… Y’know…’ 
 
    Before James could finish forming whatever excuse he was trying to come up with, Elena pulled her hand away and slipped out of her seat in the booth, taking off for the door, leaving James and the waitress pulling the exact same look of confusion in her direction. 
 
    The waitress glanced at James. 
 
    ‘So… You gonna go after her?’ 
 
    ‘Sometimes I think my life would be easier if I just let her wander off,’ James said flatly, shaking his head. Scrambling for some money, James slapped it down on the table and thanked the waitress, hurrying towards the door. 
 
    Rushing out onto the street, James frantically searched for his goddess amongst taxis and pedestrians. Finally he spotted her across the street, looking into the lobby of a twenty-story office building. 
 
    Dodging cabs and honking cars across three lanes, he headed up to her side. 
 
    ‘What the hell are you doing?’ 
 
    ‘Wait…’ Elena said insistently, listening for something. ‘She’s here.’ 
 
    ‘Who?’ 
 
    ‘The next goddess. She’s somewhere nearby… In there.’ 
 
    James looked into the lobby of the cold, metallic building. It was moving towards late afternoon and the 9-5 workers were beginning to vacate the various premises downtown, save for the few late night financial analysts and security guards. 
 
    ‘You’re serious? In the lobby?’ 
 
    ‘Not here… It’s like she’s in this area but far away…’ 
 
    They both looked at each other momentarily before turning their heads back to look up. The grey and black exterior of the building towered over them like a god in its own right, a monolith peering down upon everyone. 
 
    ‘That’s why she seems far away,’ James said. ‘She’s somewhere up there.’ 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Fourteen 
 
    The Break-In 
 
      
 
    ‘You’ve gotta be kidding me, right?’ 
 
    ‘No, why?’ 
 
    Half an hour of deliberating and discussion later and James and Elena were stood outside the neighbouring office block to the building where his second goddess resided. Having googled the address and finding it belonging to Wyatt and Simmons, a prestigious financial firm with a Controversies section on their Wikipedia profile long enough to make anyone blush, James figured that trying to break in through the front door would probably result in the pair of them being shipped off to a Supermax prison or, on the more likely side, shot in sight by the plethora of security guards lurking in the lobby. 
 
    The alternative that Elena had suggested was a little more creative. 
 
    ‘You said yourself that this building had less security, if any. It’s simple – we get to the roof which should be quite easy, and then I fly us across to there. We smash through the window and we’re inside.’ 
 
    ‘I can’t… Even begin to list the stuff that doesn’t work with this plan. Stealing the freaking axe was bad enough, but this is insane.’ 
 
    ‘At least I’m telling you about the plan this time. 
 
    ‘You’re only doing that because I’m your master. You have to.’ 
 
    ‘True.’ 
 
    ‘Okay, well if I’m your master I’ll make the decision, and my decision is no this is a goddamn terrible idea.’ 
 
    ‘Then you need to suggest an alternative. As the goddess master you have control over the goddesses, but it is also your responsibility to lead us properly. There are about to be three of us in this group, and Ascevious is making moves to enslave your race as we speak. He is choosing, and now you have to do the same.’ 
 
    James looked between the two buildings once again, trying to resist putting his hands on his hips and thinking back to his dad, a few hundred miles away. 
 
    His father had grown up in poverty more abstract than most people knew in the western world, and having made more than a few mistakes himself in his younger years he had always tried to get James to do the right thing. No drugs, drinking in moderation, making careful decisions – all of the things that a responsible parent who wanted their son to be better than they had been would enforce. 
 
    Now James was trying to cope with the souls of two gods lurking within him, and a demon goddess from another dimension who was trying to convince him to risk his life to save another goddess. 
 
    But as Elena had reminded him, he had made the choice, and he would need to walk the path. 
 
    Go running through the lobby and get myself shot, jump off a building on the back of a flying goddess and hope that she sticks the landing, or leave it a few days until Ascevious unlocks all of his minions and gets the upper hand, after which he’ll probably succeed in enslaving the entire human race from what Elena has told me. 
 
    James sighed deeply, knowing that he was screwed for a decision either way. 
 
    ‘Well, as much as I hate every single possible option that I have available right now, flying from that building to our target is probably the only one that doesn’t result in my definitely dying. Only probably dying.’ 
 
    ‘What do you mean probably? We’re going to be fine. Besides, in the unlikely event that I did drop you, your newfound strength would keep you safe.’ 
 
    ‘Seriously?’ 
 
    ‘I’m going to say yes, but that word ‘probably’ is now starting to sound a lot better. You’ll probably be okay. You might break your squishy human legs… Master.’ 
 
    James shook his head, realising that there was no other way around this whole situation. 
 
    Besides, the jump wasn’t that far… Was it? 
 
    *** 
 
    Twenty minutes later and they had made their way through the neighbouring office block, and after a little creative rerouting James and hid goddess had arrived on the roof. Elena took no time to strip herself down, something James was still getting used to in public, in order to fully stretch her wings out. 
 
    Darkness had already fallen, and the only semblance of light that remained was from the streetlights below, grasping up desperately in an attempt to have their shine spread to the darkened, hidden rooftops that were out of reach. Seeing her with her full wingspan arced to her sides sent him back hours before, back when she had fucked him senseless, riding him from above in all her glory. 
 
    Now James just had to hope that those wings of hers actually worked. 
 
    ‘So how do we do this?’ He asked, his stomach already doing somersaults. 
 
    ‘Hold on to me as we cross, and once we reach it we’re going to have to smash our way in. We can try and do it with brute force, but the glass looks thick.’ 
 
    ‘I guess it’s gonna have to be the axe, then,’ James replied, removing it from its case. It had only been a few hours since he had used it to defeat the embris, but holding it again just felt… Right. There was an implied strength to the thing, something primal and brilliant that he loved about it. 
 
    ‘You ready?’ 
 
    ‘As I’ll ever be.’ 
 
    They crossed to the edge, Elena stepping up onto the safety wall without a second thought while James measured his footstep carefully. 
 
    Kill a mythical creature; easy. Risk falling to my death; I’ve never been more afraid. 
 
    He had already accomplished that crazy jump during the fight with the embris, but the kind of distance that lay ahead of James was much farther – and at this point he didn’t even know that he could rely on his powers to not flake out instantaneously.  
 
    He didn’t care about heights, but that was usually only because there was always a guard between him and whatever huge fall laid ahead. 
 
    Now there was nothing. 
 
    He took a deep breath and stepped up, keeping a hold on to Elena’s arm. 
 
    ‘Who’s really the master here?’ James asked, laughing nervously. 
 
    ‘Not a question you want to be asking right now,’ Elena said before wrapping her arms around him and leaping off from the edge. 
 
    No warning. No second guessing. James found his feet scrambling for a non-existent platform beneath him, but in a way was glad that he hadn’t found one; doing so would mean he had hit the ground. 
 
    ‘Now would be a good time!’ 
 
    James looked over to the incoming blackened windows, his eyes going wide. He scrambled for the axe, swinging it back and striking the eleventh floor glass with the edge of the blade. 
 
    Half of him expected it to bounce right off considering this stuff was made not to break, but it broke away in a moment, the axe slicing through it like butter. 
 
    Elena pushed onwards, the pair of them hurtling into the dark, warm innards of the building, into the belly of the beast where the next prize awaited. 
 
    Collecting himself, James quickly noticed the blaring alarm in the background. Security would be on their way in no time. 
 
    ‘We need to get moving now,’ he insisted, turning to Elena. ‘Can you find her?’ 
 
    His goddess paused, looking about, her silhouette twitching slightly as she searched for the goddess’s presence. 
 
    ‘Up,’ she said. ‘We need to go up.’ 
 
    ‘Guards will be taking the elevator, so we’ll take the stairs.’ 
 
    Hurrying between desk cubicles and past water coolers, they found the lit stairwell and pushed through the fire doors into it. Elena moved ahead of him, impossibly fast, but James found the same strength that he had experienced in the forest in her dimension now coursing through him. He could take the stairs three at a time with little effort, rushing from floor to floor with only the slightest breath. 
 
    Energy filled him; aside from finishing inside of Elena, it was one of the greatest feelings he had ever experienced, and more felt as if it was trying to push its way out of him until- 
 
    ‘Here!’ 
 
    His goddess barged through the door on the 19th floor. James barely had time to register the fact that they had ascended 8 floors in what seemed like seconds until he saw the huge number stamped on the wall of the stairwell. 
 
    Moving through the door they found themselves greeted by an entirely different layout; a single corridor, much more high-fashion and chrome than the open office they had originally arrived in, stretched before them. 
 
    James followed Elena promptly as she moved from door to door, shaking her head with each that they passed. James caught sight of the names and titles on each door, quickly realising that they belonged to the most dangerous people in the building, even more dangerous than the security guards with guns who were no doubt on their way to find he and Elena at that very moment. 
 
    They belonged to the executives and the directors, the ones who ran everything. The guards might pull the trigger, but it was them who ordered it to be pulled in the first place. 
 
    And where else would Elena lead James to, but- 
 
    ‘Here.’ 
 
    They stopped at the end of the corridor, right before the hardwood door with the words Jordan Axley – Chief Executive Officer. 
 
    ‘In there.’ 
 
    ‘Of course it’s in there,’ James muttered to himself. In the background the alarm still sounded faintly. 
 
    James considered his options, but like everything that had happened so far he reconciled himself to the fact that they had come this far – what had to be done had to be done, and with the energy piling in his veins he suddenly found himself bounding forward, raising his leg and bringing the heel of his boot against the locked door. It splintered off the hinges, the pure strength lurking within his body sending it flying. 
 
    Wait… Did I just do that? Or was that… 
 
    For a moment it had felt as if something else within him had forced him forwards, had controlled his body and moved his limbs without any of his input. 
 
    ‘An impressive move,’ Elena said, briefly taken aback for a moment almost as much as James himself. She headed inside, glancing over her shoulder at him as he stood outside the door. ‘You coming or not?’ 
 
    ‘I… Yeah…’ He said quickly, shaking his head free of the thought, reminding himself that he had already killed a monster with this strength and pushing on into the room. ‘Where is this thing?’ 
 
    The room was lavish, minimally decorated with expensive, strangely-shaped furniture, including a desk that was far too big for its own good. The view from the window was magnificent, looking out over the lights of the bustling city below. 
 
    ‘This would be a fantastic place to fuck…’ Elena said, becoming just as distracted as James had been by the view for a moment before her head jolted to the side. ‘It’s here somewhere…’ 
 
    ‘It’ll stand out,’ James thought out loud. ‘There’s no way it can be a modern object if the goddesses were imprisoned that long ago.’ 
 
    James wandered about the office, looking carefully but paradoxically quickly, that constant ringing sound reminding him every second that they had a limited amount of time. 
 
    And then he saw it. 
 
    The horn was suspended on two perfectly vertical Y-shaped sticks, the peaks of the letter holding the object in place. It was perfectly curved, tinged brown, and sitting right on the edge of the oversized desk. 
 
    A fancy-looking artefact set up as nothing but a pretty piece of décor on some alpha-CEO’s work table, that just so happened to have a goddess living inside of it. 
 
    James took it up in his hands carefully, as if it were a bubble that would pop at any moment. Elena appeared by his side, looking down at it. 
 
    ‘How am I supposed to open this?’ James asked. ‘With the gem it could crack, but with this thing… If I break it too badly it’ll destroy the dimension but she’ll come rushing out…’ 
 
    But I don’t want to destroy the dimension inside… There’s another world in there, no matter how small. 
 
    Still, the alarm continued to ring. 
 
    James brought his finger carefully to the hole at the end, knowing that he needed to carefully manage his newfound strength now more than ever. 
 
    The wood was pliant, steadily giving under the increasing pressure he placed upon it, until- 
 
    Snap. 
 
    The wood broke, cracking down the middle several inches but keeping the object intact. 
 
    Elena and James glanced at each other in darkness of the office. 
 
    ‘What else do you think we can tr-’ 
 
    Even in the dim light of the office the blue smoke exploded out brilliantly, spinning around the ceiling so quickly that it seemed like a small tornado would break out at any moment. 
 
    James dropped the horn to the ground in shock, he and Elena stumbling back as the smoke finally began to form into a solid shape, just as his first goddess had done upon her escape from the gemstone. 
 
    Now, the second appeared before his very eyes. 
 
    She was crouching down, knees bent, both of her hands clasped flat on the floor. For a moment she did nothing but remain there, breathing deeply. 
 
    They both watched with curiosity as the goddess stood, turning to face the pair of them. James found himself face to face with an absurdly sexy girl who appeared to be in her early twenties. Her wavy, shoulder-length auburn hair that surrounded her beautiful, sun-kissed face was obscured only by a pair of furry cat ears that seemed to protrude from the top of her head, twitching slightly as she surveyed James. Another limb seemed to stretch out from her behind her in the darkness, but upon closer inspection who saw the handle of a long samurai sword, holstered and held over her body. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Fifteen 
 
    Conference with the Gods 
 
      
 
    The cat-goddess dived at them, screeching out as she crashed into Elena. 
 
    They smashed into the wall, James leaping out of the way as they grasped at each other’s arms, the cat girl delivering a sharp scratch with her clawed fingernails and hissing wildly. Elena’s cheek ran red with blood before the wound slowly began to heal, but there was no time to watch any more take place. Elena threw herself forward with a roaring rage, her wings propelling her on as she took hold of the new goddess and smashed the pair of them into the CEO’s desk, splintering it to pieces as if it was nothing but a toothpick. 
 
    Another round of shrieking and sparring began as the two goddesses scrambled about on the floor, and in the midst of their warring sounds James heard something else beyond the alarm. 
 
    The shouting of male voices, and footsteps accompanying them. 
 
    Leaving the girls while he decided what the hell to do with them, he dashed to the door of the office and looked out into the hallway. The noises grew louder. 
 
    The security guards had found them. 
 
    ‘Oh, shit…’ James said, looking over his shoulder and back into the room. Energy had filled him previously but there had been few obstacles except for a door in his path. Now he had a team of armed security guards running in his direction and two goddesses beating each other senseless in the other. 
 
    There was no way Elena would be able to seduce these guys; they were professionals, and the fact that she was otherwise preoccupied in a fight with a cat-goddess right now didn’t exactly help. 
 
    Something had to give – and it was himself. 
 
    Choose. 
 
    James returned to the office, slamming the door shut behind him. 
 
    ‘Cut the bullshit!’ He yelled, his voice roaring vigorously through the room. The sound, the words themselves, neither of them felt like his own. To him it didn’t matter, though – Elena and the cat-goddess separated, rolling off of each other, both with shocked expressions on their faces. 
 
    James tried to hold frame in front of the girls, but the sound of the door at the end of the corridor crashing open threw him completely off. 
 
    Escaping was the only thing that mattered now. 
 
    ‘They’re coming,’ he said loudly, taking up his axe and rushing to the window. ‘We have to get the fuck out of here now.’ 
 
    ‘She’s crazy!’ Elena shouted back. ‘How are we supposed to keep control of her?.’ 
 
    James brought up his axe and struck the glass, smashing another pane completely. 
 
    ‘I don’t care. I’m your master and I’m saying get us back to that building.’ 
 
    ‘I can’t carry two of you!’ 
 
    ‘Looks like we’re just gonna have to fall carefully, then.’ 
 
    James moved to the cat-goddess, taking her in his arms. She was weary, but much she seemed enraptured by him in a kind of trance. Holding her steady in his arms, he clung to Elena. 
 
    ‘As you command,’ she said, evidently biting her tongue. 
 
    The three of them grouped together, hugging messily, even begrudgingly. 
 
    But it was this or die. 
 
    Just as Elena leapt from the ledge, bursting out into the night, the office door flew open. Bullets started flying straight at them, ricocheting off the walls and smashing more glass, some even cutting through the air and flying out into the night to land somewhere in the darkness of the city. 
 
    For the second time that night James found himself flying through the air, but this time with another girl in tow. 
 
    ‘Let… Go of me!’ 
 
    The cat-goddess’s fought hard against the grip of Elena and James, even a hundred yards up in the air, as she spoke her first coherent words. 
 
    ‘You’re not going anywhere!’ James yelled, fighting to keep a hold of her. 
 
    ‘Just let her go!’ Elena shouted, her wings struggling to bring them back down to the first building as she strained herself. 
 
    ‘Are you kidding me? She’ll die!’ 
 
    ‘No, she won’t.’ 
 
    James was caught in confusion at the implications of her words, and with the slightest relaxation in his grip the cat-goddess broke free. 
 
    ‘No!’ 
 
    She leaped  from the two of them, leveraging their bodyweight against them as her silhouette hurtled through the night, the city lights behind her making her look like something out of a fairy-tale. 
 
    But Elena was right. 
 
    The new goddess had calculated her jump perfectly, landing upon the rooftop with a bend of her legs and pouncing forward. The drop was still steep, requiring her to roll into the fall, but as James and Elena touched down on the roof they found her to be unharmed. 
 
    ‘You’re… You’re all right,’ James panted in disbelief, even though there were plenty of other things that he didn’t have to believe in right now. 
 
    Bang. 
 
    A bullet struck the rooftop nearby. Whatever grief the girls had between them that James was still unaware of could wait; all three of them sprinted for the edge of the roof. 
 
    James and Elena took a winged drop to the alleyway below while the cat goddess leaped down, pouncing from ledge to ledge before landing deftly on the concrete beside them. 
 
    *** 
 
    James wasn’t exactly familiar with the back alleys of the city, even those near his apartment, but when desperation hits and adrenaline speaks a person’s mind will do almost anything to get them out of a situation, and this was no different. With his increased speed, and Elena’s half-naked form in tow, they scrambled through alleys and down side passages between buildings until they finally reached his apartment. 
 
    He had to think fast about how to get his new goddess to follow him, but to James’s surprise she followed him with total dedication – just like a cat would. 
 
    It was a miracle that he didn’t run into anybody from his building in the process, and scrambling back into the apartment felt almost surreal; there was no part of him that expected any part of the past hour to have succeeded, especially considering the goddess they had decided to save seemed insistent against being saved. 
 
    But the moment they arrived back at the apartment, the cat girl turned against the both of them. 
 
    That had been five minutes ago. 
 
    ‘So what the hell do we do now?’ James asked. 
 
    ‘This is indeed problematic…’ Elena replied, crossing her arms and looking towards the ceiling with James. 
 
    Atop his kitchen cabinets they could just about make out the occasionally shuffling shadow of his new cat-goddess. Her twitching ears peeked out over the top of the cupboards, indicating that she was in fact watching them, but the moment the bright green pools that surrounded her irises appeared, watching and careful, she retreated back into a safer spot. 
 
    ‘Seriously, how the hell are we supposed to get her down from there?’ 
 
    ‘We must communicate with her in some way.’ 
 
    ‘How did you know she would land on her feet?’ 
 
    ‘She’s a cat-goddess. That is one of your expressions about cats, no?’ 
 
    ‘You’ve got me there. Well she doesn’t seem up for talking… A cat dimension,’ James mused, drumming his fingers against his chin. ‘So you loved sugar because of the taste… Do other goddesses not need to eat either?’ 
 
    ‘Like I said, none of them do. But we all have preferences over taste.’ 
 
    ‘I wonder… Could it really be that simple?’ 
 
    James crossed to the refrigerator, hearing her scramble about on top of the cabinets as he moved into her territory. There was no cream lurking in there and even if it was it would have gone mouldy a while back. 
 
    But there was still half a carton of milk that hadn’t quite yet expired. 
 
    A minute later it was pooled in a dessert bowl on the border where his kitchen turned into his living room, just a few feet from he and Elena. 
 
    ‘Do you really think this will work?’ Elena asked. 
 
    ‘Unless you’ve got any better ideas.’ 
 
    ‘Unfortunately not.’ 
 
    ‘Well this is the best that I’ve got.’ 
 
    They watched the goddess slink along the cabinets, her head finally peaking out from the left side for longer than she had done before. 
 
    ‘Don’t make any sudden movements,’ James said, as Elena froze up next to him. ‘We don’t wanna scare her off.’ 
 
    They waited for thirty seconds, a minute, as she continued to peak down… When, finally, she moved forwards and began to crawl down the wall – literally. She may as well have had suction cups on her limbs like some cartoon thief, because she was moving down the wall effortlessly until she reached the floor. 
 
    Her eyes sharply flitting between the two of them and the bowl of milk. She crawled steadily towards the bowl at their feet before lowering her head and sliding her tongue out from between her lips to test the milk. 
 
    Could it really be this easy? James thought. We’ve got her trust… But how the hell do we get her to talk? 
 
    She lapped at the milk tentatively at first before becoming steadily more enthusiastic. She eventually slurped and drank violently at it, before bringing her hands forward and tipping the bowl back, emptying it into her mouth entirely down to the last drop. 
 
    James and Elena shared a look as their new companion set the bowl down and fell onto her back, taking a deep, human sigh of relief and pleasure. 
 
    ‘Are we supposed to tickle her belly, or something?’ James asked, thinking about how stupid the words sounded until another a voice joined the mix. ‘I’m just cautious that she might stab me to death with that sword of hers…’ 
 
    ‘I’m not into that.’ 
 
    The voice was sultry with the hint of an accent that James would consider to be European, although it was much more playful than Elena’s. Suddenly the cat-goddess leapt up onto two feet and gave her head a quick shake, smiling at James. 
 
    ‘Sorry about that,’ she said. ‘I get a little cranky when I haven’t had anything to eat.’ 
 
    ‘I… That’s okay,’ James said, not knowing how to begin. 
 
    ‘I’ve been trapped in that damned dimension for years with nothing but a freaking jungle gym… Oh lord, another!’ The cat-goddess leaped forward to Elena, wrapping her arms around her in a tight embrace as if nothing had happened. ‘After I was trapped I thought I’d never see another one of my kind, but here we are…. And you are?’ 
 
    She returned her view to James. 
 
    One minute she’s clinging to me, the next… I hope she isn’t as bad as Elena… 
 
    ‘I’m…’ 
 
    ‘He’s James Torrance,’ Elena cut over him, ‘first of his name, holder of the souls of the Goddess Masters, and the one responsible for your release.’ 
 
    The cat goddess’s eyes went suddenly wide. She took a low curtsy, bowing her head as far as her neck would allow, before leaping forward once again and giving James a tight hug. She was barely covered, but she had about as much shame as Elena did considering her attire. 
 
    Looks like all goddesses are cool with walking around in their underwear, James thought. Not that I’m complaining. 
 
    ‘Arifa of the Eastern Wilds,’ she announced. ‘I hail from the cat dimension, and am responsible for correspondence and agreements between my world and the consortium of goddesses upon your world. As the new goddess master I am obliged to serve you.’ 
 
    ‘Right…’ James nodded, still getting used to the idea of being served. ‘We’ve got way more to explain to you than I can even figure out right now, but-’ 
 
    ‘There’s only one thing that needs to be figured out right now,’ she interrupted, ‘Ascevious. Let’s find that bastard and put him in his fucking grave.’ 
 
    ‘She’s got a hell of a mouth on her,’ James smiled, ‘Wait… Arifa… what year do you think it is?’ 
 
    ‘Why, 1942, of course.’ She slinked past James and into the apartment, moving lightly on two feet across the back of the couch before dropping down. ‘The décor has certainly changed considerably in the last few years, I’ll say. I didn’t realise how quickly fashions moved on your world…’ 
 
    ‘Uhh…’ James started. ‘Arifa, I’ve got some bad news for you.’ 
 
    *** 
 
    ‘James released me, and then we released you.’ 
 
    ‘And Alerian’s dead?’ 
 
    ‘Yes. And it’s only a matter of time before Ascevious unleashes his creatures and minions upon the world. We can’t let that happen.’ 
 
    ‘But there are only three of us!’ 
 
    ‘I know that,’ James said. ‘Trust me, I’m blissfully aware of that fact. But we’re the only ones who can do anything about it. The more goddesses we unlock from their cages, the better chance we have at stopping him.’ 
 
    Arifa nodded, her ears twitching a little as she snuggled into the corner of the couch, looking cosier than anything James had ever seen. 
 
    ‘When we formed the consortium we swore to do anything to protect this world that we were using as our in-between trading post. It is our duty… But I must sleep.’ 
 
    ‘We tell you that the world could end at the hands of some enslaving asshole and you wanna go to sleep?’ 
 
    James had been apprehensive this far, but all of a sudden an anger within him twitched and broke free. 
 
    ‘Yes… Master,’ Arifa said politely. ‘I do not require food to remain alive, but without the pleasures of milk and cream I become… Well, exactly what you just saw. Without our heads in the right place we cannot hope to defeat a fly, never mind one of the most powerful entities in your world. The hour is late, and I suggest we all get some rest.’ 
 
    ‘It may be a good idea,’ Elena suggested. ‘We have had a long few days, and you have taken on considerable power. You should rest your physical form. We all should.’ 
 
    James clenched his teeth, nodding. ‘Yeah… Yeah you’re probably right. You girls get into bed, I’m gonna go out.’ 
 
    ‘Master?’ Arifa said over her shoulder. ‘Where are you going?’ 
 
    ‘I’m just gonna get some food for us. Milk and candy,’ he smiled. 
 
    He would, but that wasn’t the main reason that he was leaving. His calm tone had been forced. The girls had done nothing to anger him, but the same energy he had felt in the offices, chasing down Arifa, running through the streets… That same energy was bursting up inside of him relentlessly. 
 
    The fire within was burning up again. 
 
    ‘If somebody knocks, don’t open it,’ James said lastly. ‘Go for the window.’ 
 
    Grabbing his keys and his wallet, James hurried out, locking the door behind him and hurrying up the stairs to the roof. He bounded out through the fire escape, the cold air doing nothing once again to stop the heat within him from simmering down. 
 
    He panted against the air, his breath escaping him in huge clouds rather than traditional wisps that everybody was used to in winter. His fingers twitched and his shoulders shook, but not with the frost that would begin to settle itself down on the city in the next few hours. 
 
    No, this was something else. 
 
    Run. 
 
    Was that his own thought or somebody else’s? A single, primal word. An instruction. But he couldn’t form a coherent thought. 
 
    He did as he was told. 
 
    His building was seven stories, and the only form of protection from dropping off the edge and into oblivion was a three-foot high brick wall with no ledge on the other side, much like the one that he and Elena had flown from just a few hours ago. 
 
    He thought back to the moment on the roof with Elena and the fear that had been coursing through his veins, even with the promise of the smoking hot winged-goddess that was getting him semi-safely to the other side. 
 
    Now, though, he had no wings. There was no way for him to command the air. 
 
    But the fear had gone completely. 
 
    As he sprinted faster and faster across the rooftop, blood pumping like an engine under the hood of his mind, an instinctive feeling of fear tried to force its way in, but it was quickly cut down by whatever he was pushing him on. 
 
    Ten yards. 
 
    Five yards. 
 
    One yard. 
 
    Ledge. 
 
    And… 
 
    A greedy, animalistic inhale of air rushed into his lungs, and a smile spread over his face, eyes focused and desirous. 
 
    Another two story’s worth of height was put between himself and his building. Hundreds of feet in the air, and hurtling forwards fast. 
 
    ‘Holy shit…’ 
 
    There was no fear, only an exhilaration and a sensation of genuine life striking him hard in the face. 
 
    The building neighbouring his own was separated by a small side-street with trees lining the sidewalks. A twenty-yard gap at the least from ledge to ledge. 
 
    At the halfway point, as his jump began to quickly reach its peak, he felt another flicker of fear attempt to surface, but in a second he was fast approaching the next rooftop. James descended and landed safely, bending his knees messily and stumbling as he landed on the gravelled surface. 
 
    He turned and stared back at his building from across the street, slapping himself in the face a few times to make sure that he could feel it, to make sure that he was in fact still alive. Increased strength from his abilities meant the hit struck him hard, but increased durability meant he hardly felt it. 
 
    If it were somebody else’s face they would probably have been knocked out. 
 
    Scanning the exterior of the building he found the window to his apartment. A warm light emitted from the glass and beneath the bottom of the roman blinds he could see shuffling on his bed as one or both of his goddesses settled into his bed. 
 
    They were safe, these two women that he hardly knew, and there was something comforting in his mind to be said for that, but regardless of how loyal they claimed to be and how unfeasibly hot they both were, his mind was focused upon himself, or whatever force within was pressing him onwards to… Wherever. 
 
    How the hell did I make that jump? 
 
    But the logic of it didn’t matter to him right now. Goddesses and Goddess Masters, interdimensional monsters and the powers that were growing within him… All he wanted to do was run. 
 
    Move. 
 
    He had never been good at long jump as a kid. He had the legs for it, but had always chickened out at the last second when the time to leap finally came. James didn’t know what he was so afraid of, but no matter how many times he tried there was always a final moment of hesitation. 
 
    Not that that could even compare to what he was doing right now, becoming a part of the elevated bright lights of the city as the night life began to awaken. But as he dashed towards the edge of this new rooftop, he had the same feeling again, the same feeling that he had had the first time he had jumped just seconds ago. 
 
    James ignored it… Or something within him did. 
 
    He hurtled through the air again, looking down with power and exhilaration on the cars moving by in the streets and the drunken friends stumbling from bar to bar. Another rooftop, higher now. He didn’t feel out of breath or worn in the slightest. 
 
    He didn’t move atop the city – it moved beneath him, the world spinning at his command as he commanded its motions, landing and running and jumping as if he were playing leapfrog in a jungle gym. 
 
    Jesus… How far have I gone? 
 
    Now he was way uptown, ignoring inhibitions that told him to stop and get his bearings. From the streets he wouldn’t know where he was, but up here it was even worse. His surroundings had turned into a maze of construction-block buildings that were entirely indistinguishable from each other. 
 
    But there was no sense in stopping now. James felt more filled with ferocious power than he had in his entire life. 
 
    Then came the biggest jump yet – thirty yards with a drop as big as that of the one earlier that he had flown across with Elena and back with her and Arifa. 
 
    That had been just hours ago when he had been terrified about falling to his death even with the help of his winged goddess. 
 
    Now he was planning on clearing that kind of gap on his own, and no fear in the slightest was present in his mind. 
 
    He measured it in seconds and set off at a jog, breaking into a sprint, hitting the ledge and taking it without hesitation. 
 
    ‘Feels pretty good, doesn’t it?’ 
 
    James’s eyes went wide just as he reached the peak of his jump. 
 
    That wasn’t his voice. 
 
    The shock of the intrusive, gruff words in his head sent his concentration entirely off-balance. The street below moved towards him too quickly, and he dropped out of the air. 
 
    Lunging forward desperately, James grabbed hold of a sixth-floor fire escape, four stories down from the rooftop he intended to land upon, and slammed into the metal railing hard. A brutal, wrenching pain ran through his ribs, and his eyes clenched as he heard the loud crack inside his torso. 
 
    At least one of his ribs had broken. 
 
    Gasping for air as the ringing, metallic sound caused by the impact twanged through his ears and steadily quietened, James pulled himself up onto the fire escape platform, clutching with shaking hands. 
 
    Suddenly the lights inside the darkened apartment window giving onto the fire escape flicked on. A dog barked viciously, and footsteps moved quickly within. 
 
    ‘Shit…’ James grunted, clutching the railing and keeping one hand at his ribs as he pulled himself up and onto the steps. He hurried upwards, his heavy, booted footsteps clanging against the metal as he raced feverishly to the higher stories, every step sending bursts of pain through his torso until he reached the roof. 
 
    He hopped over the brick guardrail, rolling onto the floor and laying on his back on the cold concrete of the roof, panting against the night air as he held his painful ribcage. 
 
    ‘Oh, god…’ He groaned, exhaling sharply with pain and clenching his eyes shut. After calming himself, James pushed himself up from the ground and sat on the brickwork, peeling up his shirt to see the cut, purple-red mess that had come about just below his pulsing pectoral muscle on his left side. At least one rib was broken, that he could tell just by the sensation of it. 
 
    ‘Okay, maybe that doesn’t feel pretty good.’ 
 
    James jumped forward again, looking about rapidly. 
 
    ‘Who… Who is that?’ He asked in panic. ‘Are you another goddess speaking through my thoughts?’ 
 
    ‘Do I sound like a freaking goddess to you, kid?’ 
 
    The voice had a point. Gruff and manly, but with a confidence that made him easy to listen to. 
 
    ‘I really hope not.’ 
 
    ‘Well, you’d be right.’ 
 
    ‘So… What are you?’ 
 
    ‘An intelligent person would be able to join the dots together, don’t you think? Our mutual friend Elena could speak to you through your thoughts, so who do you think I may be?’ 
 
    James cast his mind back quickly, trying to think clearly through the nagging, terrible pain in his side. 
 
    Elena is his mutual friend, James thought. A man… Wait… The souls of Alerian and Ascevious are lurking inside of me. Which means… 
 
    ‘It’s me,’ the voice said. ‘Alerian. Part of me, anyway. Nice to finally speak to you. I must say that I’ve been having an interesting time watching all of the things that you’ve been getting up to.’ 
 
    ‘The things I’ve been getting up to?’ James repeated. ‘Wait, you didn’t… You weren’t looking when me and Elena…’ 
 
    ‘Oh, no, definitely not. That’s disgusting. I don’t think about the goddesses in such a way. Your adventures over the past few days, on the other hand, have proved most intriguing.’ 
 
    ‘Wait, how am I supposed to know that it’s you I’m talking to? I’ve never met you before. As far as I know I could be talking to Ascevious right now.’ 
 
    ‘You are talking to him. He’s just not saying anything. He prefers to soak up information, let other people do the talking so he can use it against them.’ 
 
    Silence… James’s hands shook at the thought of Ascevious, listening intently… Then… 
 
    A cackling, grating, choked laugh sounded inside James’s mind. He had quickly gotten used to the idea of Elena speaking to him through his thoughts when she had been trapped inside of her dimension, but this ignited another feeling entirely, a sensation that he knew he would never adjust to. 
 
    His psychology professor in high school had once tried to warn him about the dangers of smoking weed by playing a YouTube video that imitated the symptoms of schizophrenia – auditory and visual hallucinations, with whispering, mocking voices in the background and images in the foreground distorting and twisting horribly. 
 
    The idea hit again that all of this was an impressively structured schizophrenic episode, but the problem with that was that hallucinations were, well, hallucinations – you believed that they were real. 
 
    James was questioning all of this, and questioning it even more so when the palms of both of his hands began to glow, one a warm yellow color and the other a dark, scheming purple. 
 
    The laugh continued as his hands proceeded to glow more and more, the light eventually spilling in streams, two pieces of rope their respective colors moving before him until they found spots just a few yards from him upon the concrete. The ends of the light ropes poured onto the ground, and steadily two figures began to appear. 
 
    The forms of Alerian and Ascevious stood before James, attired in the archaic wear they had been sporting since arriving on Earth. James had never met either of them before, but he knew who they both were. 
 
    James kept his hands in place carefully, glancing between his palms and his new acquaintances, who both stood watching him, Alerian with a serious expression and Ascevious with a quiet smirk. 
 
    Testing the streams of light, James slowly lowered his hands to his sides. Nothing happened – no burning sensation, no explosions. Figuring it was safe, he imagined there was nothing stemming from his hands at all. 
 
    ‘You’re them, aren’t you?’ James said. ‘You’re the goddess masters.’ 
 
    ‘Parts of them,’ Alerian said. 
 
    ‘The real deal,’ Ascevious said snidely. 
 
    ‘Don’t listen to a word he says. His primary goal is to ensnare you and betray you, just as he did with me.’ 
 
    ‘Oh, hush.’ 
 
    ‘You killed me. I will not fucking hush.’ 
 
    ‘Wait, shut up, the both of you,’ James said quickly, not knowing if there was some retribution for speaking to the literal masters of goddesses in such a disrespectful way. ‘How are the two of you even here right now?’ 
 
    ‘When you opened the locket that contained us both we were promptly released from a prison of eight decades. What we didn’t realise was-’ 
 
    ‘What my learned colleague is trying to get to,’ Ascevious cut in, ‘Is that we were so caught up in beating the shit out of each other that we didn’t anticipate being set free so suddenly, even after so long. When we emerged from our prison we flew straight through you, and-’ 
 
    ‘And parts of your souls are now inside of me.’ 
 
    ‘Precisely,’ Alerian said. ‘Know that neither of us can do anything to harm you, not that it’s me you need to worry about. But you may experience things uncharacteristic of a typical human’s abilities.’ 
 
    ‘Like being able to jump really high and run really fast and feel occasional random jolts of confidence to do insane things over the past few days? Like killing monsters and bedding goddesses…’ James paused. ‘So that confidence… That’s been you two?’ 
 
    ‘The essence of the gods,’ Ascevious said. ‘Feels good, doesn’t it? Don’t worry, it’s fine to admit.’ 
 
    ‘Yeah… I mean…’ James tried to catch himself from admitting anything to Ascevious. 
 
    ‘There’s something else,’ James continued. ‘What… Are you two? I mean, I know you’re gods, but what am I seeing right now? Alerian, you said you’re dead? So Elena was right? And what about you, Ascevious? Are you relaying all of this to your actual physical self right now?’ 
 
    ‘Well-’ 
 
    ‘I’ll talk first-’ 
 
    ‘Shut it-’ 
 
    ‘Both of you, shut the fuck up,’ James cut in, sick of the back and forth interrupting. ‘You’re stuck inside my body, and I’m the host, or whatever we’re calling me right now, so talk one at a time or I’ll trap the pair of you again. Jesus, 80 years of fighting you’d think you’d both have got it out of you by now… Alerian, seeing as you’re the non-asshole here, you can talk first.’ 
 
    ‘Thank you,’ Alerian emphasised. He may have been a god but he was still rubbing it in. ‘Shortly after we emerged from our cage our real physical forms remained locked in combat. Within our dimension we were suspended in an immortal battle, but in your world we found ourselves in a weakened state. Ascevious destroyed my physical form, and this version of me that you see before you is the only thing left of me. I know not what his current movements are, but I can tell you his plans for a fact – he will be seeking to free his minions from their dimensional cages across this city of yours. Once he can wreak enough destruction he will seek to do so, and as he grows his group of monsters and creatures, so do his powers become greater. The one thing that will make him unstoppable is acquiring the fractured part of his soul from you.’ 
 
    James considered the god’s words for a moment before turning to Ascevious. 
 
    ‘If you were a lawyer right now you’d be fucked,’ James laughed nervously, the movement of his torso reminding him of the brutal pain in his side. ‘Go ahead.’ 
 
    ‘Here are the facts,’ Ascevious began, a smirk at the edge of his lips that both frightened and intrigued James in its psychopathy. ‘No, this version of me cannot tell my corporeal body anything, unless I’m exorcised from your soul and allowed to re-join my actual self. Yes, everything my idiot companion said is true; I am unleashing my monsters to help me in my bidding… But that doesn’t mean that you need to stop me.’ 
 
    ‘Oh, shut it,’ Alerian cut in. ‘James, don’t listen to him.’ 
 
    ‘Hey, I thought we were speaking one at a time,’ Ascevious retorted. 
 
    Even though James had come to know Ascevious through Elena’s words as nothing but his enemy, a part of him wanted to hear this supposedly evil god out. 
 
    ‘No,’ James said. ‘Go on.’ 
 
    ‘Much appreciated, human,’ Ascevious grinned. ‘Yes, my intentions are to cause havoc and to rule this world of yours, but is there really anything wrong with that… Particularly when we could be ruling it together?’ 
 
    ‘… What do you mean?’ 
 
    ‘I’ll be straight with you, seeing as I’m often not with most humans… Okay, all humans. Our original intentions, as your goddess companion has already informed you, were to use this world of yours as a go-between, but it didn’t take long for me to realise how much of a complete and total disgrace this world is. I have travelled across countless dimensions, spent time amongst worlds and people that you wouldn’t believe. The hedonism, the beauty, the wealth, the women. And of all those worlds, this place of yours that you seem so desperate to protect is by the far lowest cesspit that I have ever had the misfortune of visiting. The stench, the beings that exist, the nature of you… Things. 
 
    ‘So of course I attempted to destroy you all, as well as taking over the goddesses’ worlds. Warring with the others only came about because they opposed my plans. If they had all gone along with my genius notions then none of this would have ever happened, you probably would have never been born, and we’d never have to have this conversation. But that isn’t how things played out. Now we’re here… And this god has an offer for you.’ 
 
    James gulped, staring carefully across at Ascevious. He flitted his gaze quickly towards Alerian, who shook his head slightly but intently. 
 
    ‘You can both hear my thoughts, can’t you?’ James said. ‘But you can’t do anything about it. All of this stuff that has happened to me over the past few days, the overheating, the powers, I know they’re all because of you… But that’s just an after-effect. You can’t control me… But if you’re a part of me, that means I’m a part of both of you, too. Which means I can hear your thoughts as well.’ 
 
    James listened to the void that drew out between the three of them, clearing his mind and searching for some sound that existed… But there was nothing. 
 
    ‘We cannot think,’ Alerian said. ‘We are but images of our real selves. But what you have before you is a perfect picture. One that you can take or leave. What we say may not reflect what we mean – especially so for my… Acquaintance, over there.’ 
 
    ‘Okay…’ James muttered, looking back at Ascevious. It doesn’t hurt to ask. ‘What’s your offer?’ 
 
    Ascevious smiled once again, bearing his teeth. 
 
    ‘You are the first human that I have deemed worthy of anything since I first set foot on this god forsaken place. I know because it was I who did forsake it in the first place. As far as I can tell, it is a pointless effort to fight with you. You have the souls of the gods within you, at least parts of them, and from my perspective it would be far more productive to form an alliance with you than to fight it out in the ridiculous way that we may end up doing. 
 
    ‘Here is my offer; seek me out when my real self begins to cause havoc, which will no doubt be soon, and together we can rule not just this world, but all of the worlds that the goddesses stem from. The luxury that I mentioned previously to you? You and I would share it, and you would get to experience pleasures that you have only ever dreamed of. I have sat within your soul, James Torrance, and I know that what you most desire is what all humans desire – pleasure, wealth, power, sex with the most beautiful beings that you have ever seen. 
 
    ‘There’s no shame in admitting it. Gods such as us desire the same. We just have one thing humans don’t – the ability to have it all. Would you like it all, James Torrance?’ 
 
    James hesitated, suddenly finding himself considering the temptation of it all. 
 
    He’s right, he thought, frowning. That literally is what I and most people secretly want. That’s what it is to be human. 
 
    Suddenly realising that he had thought about it, James’s eyes flicked up at Ascevious. His smile grew wider. 
 
    He had heard his thoughts – every word. The god knew that he had him. 
 
    Alerian just shook his head. 
 
    ‘That’s it,’ Ascevious continued. ‘You know what it is you really want, and I can provide it to you. All you have to do is seek me out.’ 
 
    James threw the caution of protecting his own thoughts to the wind, because there was no protection for them that could be provided. 
 
    ‘Fuck you,’ James said through gritted teeth. ‘You can’t tempt me like that. Sure, some part of me wants that. Every human wants that in some respect. I don’t care if I have to admit it. It’s true. But don’t for one second assume that I trust you and your bullshit offerings. My grandfather told me all about your kind. No morals. You’d lure me in and wouldn’t hesitate in cutting me down the moment you got the opportunity.’ He turned to Alerian. ‘I am gonna stop him.’ 
 
    ‘Good,’ Alerian said sharply. ‘Take care of the goddesses. They are fierce fighters, and they will stay by your side through anything.’ 
 
    ‘Oh, fuck me,’ Ascevious said with exasperation. ‘What is this, some kind of fucking reunion? Are you seriously going along with this idiot?’ 
 
    ‘I’m going along with the option of the two that will let me sleep at night.’ 
 
    ‘Then have it your way,’ Ascevious said sharply. ‘I attempted to make an offer, and you rejected it. Now my corporeal self will have no choice but to enslave you and the rest of your kind, along with the beings in every other dimension. We could have built something great, Mr Torrance. What a dear, dear waste…’ 
 
    ‘I’ll bet,’ James said. ‘I’m gonna need you to… Like… Get back inside of me, as disgusting as that sounds.’ 
 
    ‘He cannot be returned to within your form unless I go with him,’ Alerian said through gritted teeth. ‘As unfortunate as that is.’ 
 
    ‘Fine,’ James sighed. ‘So… How do I do this…?’ 
 
    The images of the gods remained silent as James brought up his hands once again and clenched them into fists, focusing on controlling the energy in his body. The channels of light slowly began to stream back towards his hands, and looking up he found the images of his acquaintances fading from view, until they and the streams finally vanished. 
 
    The light was gone. James took a deep breath in the cool night air and found himself greeted by no pain. He lifted up his shirt and saw that the wound had healed completely. Pressing against his ribs, no further pain responded. 
 
    He laughed nervously to himself. 
 
    The healing factor really works… This godlike thing isn’t so bad… Unless I consider the fact that these two have the ability to watch everything I do… And hear everything I think. They’ll stay quiet down there in the reaches of my soul, but I’m gonna need to quieten them for good somehow. Even if Alerian is on my side, I don’t like the idea of him or that Ascevious asshole watching me while I’m with the girls. 
 
    He had already bonded with Elena, and tomorrow he would need to introduce Arifa to the world… And he would need the both of them on his side if he was going to have any hope of stopping Ascevious. 
 
    Plenty of people wanted power, but now that James stood atop the roof looking down on the city below, the people weaving amongst each other in the internal worlds of their own minds, entirely focused on themselves, he realised why the old story always said that it took god seven days to create the universe, and why he needed to rest at the end of it all, even considering the fact that he was an omniscient being. 
 
    Being part-god was a full time job, especially when he had parts of two real ones clinging on to life inside of him. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Sixteen 
 
    Waking Up with Goddesses 
 
      
 
    ‘Breakfast in the 21st century is amazing,’ Arifa said, strolling around the apartment in her underwear as she chugged casually from a gallon jug of milk. To James she had looked almost ridiculous at first – the petite girl in her mid-twenties, secretly a goddess who was thousands of years old, drinking down enough milk to fill his cereal bowls for a week. 
 
    And that wasn’t a euphemism. 
 
    For a girl who had been wearing the same clothes for 80 years, she smelt pretty damn good, bringing a scent of citrus and roses with her as she sauntered about the apartment, clambering over couches and balancing effortlessly on the coffee table as she traversed across it every so often. 
 
    Elena was spread out on the bed in her lacy red lingerie, eating from a tub of ice cream. 
 
    James had returned in the middle of the night after wandering the city for a little while. After picking up the candy and milk that he had promised them, he returned to the apartment and found the girls fast asleep beneath the covers. Figuring that there was no space on the bed and that he didn’t want to wake them from their slumber, James grabbed a stack of blankets and stretched out on the couch, wrapping himself up for some much-needed sleep. 
 
    He told himself that he would deal with the problems his new group faced in the morning, but his goddesses were way ahead of him. Instead of waking up ahead of them, his eyes flickered open around 7am to the sight of two silhouettes looking down at him, arms folded. 
 
    ‘What the hell do you think you’re doing?’ Arifa said, a curvy, slender hip arched to one side as her ears waved slightly from side to side. 
 
    ‘What do you mean?’ He yawned, a little startled by their sudden appearance. 
 
    ‘You slept by yourself,’ Elena said. ‘A goddess master never sleeps on his own, and he definitely doesn’t just sleep in his own bed. Sleep is sacred, and the bed that a master shares with his goddesses is even more sacred.’ 
 
    Moments later he was under the covers in his clothes, his goddesses snuggling up, Arifa on his right and Elena on his left. They had been pretty damn insistent about getting into bed with him, but James wasn’t going to argue with that idea – it was the kind of thing that he had fantasised about on more than one occasion in his life. More than a few, actually… 
 
    They took no time in pulling off his clothes, and now surrounded him on either side as they escaped the bitter cold of autumn that lurked outside the window. 
 
    ‘So you two seem to have figured things out pretty quickly,’ James remarked, looking between them. ‘You especially, Arifa. You’ve only been out of your cage for a few hours and now you’re in bed with us. Not that I’m complaining, obviously.’ 
 
    ‘Unification is important,’ Arifa said. ‘And so is sleep. I’m a cat-goddess, obviously. I get cranky when I’m tired.’ 
 
    ‘That figures. Now that you’re here, Arifa, you can confirm something else for me.’ 
 
    ‘Of course, master.’ 
 
    ‘Do all goddesses skimp around in their underwear all the time or is it just you two?’ 
 
    ‘All of them,’ she giggled. ‘All of the goddesses are beautiful creatures, and it would be a terrible thing for us to just cover ourselves up!... But it also helps when we’re trying to get what we want from any unsuspecting men.’ 
 
    Arifa giggled, running a soft hand up to James’s cheeks and over the stubble on his face. He only realised himself then that hair had begun to grow on his face. He had always had trouble growing a beard before any of this had started with it always coming through in spotty patches, but now it was consistent across his face and growing fast. 
 
    Feeling his new cat-goddess running her hands over him and pressing her petite, slender body against his, James found himself already growing harder. That matter wasn’t exactly helped by Elena’s curves pushing up against him as she ran her nails lightly over his toned chest, sliding down the ripples of his abs. 
 
    It might’ve been cold outside but the heat from his body was more than enough for the three of them. 
 
    ‘I definitely need to hear more about this cat-world of yours, Arifa,’ James said, as she giggled once again and ran her hand onto his chest as Elena had done, both of them now sinking their slender, expert fingers down to his waist. 
 
    James closed his eyes, finally able to relax for the first time in days, despite the fact that his mind was working overtime to turn his senses up to a 100. A fantasy for years, now literally in the making in his own bed with the two sexiest girls he had ever met – at the same time. 
 
    But just as that reality pushed ever closer, he remembered Alerian and Ascevious’s words. 
 
    We can see you. 
 
    The call of being pleasured by two insanely hot goddesses was one thing, but knowing that there were two gods within him who were watching what he was doing like he was a car and they were the drivers was too much. 
 
    ‘Uhh…’ James said, sitting up and dragging himself away from the girls. ‘I can’t believe I’m actually saying this, but this is too weird.’ 
 
    ‘Master?’ Elena said, looking concerned. ‘What’s the matter? Are we not… Pleasuring you correctly?’ 
 
    ‘No, no, it’s nothing like that,’ James said quickly. ‘You were both doing a great job. It’s just…’ 
 
    He tried to search for the right words, before realising that the only way to explain the problem was by addressing exactly what had happened last night head on. 
 
    He told his goddesses everything – the rooftop running, the meeting with the gods, and the watching from within. 
 
    ‘We need to get them out of you,’ Arifa said. ‘Ascevious at the very least.’ 
 
    ‘That’s not a possibility,’ Elena said. ‘If we remove the part of Ascevious’s soul from you then two very bad things will happen; first, that part will re-join with his actual self somewhere in the city and tell him everything about our plans and movements, as well as returning his weakened powers to their full ability, giving him the upper hand in stopping us. Second, you risk losing your powers, at which point we will have no way of defeating him.’ 
 
    Therein lied the problem for James; keep them inside of him and he would always be thinking about how these two perverts were watching his actions from the inside, including his actions with his girls. On the other hand, if they were removed then he would have no powers left, and all would be lost, including the two goddesses who were now serving him. 
 
    ‘Is there no way to, I don’t know…’ James started. ‘Push them down inside of me, so I can retain their powers and they won’t see anything? You’re the demon here, Elena, I thought exorcisms would be your field of knowledge.’ 
 
    ‘Exorcisms are different. They involve bringing something out of a host entirely. This is the opposite. Although there is something that could work. The Silencer Cast. Exorcisms are sometimes too taxing and exhausting, and performing them sometimes means risking killing the host.’ 
 
    ‘Not our master!’ Arifa cried, almost comically. She crawled over to James and snuggled up to his side again. She had been much more playful than Elena had been, and much more naturally closer and reliant on him – just like a cat, really. 
 
    ‘It won’t kill him,’ Elena smiled, shaking her head. ‘The Silencer Cast, like you said, quietens any forces within. They are pushed into the quiet depths within the host.’ 
 
    ‘Perfect,’ James replied, running a hand through Arifa’s hair. ‘Let’s just do that.’ 
 
    ‘The spell is complex, and I do not know it from memory. We must seek out the book that contains it.’ 
 
    ‘Another thing to seek out…’ James said. ‘Any idea what this book’s called?’ 
 
    A few minutes later James was sat on his computer chair, typing in Saritarius IV into the search bar in his browser. Elena was stretched on the bed in her usually hedonistic position with the tub of ice cream while Arifa attempted to sit in the seat with James before finally realising that it wasn’t going to work; reconciling with the problem, she collapsed into his lap. 
 
    Whether it was the heat of the gods or this ridiculously sexy goddess wrapping her arms around him James didn’t know, but he couldn’t help the hardness of his cock pressing against Arifa’s behind – all she did was shake her hips, teasing him casually. 
 
    ‘I’d appreciate it if you didn’t do that,’ James said, wincing with a resisted pleasure as he tried to focus on the screen. 
 
    ‘Why?’ Arifa said, shuffling again as her ears twitched and her lips pouted just a few inches from his own. 
 
    She might have been loyal, but that didn’t mean this cat goddess wasn’t going to mess with him. 
 
    So that’s the way she’s gonna be, huh? 
 
    James knew that was his own thought. 
 
    ‘Because,’ he said, leaning closer to her and bringing his lips close to one of her ears, ‘Your master is waiting for the right time to bend you over and take you.’ 
 
    Again, he couldn’t help but wonder where the hell it had come from. The heat of the gods, obviously, but when your words don’t feel like your own, James couldn’t be blamed for questioning himself. 
 
    Arifa looked at James with a mocked shock expression before biting her lips and giggling that perfect sound once again. 
 
    Returning to the computer screen he scrolled through the results. The Saritarius IV, that’s what Elena had said. It was the alleged spell book that held the enchantment they were looking for, even if James had never heard of it. Finding a directory on available public copies, James scrolled through in an attempt to find a nearby library in the city. 
 
    ‘Oh, you’ve gotta be kidding me,’ James smiled. 
 
    ‘What is it?’ Elena asked. 
 
    ‘There’s a copy close by. Really close by, actually.’ 
 
    ‘Where?’ 
 
    ‘The Plaza Library… As in the one at the college.’ 
 
    ‘Your college?’ 
 
    ‘The one where I study… I can’t believe an actual text that can perform exorcisms has been in my college building this whole time, sat on a shelf right in the middle of there.’ 
 
    James studied the cover of the book while Elena flicked through channels on the TV. He had taught her how to use the remote after they had gotten out of bed, although a small part of him was regretting that considering how much channel-hopping she was doing. 
 
    ‘Oh, no…’ 
 
    For the first time James heard a tinge of fear in her voice. He looked over in her direction, leaning past Arifa’s figure. 
 
    ‘Everything okay?’ 
 
    Elena stared at the TV. Picking up Arifa and moving her to her feet, where she promptly pounced onto the couch, James crossed to the back of it and looked at exactly what had thrown his goddess off. 
 
    A news broadcast played, one pushed by one of the seedier news channels that would put anything and everything to play as long as it drew more viewers. 
 
    ‘If you’ve just joined us, we’re broadcasting some of the most horrifying images that this city has witnessed in recent memory. Police were called to a downtown bar after its doors were closed to patrons in unlikely hours early this morning. After being forced open by friends of the current owner, law enforcement entered the building to find nothing less than a massacre within.’ 
 
    The narrative of the news reader stopped for a moment because the images spoke for themselves. One of the cameramen had managed to get a little closer than would normally be allowed before being pushed back by the cops, but the horror that lurked within was easy to identify, even with the gorier elements blurred out. 
 
    Body parts and pools of blood were everywhere, turning the room into what might as well have been one giant pixelated red mess. James had never seen anything like it. 
 
    ‘Okay…’ He started. ‘I’m gonna go ahead and guess that this has something to do with Ascevious.’ 
 
    ‘He has unleashed his first minion,’ Elena said flatly. ‘The damage seems to be contained to this single location, so he would have unleashed the monster before recapturing him for a more strategic release.’ 
 
    ‘Like what?’ 
 
    ‘Somewhere with a lot of people,’ Arifa chimed in. ‘But with enough space for it to avoid detection.’ 
 
    ‘We must be on our guard for its appearance,’ Elena said. ‘It could occur at any time.’ 
 
    James checked his phone – Twitter was already exploding with discussion and debate on the matter. The occasional shooting or stabbing was reported by police and then forgotten about by the public once the next sensationalised story was put in place, but something like this wouldn’t likely go away that easily. This was beyond anything he had ever seen before. 
 
    ‘Let’s get to the library,’ James said. ‘Arifa, we’ll pick up some clothes for you on the way.’ 
 
     
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Seventeen 
 
    Library 
 
      
 
    Just as with James’s axe, Arifa needed something to hide her sword. On the top of the kitchen cabinets he found what he was looking for; the long plastic cylinder containing his rolled-up graduation photo from when he was 18. He caught sight of himself in the picture. Long hair, braces, acne… All of that was gone now, of course, but James decided against showing it to the girls. 
 
    The sword slotted perfectly into the cylinder, the cap screwing on just over the handle for quick use if necessary. 
 
    Arifa looked pretty damn good in a similar get-up to Elena – skinny black jeans, sneakers and a band t-shirt, complete with a leather jacket. The only necessary addition was an over-sized beanie hat to hide her ears, which shift every so often with the movement of them. 
 
    Despite the temptation to indulge in having a girl on each arm, especially ones that looked like Arifa and Elena, James had to continually remind both of them not to link into his arms. 
 
    ‘Why not?’ Arifa asked. 
 
    ‘Because… Harems, I guess we’re calling them now, aren’t acceptable in this society. Well, they are. They’re not illegal or anything. But most people in the world frown upon it.’ 
 
    ‘Who cares what other people think. You’re part god now. Does it really bother you?’ 
 
    ‘It shouldn’t, but I don’t wanna draw any unwanted attention to us. I don’t know who to trust right now, especially considering what’s at stake.’ 
 
    ‘True.’ 
 
    They arrived onto the college campus just after 10am. Things weren’t too busy considering the cold weather and that classes had just started – including a class that James should have been attending himself in a few hours. 
 
    Approaching the five-story library that James had spent countless hours within in the past, he slowed and took the girls to the side. 
 
    ‘Nothing weird, okay? In the city pretty much everybody is a stranger, but here there are people that I might know. If anything strange happens then the staff will know how to find me.’ 
 
    ‘Nothing weird,’ Arifa said. ‘I promise.’ 
 
    Elena had already become accustomed to most of the rules and conventions in just a matter of days, but Arifa was the one he was worrying about. 
 
    ‘And no climbing up bookshelves, either.’ 
 
    ‘Yes, master.’ 
 
    They headed through the rotating doors and into the lobby together. The book was located in the Archaic Texts section – third floor. The elevator would be the best option. 
 
    Or so James thought. 
 
    ‘You want us to get in there?’ Arifa asked sceptically as the doors pinged open. ‘It’s tiny.’ 
 
    ‘You’ll be fine, trust me.’ 
 
    James got inside, looking at the two of them with raised eyebrows. 
 
    ‘See? I’m fine.’ 
 
    Arifa was evidently more sceptical, but so was Elena. They both eventually shuffled inside. 
 
    ‘What the hell is this thing?’ Elena asked as the doors closed. 
 
    ‘It’s an elevator. It takes you up to the floor you want to go in a building.’ 
 
    ‘That’s why we used this world as an in-between,’ Elena said. ‘You humans don’t have magic or the technology that we have on your side, but it can’t be said that you’re not innovative.’ 
 
    The moment the doors opened Arifa scrambled out, leaning against the railing of the stairs and taking deep breaths. 
 
    ‘That was awful,’ she panted. 
 
    ‘We’ll take the stairs when we go,’ James comforted. ‘I promise.’ 
 
    Leading the girls amongst the shelves, they travelled to a far section of the library that was almost completely unoccupied, save for the occasional student walking past every few minutes. James found the correct aisle, tracing the huge, dusty volumes that hadn’t been touched in years upon the shelves, before- 
 
    ‘Here.’ 
 
    He pulled the book from the shelf. It had been there for years, and anybody without his god-strength would have struggled to retrieve it considering how fixed in its position among the other tomes it had become. 
 
    It was at least a thousand pages in length with a blackened cover and the lettering SARITARIUS IV embossed into the leather front. 
 
    Elena took it from James and pored through it, her eyes going wide. 
 
    ‘This is the one,’ she said. ‘Not an original copy, of course, but that doesn’t matter. It’s the words that count.’ 
 
    ‘Somebody would create a fake version of this?’ 
 
    ‘Not exactly, just more printed versions of it. The Saritarius and the spells within can only be used by goddesses – or gods, for that matter. If a human were to read from this book then nothing in the slightest would happen.’ 
 
    ‘So it’ll work,’ James said, already feeling a little relieved. ‘That’s-… Oh, crap…’ 
 
    Arifa turned to look at him. ‘What’s wrong, master?’ 
 
    A sudden terrible nausea had struck James. He keeled over, and that painful, overwhelming heat that he had first felt days ago in the lecture hall came rushing back. 
 
    ‘You think you can bury me?’ 
 
    James heard the words in his mind, but they hadn’t just been spoken by Ascevious from within him – they had come out of his own mouth. 
 
    The dark god had possessed his ability to speak. 
 
    ‘Oh, no…’ Elena quickly flicked through the pages of the book as James felt an unspeakable, unknown rage simmer up within him. He wanted to strike out at anything and everything, to punch and kick furiously; fortunately the girls were way ahead of him. ‘Hold him steady,’ Elena said quickly. 
 
    In seconds Arifa was on him, but not in the conventional way. She leaped forward, sliding behind him with incredible speed before wrapping her arms around him from behind and pulling him backwards. 
 
    They fell into the aisle, James struggling to keep Ascevious from attacking. 
 
    ‘You think you can fucking bury me?!’ Ascevious yelled from James’s mouth, breaking through the near-silence of the library with no subtlety in the slightest. 
 
    ‘Elena… Quickly!’ 
 
    The words came from James’s mouth, but they weren’t his own – he had lost his ability to speak completely with the two gods warring it out within his soul. 
 
    His hands began to glow brightly, but he fought to keep them clenched into fists. 
 
    They might not have been able to force themselves out, but exerting their strength, Ascevious could overload himself in an effort to make James’s life as terrible as possible – and it didn’t seem that Alerian could do anything. 
 
    ‘We are weakened, Elena,’ Alerian mumbled through James’s mouth. ‘Do it now!’ 
 
    ‘Don’t you fucking dare, goddess bitch!’ 
 
    James and Arifa struggled on the floor as Elena scanned the pages rapidly, and out came the words. She threw out a hand, the book open in the other as she read from it. 
 
    ‘Abstraki vash rothmanin, caliminati!’ 
 
    From one of James’s hands a purple stream of light flew out, and for a brief moment Ascevious’s distorted form appeared in the air as it fought to escape James’s soul. A burst of light appeared from Elena’s own hand, striking Ascevious’s form and releasing a hellish scream from him. He quickly returned to James’s body, but not without one final outburst of energy. 
 
    Boom. 
 
    James’s control over his senses flooded back, and looking up from his spot on the aisle where he was collapsed with Arifa, he saw a purple ball of color left behind from his enemy’s escape. It hovered in the air briefly, grew smaller with the addition of a high-pitched whistling sound that was growing ever higher… Then exploded. 
 
    The three of them drew up their arms to defend themselves from the shockwave, their strength keeping them safe – but the same couldn’t be said for the bookshelves on either side. 
 
    Pages and volumes scattered, falling off shelves, the smaller scraps of paper floating in the air. All went quiet except for the shouts of confusion in the farther reaches of the library. 
 
    ‘It worked…’ Elena said, nodding. ‘Uh oh…’ 
 
    James and Arifa, still on the floor, followed Elena’s gaze, looking at the bookshelf directly to the right of them. 
 
    Instead of being stood in its usually upright position like every other stable bookshelf in the world, this one was teetering on its side, balanced almost perfectly on one of its corners. But, like every other huge object in the world precariously placed, the slightest force would throw it off balance. The wood creaked and cracked, and somewhere in the inner workings of the bookshelf it came to the decision that it was going to shove a gigantic middle finger James’s way. 
 
    Slowly, painfully, the bookshelf creaked away from them and smashed into the next, which slowly began to fall too, then another, then another… 
 
    Domino effect was an understatement. 
 
    The shock of the fight was still hanging over them, and the thought of moving didn’t hit until the fourth shelf came crashing down in the line of fourteen that stretched ahead. 
 
    James stood fast and pulled Arifa up with him. ‘We need to get the fuck out of here.’ 
 
    Boom, boom, BOOM. 
 
    A feeling of massive regret ran through James as he dashed up the aisle adjacent to the bookshelves, hurrying over fallen volumes and twisted pieces of wood. The library had been a scared place to him during his time at the college, and he had just helped to destroy a decent part of it. 
 
    The final shelf fell by the time they reached the third-floor platform where the staircases were. He checked as quickly as he could that no one had been caught in the chaos, and to his luck discovered that everybody was fine. 
 
    He and the girls moved quickly up to the stairs, where their luck was about to run out. 
 
    ‘Hey… HEY!’ 
 
    Two guards, ten yards apart, sprinted along the second-floor corridor and up to the stairs. The open-area plan of the library provided a perfect view as to any approaching threats, but also as to just how close they were – seconds, to be precise. 
 
    ‘Oh, shit…’ James said through gritted teeth, heart pounding. 
 
    ‘It’s fine, I’ll seduce them,’ Elena said casually. 
 
    ‘No,’ James said. ‘You can’t do that shit here.’ 
 
    ‘Any better suggestions, master?’ 
 
    ‘Let the expert of escapes handle this one,’ Arifa said, grabbing hold of their hands. ‘We need a small space.’ 
 
    ‘What? Why?’ 
 
    ‘Just trust me.’ 
 
    James thought fast. 
 
    The bathrooms. 
 
    Leading the girls to the men’s bathroom, he smashed through the door. A small space, sure, and no cameras either. If they needed to fight they could fight. 
 
    But they were campus security guards. 
 
    ‘Perfect!’ Arifa shouted, grabbing James and Elena and cramming them into a cubicle. ‘The horn.’ 
 
    ‘What?’ 
 
    ‘Just give me it!’ 
 
    James found the horn just as the door of the bathroom swung wide. 
 
    ‘Come out! We know you’re in here!’ 
 
    Arifa snatched it from him and pulled James and Elena close, the horn held tightly in her hand. 
 
    He had thought a lot over the past few days about choices and decisions after what Elena had said, but sometimes there was no choice to be made. 
 
    Sometimes, when you’re backed into a corner, you just have to let a cat-goddess from another dimension take you and your other goddess to an artificial dimension where she was trapped for several decades, especially when you’re being chased by security guards in the college library after destroying half a floor’s worth of shelves and books. 
 
    This, as you’ve probably guessed, was one of those times. 
 
     
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Eighteen 
 
    Arifa 
 
      
 
    The guards hurried to the final stall in the long line of cubicles in the men’s bathroom, the only one with the door closed. 
 
    ‘Get out here!’ 
 
    With no response, the guards shared a look, and with little reluctance one brought a foot up to kick the door open. 
 
    It wasn’t even locked, just closed on its hinge, but as it rebounded and swung back and forth until it came to a stop, the two guards peered in to find… Nothing. 
 
    Nothing but a toilet, a paper holder, and what looked like a mediocre art-project in the shape of a horn. 
 
    They shared a frown before peering down together at the strange, out of place object. 
 
      
 
    Much like the first and only other time James had travelled to an artificial dimension, the walls crumbled out of sight before the ground beneath his feet changed considerably. 
 
    James found himself standing near to his goddesses in this new place. The horn had disappeared, but it had been replaced by the condensed exterior that lurked within it, the place from which they had freed Arifa in the first place. 
 
    There had been a lot of instances over the past few days that had afforded James the opportunity to stare with his mouth agape like an idiot, and this was just another one of those. 
 
    They were standing in a building that looked to be the same size as the college gym. The walls were an ashen grey color, with no doors and no windows, but that was the only dull thing about the place. 
 
    The vast majority of the hundreds of square feet that the dimension covered was filled with what James could only describe as a gigantic jungle gym combined with Olympic acrobatic equipment. Bars and ropes and platforms and nets were scattered and interspersed almost everywhere, worn and scuffed by years of use from who else but Arifa. 
 
    In a corner was a cosy living area that made Elena’s in her own small dimension look almost pathetic. Stacks and stacks of pillows and cushions were composed into a nest, surrounding a huge mattress. 
 
    I could sleep for days in there, James thought. 
 
    Sleeping, of course, was not what the girls had in mind. 
 
    The chase had taken the breath out of their lungs, and they had all begun laughing albeit for different reasons; while it escaped James in nervousness, the girls realised they had finally found a spot where they could be alone and interrupted with their master, even secluded from the prying eyes of the gods who were now buried deep inside his soul, their ability to use his senses long gone. 
 
    The bedding area was only a few yards away as the girls came running up to James, Elena to his left and Arifa to his right. They laughed mischievously, running their hands up his chest. 
 
    ‘I forgot what it’s like to be chased,’ Arifa smiled. 
 
    ‘Me too,’ Elena laughed, ‘seducing a threat is one thing, but sometimes that’s too easy. This was much more fun…’ 
 
    ‘I thought you needed to kiss me in order to travel into a dimension,’ James said, turning to Elena. ‘That’s what you said. This is how it’s done.’ 
 
    ‘Oh, come now, master,’ she laughed. ‘You didn’t really believe that, did you?’ 
 
    The moment they had reached the huge bed, the girls pushed James onto the softness of the mattress and swarmed atop him relentlessly. Elena pulled at his shirt, undoing it and ripping it away from him expertly while Arifa tugged at his jeans. In no time his ripped body was exposed before his goddesses. 
 
    In no time they had pulled off their clothes, leaving themselves in nothing but their underwear as James indulged in the moment. A lot had happened over the past few days that he couldn’t comprehend, but somehow this took the cake; the two hottest girls he had ever seen in his life, ready to pleasure him however he wanted. 
 
    The sultry pair slid to his waist, each sliding a hand into the waistband of his shorts and pulling them down over his body. The enormity of his throbbing dick was impossible to hide beneath the material, even more so now considering how bigger he had grown since taking on the power of the gods. 
 
    His impressive length standing on end was a sight to behold even to himself, but it was nothing compared to the two goddesses licking their lips as they admired his cock greedily. 
 
    Elena ran a hand down his abs and took his hardness in her slender fingers, but she didn’t move forward; instead Arifa crawled over his body, true to her catlike nature, and pressed her warm tongue against the base of his cock, running up his full length slowly. 
 
    James’s head fell back in overwhelming pleasure as Arifa slid her lips over the head of his length, lapping her tongue gentle against him. 
 
    ‘It’s so big…’ Arifa chimed, pulling away before sliding her tongue back down his shaft as Elena joined her. Jolts of uncontrollable pleasure coursed through James as he watched his girls comfortably, both of them looking up at him with intense eyes. 
 
    ‘What did I do to deserve you two?’ James asked, running his hands into their hair and helping them in their movements, working his hips against their lips as they moaned their approval. 
 
    It took no time for James to feel like they could finish him like that alone. He was solid as a rock, and their slender tongues were working wonders in attempting to push him over the edge. 
 
    But there was no way he was going to let them win that easily. 
 
    Guiding them both away from his throbbing dick, the girls both rolled away and pulled off the last of their underwear. Elena’s curvaceous body was a sight to behold, and while there was no way he would ever get tired of watching her huge boobs bounce with every slight movement she made, it was Arifa who took centre stage now. 
 
    She crawled effortlessly to James’s waist, taking him in her mouth one last time as she drenched his cock with the juices of her mouth, but he couldn’t blame her; she was much more petite than Elena, and she was making a point of it. 
 
    ‘Eight decades without a man…’ She moaned, taking his length in one hand and running her warm tongue against him. She turned slyly to Elena, biting her lip. ‘I wonder if I can take him…’ 
 
    ‘Only one way to find out…’ Elena replied sexily, the words rolling off her tongue in a perfect whisper. James expected her to lower herself down, but she was taking the challenge; she turned to face away from him as he remained against the softness of the mattress. She took his dick in her warm, slender hands once again, guiding the tip of his throbbing head to her warm, wet lips. 
 
    At that alone she moaned out, sliding steadily onto James, taking him inch by inch. She gasped with each slow part of the descent as James ran his hands up to her hips and let his head fall back uncontrollably. 
 
    ‘Oh, fuck…’ He groaned, not believing how tight she felt around him. He wondered how she was taking all of him as his cock disappeared inside of her tight, wet walls, clamping and pulsating around him. 
 
    By the time Arifa had taken him completely she fell back against James’s muscular torso; he didn’t need to do a thing as she grinded her tight, perfect body against his, other than run his hands over her toned stomach and perky chest. He ran his hands back down over her body as she took his length passionately. Arifa turned her head, looking James in the eyes intensely, her mouth hanging open and her eyes flickering as if she was in a trance. Her ears stood on end, the blood rushing through her body madly. 
 
    James ran his fingers down between her legs, ready to turn the pleasure of his new goddess up even further, but Elena was way ahead of him; she lifted his hand away gently, her tongue finding Arifa’s sensitivity just above James’s hard cock as Arifa continued to take him deep within her. His demon-goddess ran her tongue over both of them, pleasuring them relentlessly and shamelessly with her impossibly flexible tongue. 
 
    If there’s a heaven, this must be what it’s like, James though, completely enraptured with Arifa’s petite body as they fucked each other passionately. 
 
    ‘Oh, master,’ Arifa moaned, before shrieking out uncontrollably. 
 
    They stayed caught in the perpetual moment for longer than James could even comprehend. Not another thought passed through his mind as he took her for the first time, indulging in her tight, perfect body, 
 
    But somewhere in the insane pleasure of it all he could feel himself being pushed farther than he could control. 
 
    ‘I want it, master,’ Arifa moaned in his ear again. ‘Take me from behind, like I should be…’ 
 
    James didn’t need telling twice. He rolled himself and Arifa over effortlessly, remaining inside of her the entire time until her petite, slender body was bent over before him. He pulled out, watching her arch her back so far inward it looked like it would break. But as her ears stood on end and her tight ass perched itself in the air, James didn’t believe he had ever seen such a perfect sight. 
 
    Until it all happened at once; Elena crawled on all fours to the space before Arifa, her wings flourishing excitedly before tucking back in as she presented her wet, desperate sensitivity between her legs before Arifa. She grinned greedily and sank her mouth towards the spot between Elena’s legs, lapping at her with her tongue as Elena looked James in the eyes intensely and nodded. 
 
    Take her now. 
 
    He took Arifa’s hips in his hands and pushed back into her. Her whole body shook lightly as he filled her up once again and rode her hard from behind, commanding her body with his raw strength. 
 
    No words could even be formed any longer; he and his goddesses were lost in the throes of total ecstasy as they took each other, James taking every second and every moment as his own as he drank in the sight of his girls pleasuring each other, and his huge length plunged into Arifa’s tightness as she gripped him firmly. 
 
    The image, the sensation, the seclusion of it all was enough drive a man insane, and James was no exception. A sudden explosion of pleasure burst though him as he filled his new goddess up completely, emptying himself into her and moaning out, throwing his head back wildly with the power of the gods. 
 
    Panting and glistening with sweat, James and his goddesses collapsed amongst the cushions and curled up together, well and truly spent as they all drifted off into sleep. 
 
    *** 
 
    James awoke steadily, finding himself wrapped up in the cushions and the mattress with Elena, who was sleeping peacefully and heavily. She might have been a goddess, and a manipulative one at that, but being back in the real world over the past few days had finally taken it out of her. 
 
    James smiled and sat up, finally feeling as if he had gained some mastery over her, and looked about. Arifa was nowhere to be seen. 
 
    Fortunately he could hear her. 
 
    Clambering out of the piles of cushions and silken sheets that seemed to swarm up higher than his own height, James pulled on his jeans and looked up at the spectacle of the obstacle course that took up the vast majority of the space in Arifa’s tiny dimension. 
 
    Already Arifa was hurrying into her elaborate jungle gym, swinging expertly onto the bars and disappearing among the weird majesty of it. 
 
    ‘It’s strange,’ she called back. ‘Being trapped here for so long I thought I’d never wanna come back, but there’s something about this place. Does Earth have anything like it?’ 
 
    ‘Maybe in some of the world’s most elite gyms, but not anywhere that you or I can go. How are you still awake?’ 
 
    Arifa swung across a series of bars, backflipping impressively and balancing along slender beams before finally landing on a nearby bar and clambering up onto it, sitting atop it casually in her underwear. 
 
    ‘I just had sex for the first time in eighty years. Can you really blame me for being a little energetic?’ 
 
    ‘It was that good?’ 
 
    ‘That good,’ Arifa smiled, swaying on her bar. 
 
    ‘So what’s your story? Elena’s told me all about her world and her people. You and I just took each other like animals… Maybe you a little more so than me… And I don’t know a thing about you.’ 
 
    ‘What would you like to know, master?’ 
 
    ‘Everything,’ James said. ‘Where are you from? What can you do?’ 
 
    ‘I joined the consortium during the first few years of its formation, although I didn’t embrace it fully until things were really starting to move forward. The Felinians, my people, are independent creatures, you might say. We have similar animals to the things you call cats in your world back in our own world. 
 
    ‘My home world is much… Freer than yours is. It is an abundant place filled with fields and forests. My people have not manipulated the landscape in the way that you and many other worlds amongst the goddesses have done. We are much more lax in our approach to life. We have families and homes, but we do not become too attached to… Anyone, really, save for our masters.’ 
 
    ‘You had masters back on your world?’ 
 
    ‘Not on your world, but here,’ she emphasised. ‘All of the goddesses were loyal to Alerian and Ascevious, until things began to fall apart. I had no desire for a master until the consortium formed, then I wondered how I had ever survived without one. Now that I have found you I find that same flame beginning to flare again.’ 
 
    ‘You… You do?’ 
 
    ‘Definitely,’ Arifa said, dropping down from her bar and sauntering up to James. Even though he had taken her just hours ago, rough and passionately, he still couldn’t take his eyes off her perfect, sun-kissed body, the tone resting effortlessly on her skin even without the blessing of the sky in so long. ‘Do you find that… Strange?’ 
 
    ‘I’m getting used to the idea…’ James said, his voice taking on a low husk. ‘Maybe having the souls of the gods within me is helping a little with that idea, but its still a little strange. This isn’t how relationships work on… My world, I guess you’d call it.’ 
 
    ‘I found your world to be a strange one ever since I arrived upon it. You people take years, sometimes decades, to mate with a person before going through this absurd ceremony where you commit to each other till you’re both dead, and then after all of that half of those rituals end up dying anyway, mostly because one or both of the people decides to mate with somebody else. 
 
    ‘Like all the goddesses, I and the people upon my world are immortal. We grow to maturity, as I did, and we live our lives freely; we mate with whoever we so desire, even with the endless life that we possess.’ 
 
    ‘I would’ve thought eternity would be pretty lonely,’ James replied. 
 
    ‘Not if you’re surrounded by the people of your own kind. And not if they provide all the warm comforts that my people do. We live in cosy huts and treehouses, communities the size of small towns that never go to war and never fight.’ 
 
    ‘Must have been tough in this place, then, being by yourself.’ 
 
    ‘Being here was just a blip on the radar of my life. I had all the comforts I needed, save for my people… God, I do miss them…’ 
 
    James bit the inside of his mouth, frowning. ‘Is there any way to make it back to them? To your dimension? Elena doesn’t seem that interested, but your people sound pretty cool. We should pay a visit to them.’ 
 
    ‘We will, once all of this is over… If it ends at all, that is.’ 
 
    ‘You don’t think it’ll end?’ 
 
    ‘I think it’ll end, I just don’t know how. Alerian is dead, and you’ve met Ascevious in his ethereal form. Small parts of them still live within you. They’re not dangerous in their form within you, but Ascevious is out there, right now. He has killed the one person until now who could stop him, apart from you, and he has begun to kill people in your world, the one we have all sworn to protect.’ 
 
    James and Arifa looked at each other for a moment, before looking about the huge room. 
 
    ‘Elena thinks this is all down to choices,’ James said. ‘That I have free will over all of this. That it all comes down to my decisions…’ 
 
    ‘What do you think?’ 
 
    ‘I don’t know what to think. It could be me. It could all just be happening for no reason. Or all of this could be happening because someone or something is orchestrating it. I mean, a few days ago I wasn’t even sure if God was real, never mind gods and goddesses, and now I come to find out that there are hundreds of them, not just from this world but from hundreds of different dimensions parallel to this one.’ 
 
    ‘My people believe in… Laziness.’ 
 
    They both laughed briefly before hearing the light press of footsteps nearby. 
 
    ‘You two are up bright and early,’ Elena said, appearing in her underwear from the cushion fortress. ‘We need to get back to Earth.’ 
 
    James reached into the pocket of his jeans and retrieved his phone, checking the time. 2:33 in the morning. 
 
    ‘Now would be a safer time to leave than any. I don’t know what the security guards will have done with the horn but they definitely won’t be around it right now. Let’s get moving.’ 
 
     
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Nineteen 
 
    Behemoth 
 
      
 
    ‘Ready?’ 
 
    ‘Yep.’ 
 
    ‘Okay… 3, 2, 1…’ 
 
    Just as the library bathroom had fallen away to reveal Arifa’s dimension, so now did the this dimension fall away to reveal Earth again. James had been wondering where they would land ever since they had made the decision to head back; the guards or somebody else would have found the horn and shifted it to who knows where. 
 
    To his surprise, though, James found the familiar sight of the bathroom swarming up around himself and the goddesses. A sharp crack sounded out as they reappeared in the darkness of the unlit room. 
 
    Using his phone to cast a light about the room, James realised the source. It was the trash basket. 
 
    ‘Security guards find an ancient artefact that literally contains another dimension,’ he said, kneeling down and picking up the horn, ‘and they throw it in the freaking garbage. Go figure.’ 
 
    Clothed and replenished, the three of them, led by James, made their way out into the library corridor. The building was open 24 hours, but there would only be a single clerk somewhere in the place seeing as self-service hours had started long ago. 
 
    Making their way down the stairs quietly, James saw the aisles of books still on their sides, with yellow tape cordoning the area off. Another twang of regret coursed through him as they hurried on, making it out of the building and onto campus without so much as a hiccup. 
 
    Leaving the college and heading downtown, James decided to take the long way back to his apartment. He had initially been apprehensive about walking around in public together with the girls, but after having them both at the same time an even greater confidence had filled him. He moved down the sidewalk with purpose and direction, the axe still hidden in the bag over his shoulder, Elena on one arm and Arifa on the other. 
 
    More than a few people shot looks their way, but he didn’t care. Every time somebody looks at a couple there’s a subconscious calculation made in their head about who the more attractive person is, or whether they’re good enough for each other, or whether anybody is punching way above their weight. 
 
    But now, as they owned the sidewalk and walked past bars and fast-food diners and all-night electrical stores, James found himself being looked up and down by every girl making her way through the night, every vixen and sexy group of girls who were drinking their way through the city. Every single one of them shot him a look up and down, either with a desirous eye or a lucid stare. 
 
    That dreamlike state didn’t last long, though. 
 
    ‘Oh, shit…’ 
 
    Arifa said it, dragging the three of them to a stop outside of the tenth electrical store that they passed. Every other citizen of the city, moving through the night, had been heading to whatever dive bar or midnight lover’s apartment they had their minds set on, but an uncharacteristic crowd had formed outside of this one. 
 
    Pushing through the crowd of citizens stood staring into the front window of the store, James, Elena and Arifa zoned in on one of the multitude of screens, where a news reporter stood outside of the gates to Central Park. Citizens of the city were running past the reporter like a clip from a disaster movie – they were moving in such massive swathes that they bumped into the cameraman several times, turning the scene into something out of a found-footage movie. 
 
    ‘-park has been evacuated due to what police are referring to as a level 5 state of emergency. Officers were dispatched to the scene when violence broke out shortly after 2:45am. Various eyewitnesses report claims of a rabid animal in the park that had attacked several citizens…’ 
 
    The frame cut to an interview with a man with bloodshot eyes and sweat trickling down his face. 
 
    ‘I saw it, I saw it! Me and my buddy were just heading through the park when we saw this thing at the end of this path. It was fuckin’ huge, like the size of a house, and it was eating people…’ 
 
    ‘What the fuck…?’ James muttered to himself. 
 
    ‘It’s him,’ Arifa said. ‘It’s Ascevious.’ 
 
    ‘Ascevious is a giant monster?’ 
 
    ‘No,’ Elena replied quickly, ‘he has unleashed one of his minions.’ 
 
    ‘When I think minion I think a little smaller, like a servant. This definitely isn’t that, is it?’ 
 
    ‘Definitely not,’ Arifa said. ‘It sounds like a behemoth.’ 
 
    ‘A what?’ 
 
    ‘I’ll explain on the way,’ Elena said. ‘Right now we must get to this place.’ 
 
    James suggested that they take a cab, but both Elena shot him a look of disbelief. 
 
    ‘One of those car-things that we rode in before? This is an emergency, master.’ 
 
    ‘What’s up?’ Arifa asked. 
 
    ‘The master wishes for us to get to the location in one of those.’ Elena pointed to the closest cab that was passing. 
 
    ‘Where’s the fun in that?’ Arifa asked. 
 
    ‘Fun?’ James replied. ‘Where’s the fun in this?’ 
 
    ‘The fight, of course,’ Arifa replied casually. ‘But that doesn’t mean we can’t have fun getting there.’ 
 
    Elena and Arifa both looked at James, smiling, before looking up to the tops of the buildings that surrounded them. 
 
    ‘Okay,’ James agreed, looking up to the rooftops. ‘Maybe you’re right about this.’ 
 
    Minutes later, they had ascended window ledges and fire escapes, leaping from higher place to higher place before finally arriving on a six-story apartment block. James led his goddesses towards the park in the direction of the creature, but they were moving entirely of their own volition. 
 
    Alongside him as James leaped from rooftop to rooftop, he couldn’t resist turning to see the girls soaring through the sky against the backdrop of the city lights. 
 
    Even if we are moving towards some terrifying fucking monster, James thought, This is one of the most amazing scenes I’ve ever been a part of. It’s like being in a movie… 
 
    The three of them were silhouettes against the night, leaping above the citizens of the city, heading into the heart of darkness at the centre of it all. 
 
    The lines of skyscrapers suddenly dropped off, giving way to the street below and the gigantic mass of greenery and trees that was Central Park. James knew what it represented – man trying to control nature and use at its behest, an endless supply of oxygen to the citizens of the city. 
 
    Everybody knew not to go in there at night, but the worst that you could expect were addicts and muggers. 
 
    Not a creature from another dimension that was eating people. 
 
    Surveying the park from seven stories up they could see nothing of note within the park, but the edges were scattered with police ushering people away from the main exits. 
 
    ‘We can go through the main entrances easily,’ Elena said. ‘I’ll put my powers to work on one of those officers.’ 
 
    ‘No,’ James said resolutely. ‘They’re getting people out of the park. If we interfere with that we could get somebody killed. There are darker parts with high fences further along, over there. Let’s jump the railing and get inside.’ 
 
    Descending to the alley by the building, they hurried down the opposite sidewalk to a quieter spot out of sight of the streetlights. They leaped over with no interference or problems, moving into the darkness of the park. 
 
    ‘One of the only things that goes right for me over the past few days,’ James said, checking the axe was still secured over his back in the guitar bag. ‘And it’s the thing that brings me closer to potentially getting killed. Just my luck.’ 
 
    ‘We’re gonna be fine,’ Arifa said, turning over her shoulder and winking at him. ‘Let’s find this thing.’ 
 
    As they moved deeper into the darkness of the park, James was reminded instantly of the forest back inside Elena’s caged dimension. A silence resided over the park, even out in the real world, or whatever that was in James’s mind. Despite being outside in a world with wind and rain and snow, there was none; on this Autumn night, all was quiet… Except for the screams and yells exploding out towards them a few hundred yards ahead. 
 
    The three of them rushed on towards the monster, James feeling the confidence begin to fill him as they approached the screams, which quickly vanished and made way for ground-shaking stomps that boomed out every so often, combined with gnarled crunches. 
 
    James tried to tell himself that it was nothing but the crunching of trees as it had been with the embris, but even if it that was the case it still meant that there was something breaking the trees in the first place. 
 
    And if that was the case, it would be something enormous. 
 
    ‘Oh, my…’ Elena said quietly, looking through the trees. ‘It’s there… Do you see it?’ 
 
    ‘Where?’ 
 
    ‘Right…’ Arifa appeared over James’s shoulder and pointed straight ahead. ‘There.’ 
 
    Like a first ultrasound, James wasn’t exactly sure what he was looking at, but the moment he set eyes on it a chill of fear struck him hard. 
 
    The shape that Arifa was pointing at he initially thought was another tree trunk, or several clumped together, but now that he zoned in upon it he realised what he was looking at. It was a huge figure, perhaps twelve feet tall, burly and covered in fat with huge, chunky limbs. The skin that covered this new monstrosity was a dull shade of grey and green; it moved slowly, breathing heavily as it stooped over something… Something that had once been a someone. 
 
    As they approached it, coming to a distance of only thirty yards, James saw the blood and the body parts splayed over the ground. 
 
    Killing a monster or even an animal was one thing – usually there were no hard feelings if the thing was trying to kill you in the first place – but a person? James had never seen a body in real life before, never mind one chopped up into a myriad of different pieces. 
 
    And never mind several being eaten by a monster from another dimension. 
 
    ‘What the hell is it?’ James asked, retrieving his bag and removing his axe. 
 
    ‘Behemoth,’ Arifa said casually. ‘We have them in my world, although we hardly ever run into them. Big, fat, stupid, angry – and they love to eat, if that wasn’t evident.  Anything, really, hence the size. They’re huge, but I’ve never seen one this size before.’ 
 
    ‘Just our luck,’ James said. ‘So how do we take this thing down?’ 
 
    ‘We cannot reason with it,’ Arifa said. ‘I’d suggest we get its attention somehow.’ 
 
    ‘I can do that,’ Elena said, raising her hands and moving them rhythmically as if she was massaging a small, invisible globe. Flames suddenly lit up their faces, though, as a ball of fire appeared in her hands. ‘I’ve been aching to get back to this ever since you got me out of my cage, I just never had the opportunity…’ 
 
    James and Arifa watched as she brought her hand back before launching the fireball at the behemoth. 
 
    Flames showered the creatures back, but considering the extent of the fat that covered its body, it only realised after a few seconds that anything had happened at all. 
 
    It grunted, turning and scrambling madly for its back with huge, stomping footsteps. It fell forward into the nearby body of water, rolling over frantically, steam rushing upwards, before staggering out and exposing its face in the light. 
 
    There was nothing human about it. Two large, black, dead eyes looked over at them, its mouth jagged with misshapen teeth as it glared back at them. At first there was ambivalence in its expression, but that quickly descended entirely into total, insane rage. 
 
    ‘Okay…’ James said, tightening his grasp on his axe. ‘… Now what do we do?’ 
 
    ‘I don’t know, I didn’t think that far ahead,’ Arifa shrugged. 
 
    James and Elena shot her a look, but she quickly smiled. 
 
    ‘I’m fucking with you. Time for a chase.’ 
 
    Arifa leaped forwards on all fours, making herself known by hopping into the air and waving her limps about with frantic gracefulness. 
 
    ‘This way, you big asshole! CHASE ME!’ 
 
    The behemoth couldn’t understand a word; to him, there was nothing but a twenty-something girl with cat ears running off to his right, and that was enough to send him stomping after her. 
 
    With a gnarled, incoherent yell the monster stomped after her, picking up a surprising pace in the process and flattening grass and body parts as it hurried after her. 
 
    Arifa was several steps ahead; forcing momentum from her legs, she leaped into the nearest tree and onto a branch, and thus began the monster’s pursuit of her through the park. 
 
    James and Elena took off in pursuit of the behemoth, their strides and speed matching that of the creature. 
 
    ‘Where the hell is she leading it?’ James said. 
 
    ‘I have no idea,’ Elena said quickly. ‘… I see her, it’s gaining on her!’ 
 
    ‘Distract it!’ 
 
    Without hesitation Elena summoned another fireball and launched it at the behemoth, hitting it in the back again. With no water to put it out it scrambled for its back again, yelling out. The flames weren’t catching, but the embers were still scolding it. It turned its attention from the cat goddess leaping through the trees and back to them. 
 
    Now what? 
 
    Despite the stupidity, it was learning. Instead of stampeding at them, it turned to the closest tree and sank its huge clawed hands into the trunk, pulling upwards. 
 
    The brief notion of there’s no way flashed through James’s mind, but much like the fire on the behemoth’s back it was quickly extinguished. That familiar sound of splintering wood hit them as the tree was pulled entirely from its roots, ripped up from the ground, and hurled straight in their direction. 
 
    It moved like a javelin, speeding at them fast. 
 
    Elena’s wings tore through her clothes in a reactionary movement. She reached for James but he was too busy diving in the opposite direction; with no choice she rose into the air, the tree missing her by mere inches. 
 
    The ends of the branches struck James as the huge trunk cut past them, striking him on the shoulder. Landing heavily on the grass, he groaned as he tried to regain his composure. He reached for the axe, his fingertips touching the edge of the handle, but for some reason it kept vibrating away from him. 
 
    Wait… Why is it vibrating? 
 
    ‘JAMES!!!’ 
 
    He looked up just in time to see the behemoth reach down and grab him, wrapping a huge, clawed, oversized hand around his entire body and lift him up. 
 
    All of a sudden he was face to face with the creature, staring it in the eyes. Its dead black eyes were like that of a shark, soulless as it gazed back at him. Its mouth was gormless for a moment before changing into a huge grin atop its fat, wobbling body. 
 
    Choose. 
 
    He had one arm free, and that was enough. 
 
    ‘Catch it!’ 
 
    Looking to his right he saw Elena throw him the axe. She couldn’t command the axe – to her it would be nothing but a steel blade. 
 
    But he could. 
 
    It seemed to move in slow motion, swinging around like a pendulum before the bound handle landed perfectly in his palm. James closed his fist around it just as the behemoth began to open its jaws, raising him up to its mouth like a candy bar. 
 
    The blade of the axe lit up incredibly in an instant, and with an almighty swing James brought it down upon the creature’s wrist. 
 
    The yell of pain was deafening. James fell, not from the behemoth’s grasp but still in it; its hand had cut off entirely, he and it falling onto the ground together roughly, the huge fingers still wrapped around his torso. 
 
    James scrambled from its twitching, deadened grasp as the behemoth stumbled about aimlessly, clutching its arm desperately as blue blood sprayed out from its severed stump and onto the grass. 
 
    ‘Holy shit!’ James shouted, reuniting with Elena, ‘That was insane!’ 
 
    Elena smiled quickly. Her face suddenly dropped, her wings unfolding again, but there was no time. She pushed James to the side just as he heard the almighty, sharp roar that sounded out next to them, and then both of them were gone. 
 
    James had mistaken the behemoth for a perpetually slow creature, but in that instant, enraged at its lost limb, it slammed into Elena and sent the pair of them flying through the air across the park. James could do nothing but pull himself back up, staring with his mouth hanging open in pure terror. 
 
    ‘ELENA!!!’ 
 
    James sprinted in their direction, both of his goddesses now out of sight. 
 
    He only had to follow the noises of struggling until he reached a spot by the lake. The creature was atop Elena, pinning her to the ground as she desperately tried to summon a fireball but was too weakened to do so. 
 
    James sprinted harder and harder, but he knew it would take too long for him to reach her. 
 
    Arifa was nowhere to be seen. 
 
    There was only one option. 
 
    He brought the axe back in his grasp, measuring the distance. Throwing had never been his strongpoint, but it was do or die. 
 
    He launched the axe from his hand, the flaming weapon swinging through the air. The behemoth literally didn’t know what had hit him, failing to look up even at the sound of the air cutting right by him. 
 
    SLAM. 
 
    The blade caught it in the shoulder with enough force to take of a sheet of flesh, sending the creature flailing back with another brutal scream. 
 
    Elena staggered up, hurrying away from the behemoth. 
 
    But it still wasn’t done. 
 
    Leaping up, it began its final run towards him. 
 
    No axe, one goddess regaining her strength and the other nowhere to be seen. 
 
    This was it. 
 
    James readied himself. It was weakened, but its stagger would outrun him easily considering the size of its steps. Finally arriving, James readied his fists, the only thing he had left. The creature brought up its remaining hand, smacking it down atop James. He grasped its claws in his hands, pushing back against the sharp bones as hard as he could. 
 
    Steadily it was forcing him backwards where it would crush him and eat him, not necessarily in that order. 
 
    There was nothing but the grunting of the two of them, the groaning and the struggling, until- 
 
    A high war-cry sounded out somewhere overhead. James’s grip relaxed for the briefest of moments, giving the creature several inches before he pushed back again… Until the behemoth’s strength suddenly slipped entirely. 
 
    It coincided with a jolt that ran up his arm from the behemoth as its body seized up entirely. 
 
    James looked up to see Arifa stood atop the head of the creature with the blade of her sword planted straight through the middle of its head. She looked like a revolutionary planting a flag into a monument for a moment, the moonlight turning her into a silhouette, until the monster let out a final, pained groan and stumbled backwards, landing lifelessly on its back. 
 
    Arifa hopped off to the side as it did, withdrawing her sword and looking down from the nearby grass proudly at her work. 
 
    Elena joined them, her wounds already healing quickly, although her clothes were muddied and torn all over. 
 
    ‘Where the hell did that come from?’ James asked. 
 
    ‘Was that not amazing?’ Arifa shouted, grinning. ‘For a second there I thought we didn’t have him…’ 
 
    ‘We almost didn’t!’ James shouted. ‘We could have freaking died. Next time would you mind sharing the plan before we go chasing a monster from another dimension?’ 
 
    Arifa’s face fell, her head dropping a little. 
 
    ‘I’m sorry, master… I just needed him injured before I put the sword into his head. They’re like, uhh… What’s the creature from your world called? Chickens! They’re like chickens. They’re so stupid that you can cut the head off and they can still walk around and live for a while afterwards.’ 
 
    The three of them shared a look as they panted for breath, before bursting out into a torrent of laughter. 
 
    ‘Chickens, huh?’ James said. ‘Remind me of that next time we fight one… And I’m sorry for being upset. I know its in your nature to do it independently just… Let’s make a plan next time before we do anything crazy, okay?’ 
 
    ‘Of course!’ Arifa smiled enthusiastically. ‘But… Crazy? What about that was crazy? Killing it was awesome, true, but…’ 
 
    ‘You forget,’ Elena replied, laying an arm over her fellow goddess’s shoulder. ‘Our master has only just been introduced to this world. There is much that he has yet to see.’ 
 
    ‘Ahh…’ Arifa shouted. ‘In time, in time…’ 
 
    ‘Indeed.’ 
 
    ‘All right,’ James smiled, ‘thanks for the casually patronising comments. One question – where the hell is my axe?’ 
 
    *** 
 
    They found James’s weapon sitting just beneath the water on the shore of the lake. Finding the bag was pointless, so he settled for wrapping it in his jacket, maintaining hope that it wouldn’t spontaneously ignite during the journey home. 
 
    By the time they arrived back at the apartment, they were all still full of energy – but a different kind to the one that had filled all three of them during the fight at the park. 
 
    ‘That was fucking amazing!’ Arifa shouted, slamming James’s apartment door behind them. 
 
    ‘Usually I’m one to say things like they are,’ Elena added. ‘But I’ve got two thoughts on the matter. First, exactly what Arifa said. Second, let’s not talk right now.’ 
 
    James had never gotten undressed so quickly; less than a minute later his goddesses had pulled off their clothes and stripped down to nothing, their naked bodies prancing ahead of him to the bathroom. Before he even had a chance to catch up with them they had both leaned around the door, beckoning him to join them. 
 
    Do I really still look like I need encouraging? 
 
    ‘We’re waiting, master…’ Elena chimed, turning and taking Arifa by the hand as they disappeared into the bathroom. 
 
    James checked one last time that none of this was still imaginary before joining the girls, crossing the apartment shamelessly in his muscular, naked new body. By the time he reached them they had already turned the shower on, steam spilling up into the room as he walked in to find his goddesses running their hands over each other’s wet bodies, smothering each other with hot, soapy water. 
 
    Moving under the heat of the water, James let it run over his head and over his body, washing off the dirt and the blood that scuffed his skin from the fight. Elena wrapped her arms around him from behind, running her soft hands up his toned abs and up to his chest while Arifa pushed her body against his, pressing her soft chest against him as he ran his hands down to her tight, perky ass. 
 
    In no time his hands had found both of them, and their shower turned into total hedonism; their bodies pushed together, fucking hard beneath the steaming water. They became one force, replenishing each other desirously as James filled them both up passionately. 
 
    He couldn’t get enough of them. It had been only hours since they had left Arifa’s caged dimension, and already he wanted to take them again and again. Another monster killed, another fire of confidence and energy that exploded within him. 
 
    Exhausted once again after having gone several rounds in the shower, the girls gave each other a look and pushed themselves together, dropping to their knees and taking turns pleasuring him with their mouths, playfully fighting over who could take him into their mouths the deepest. Arifa eventually moved behind Elena as his demon-goddess raised her firm, huge chest and wrapped her breasts tightly around his cock. Arifa pushed them together as James thrusted his hips, fucking her chest indulgently as his goddesses worked continuously to pleasure him. 
 
    ‘We need it, master…’ Arifa moaned, working Elena’s chest for her. ‘Give it to us…’ 
 
    Even with how much he thought they had emptied him this far, the perfect sensation of the softness of Elena’s breasts was too much. The girls smiled happily, opening their mouths as James finished on them, groaning with pleasure at the final explosion of pleasure and the sight of his seed falling upon their tongues, moans of desirous approval escaping them greedily as they drank him down. Arifa took his shaft in her hand, squeezing out anything that may have been left as they replenished James’s energy, in turn taking it for their own. 
 
    His energy may have returned, but the slaying of the monster and the relentless fucking of his goddesses had finished James off completely. Towelling off and heading back into the apartment, they slumped into James’s bed and curled up together, drifting off to sleep quickly. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Twenty 
 
    My Dear 
 
      
 
    ‘Entirely fucking useless.’ 
 
    Ascevious looked down at the park from his rooftop perch with a grimacing scowl. The behemoth had been a sure call in his mind, a starting point at which to stop the goddesses and whoever this imposter was who was wandering around the human world with powers that did not belong to him. 
 
    ‘You… There you are.’ 
 
    He laid eyes upon the young man in his early twenties, hopping the fence of the park nearby with two attractive girls by his side. They would have blended in nicely with the city were their clothes not torn and their bodies not covered in scratches and scuffs and mud. 
 
    He spat out into the night, coughing viciously as he watched from his spot atop the building. 
 
    His body was beginning to fail him. With his soul separated from himself, Ascevious was beginning to feel the toll of the separation upon his physical self. 
 
    But the events that had just taken place hadn’t been a complete failure. He knew who this imposter was now. He could track him. 
 
    And there was one more trump card on his list that he could play. 
 
    One for this exact situation. 
 
    There was no possibility of attacking; the imposter had demonstrated his powers, and being in possession of two godly souls had given him powers beyond what any human should have possessed… Or deserved. 
 
    But there was an alternative… One that he could now finally resort to, now that he knew the identity of the imposter. 
 
    Ascevious gnashed his teeth at the thought, shaking his head. In his mind, this man, this thing, was pathetic. Nothing more than a waste. 
 
    Reaching into the pocket of his cloak, he retrieved a glowing grey stone. For a moment the god held it between his thumb and forefinger, examining the jagged shape. 
 
    ‘Sharp to the touch, both within and without,’ he smiled, coughing once again. Then, in a swift movement, he threw the rock against the ground, where it smashed to pieces. 
 
    An explosion of grey smoke flurried out from the shattered remains. Before long it had formed into a figure, who stood before him panting and shaking. 
 
    ‘Is it time?’ The woman said. 
 
    ‘I’m afraid not, my dear,’ Ascevious growled with a smile, approaching the woman and holding her in his arms. ‘It was not my intention to bring you back into this world while it was still stained with the blight of these disgusting humans, but these are desperate times. A part of my life force has been taken by a human male, locked within his bastardised form. I know that you are weak, and until now I had no desire to bring you back… But you are our only hope of succeeding.’ 
 
    ‘I would do anything for you master… Anything. Direct me to this male.’ 
 
    ‘Follow me, my dear.’ 
 
    He stood from where he was crouching, walking the ledges of the building with the woman in tow, following the trio as they walked through the night, lost in the illusion that they were safe. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Twenty-One 
 
    Breakfast 
 
      
 
    James awoke ahead of the girls in the pale 11am light. He strived to remain caught in the blissful thoughtlessness of sleep, but eventually found the thought of everything that had happened so far to be more attractive than just staring absently at the ceiling. 
 
    More had happened over the past few days than had happened in James’s entire life so far; accidentally unleash two gods and restart a centuries old conflict, take on parts of their souls in the process, take on godlike strength and regenerative powers, steal and wield a magical stolen weapon and use it to slay two ancient creatures, summon not one but two goddesses, fuck them both in the sexiest ways imaginable, and after all of that be sleeping with the two of them in his bed. 
 
    With Ascevious’s attempts weakened, all we have to do now is find him, James thought, Elena and Arifa sleeping peacefully either side of him. Once we take him down… Who knows? I haven’t actually done a whole lot of thinking about all of this… Not that I’ve had any time to. 
 
    Finish college in case all of this turns out to be an elaborate hallucination constructed by some remote part of my brain going haywire, that’s the first thing. After that? Before the goddess consortium went to shit they were trying to do something positive in this world. They were trying to change it for the better. Shouldn’t that legacy be continued? 
 
    James felt his heart beat a little faster at the thought. He had been so enraptured by the chaos since opening the locket that any notion of the future had fallen to the side, but now that he had a second to consider it the idea had excited him beyond belief. 
 
    Save the world… Then build a life for myself. More money. A better home. More power… Then expand that power. I have to keep myself in check, true, but the girls can help me with that. Power messes with everyone’s head, no matter who you are. But I can’t let this gift go to waste. People would kill to be able to do what I can do. 
 
    The thought continued to excite James as he laid awake. He felt the same way as he had done two nights ago, when he had gone running across the rooftops of the city in search of something to satisfy the hunger for adventure in his soul. 
 
    And, like any other story about gods and men, just as he desired it, so did it happen. Adventure came knocking; quite literally, but not in the form that he wanted or expected. 
 
    Turning his head in the direction of his front door, the girls shuffled awake and looked over in confusion. 
 
    ‘Who’s that?’ Elena asked. ‘A friend of yours?’ 
 
    ‘Maybe,’ James said, sitting up and shuffling out of bed wearing nothing in the slightest. He picked up his axe, his heart pounding even faster now as he moved steadily towards the door, the flame of the blade igniting. 
 
    ‘Be careful with that, master,’ Arifa said, ‘without any clothes you might hit something that we’d all hate to see go…’ 
 
    He shot the pair of them a smile before his face naturally returned to the concerned expression that he had had ever since that wrapping against the wood of the door had sounded. 
 
    Who the hell is that? There’s no way he found us… Ascevious…? 
 
    James readied his axe, gripping the handle tightly as he looked through the peephole to see- 
 
    Not Ascevious. Not a god or a monster or even law enforcement. But it still sent a jolt of shock through him. 
 
    ‘Shit…’ James whispered through gritted teeth, drawing back and hurrying over to the girls. ‘It’s my dad!’ 
 
    ‘I keep forgetting that you humans have parents…’ Elena said casually. ‘Well, I would love to meet the father of our master, and I’m sure Arifa would to.’ 
 
    ‘Maybe he’s even hotter than James,’ Arifa agreed. 
 
    ‘Are you fucking serious?’ James said quickly and quietly. ‘He can’t catch me in here with you two!’ 
 
    ‘I know you humans are supposed to be monogamous, but wouldn’t he be proud of his son for having so many women? You haven’t gone through that ceremony that humans have.’ 
 
    ‘Marriage?’ Elena replied. 
 
    ‘That’s the one. I keep forgetting’ 
 
    ‘I can’t believe I’m having this conversation,’ James said, finally deciding to play the role of master. ‘You both need to get in the bathroom and hide in there.’ 
 
    ‘James?’ His father called out from the door. ‘Are you up, bud? It’s your dad.’ 
 
    ‘In the bathroom,’ James repeated. ‘As your master, that’s an order.’ 
 
    The girls, both still naked, slid out from beneath the sheets and slinked sexily into the bathroom, prancing in the same way as they had done last night. James quickly pulled on a pair of jeans and a t-shirt and crossed to the door. 
 
    ‘Just a sec, dad,’ he called out, on the verge of unlocking the door when he remembered the axe, propped up against the wall just feet away. He scrambled to hide it, shoving it beneath the kitchen sink before returning to the door and unlocking it. 
 
    ‘What are you doing here?’ James asked with a smile as he threw the door wide. His father laughed deeply, opening his arms up as father and son shared a brief, encompassing hug. 
 
    ‘I’m in the city for work and thought I’d drop by and surprise you,’ he said, ‘and to just check up to make sure you’re looking after yourself right.’ 
 
    ‘Of course,’ James grinned, looking back at his father. He was only an inch or two taller than his dad, but his father made up for it with the control with which he conducted himself. He had never been in the military but his stance and posture was one so resilient and firm that anybody walking by him in the street would think so. Arthur had grown up in an environment where things had been scarce, but he had desired abundance; as a result, his whole image revolved around wholesomeness. Dark hair, a perpetual beard and worn, piercing eyes all framed a white, toothy smile that made anybody looking at him feel welcome; including James. 
 
    Which, unfortunately, made it impossible not to invite him inside. 
 
    As Arthur entered the apartment James scanned the place quickly. The bathroom door was still closed, and fortunately the girls weren’t making a sound. 
 
    Not yet, anyway. 
 
    ‘You need to clean up in here, bud,’ Arthur said. ‘You know the best way to keep yourself in that habit?’ 
 
    ‘Nope.’ 
 
    ‘Get a woman in your life. They keep you along the right track. They give you a reason to work for in the first place.’ 
 
    You don’t know the half of it. 
 
    ‘Yeah, you’re probably right. Soon as I find one I’ll get right on tidying this place up.’ 
 
    ‘Would’ve thought you would already have that covered.’ 
 
    ‘Why d’you say that?’ 
 
    ‘Well, that hug spoke for itself. I wouldn’t wanna arm wrestle you any time soon. You been working out lately?’ 
 
    ‘Oh, yeah. A lot, actually… I guess.’ 
 
    ‘So you’re half way there,’ Arthur laughed. ‘The muscles will help you get a girl. Tidying this place up will help you keep one.’ 
 
    James looked over to his unmade bed, his eyes drifting down to the floor that he set his feet down upon every morning when he pushed off from the mattress, to see Elena’s lacy red bra in a heap. Trying his best to head over to it casually, he kicked it under the bed and out of sight. 
 
    ‘I was gonna ask how college is going, but why don’t we do that over some lunch.’ 
 
    ‘You don’t have to do that,’ James smiled. ‘I know how busy you are.’ 
 
    ‘True, but I’m never busy enough for you, man. Throw on a jacket and some shoes.’ 
 
    ‘You got it. Do you mind if I meet you downstairs?’ 
 
    ‘I’ve got a call to make anyway. See you down there.’ 
 
    The moment James had shut the door behind his dad he sprinted to the bathroom, swung the door wide and ushered the girls out into the apartment. 
 
    ‘Sorry about that, but if my dad saw you two he wouldn’t know what to think.’ 
 
    ‘He seems to have the right idea,’ Elena said. ‘Having a woman in your life is always a wonderful thing.’ 
 
    ‘Yeah, but two?’ James said, raising an eyebrow. 
 
    ‘Twice as wonderful,’ Arifa winked. 
 
    ‘With you two that’s true, but I don’t know how he’d react. I’m going for an early lunch with him. Are you two okay looking after yourselves for an hour or two?’ 
 
    ‘Please, we spent eighty years stuck inside our own private dimensions,’ Arifa said, ‘I think we can find a way to occupy ourselves.’ 
 
    *** 
 
    Twenty minutes later James was eating breakfast with his dad in a diner not far from the apartment. They both ordered bacon and eggs with muffins, a meal that had been a staple of Saturday mornings before James had left for college. 
 
    ‘Is yours okay?’ 
 
    ‘Pretty good,’ James replied. ‘Nothing to the ones you used to make, of course.’ 
 
    ‘Sweet talker,’ Arthur laughed, taking a large gulp from his cup of coffee. ‘So how are things at college?’ 
 
    ‘Uhh…’ James started, taking up his own coffee. ‘Challenging at the moment. It’s my final year and everything, so I guess I’ll need to see how it goes.’ 
 
    ‘Mm. Just remember that I’m a call away if you ever need anything. I know you’re independent and can survive on your own and all, but I’ll always be around. That’s what I’m here for, after all.’ 
 
    ‘I know, dad… This isn’t like you.’ 
 
    ‘What do you mean?’ 
 
    ‘I mean… We don’t talk like this usually. I’m not trying to be meta or anything but we’ve never exactly been emotional people.’ 
 
    ‘I didn’t raise you to freak out at little things. I don’t say that in a selfish way, but emotions get in the way of logical decisions.’ 
 
    ‘That’s been a little difficult lately,’ James muttered to himself. 
 
    ‘Plus…’ Arthur continued. ‘You’ve got a point. I guess it might be down to the fact that I had a dream about your mom last night.’ 
 
    James had just taken a bite out of a strip of bacon, stopping mid-chew. 
 
    ‘About mom?’ 
 
    They had rarely spoken about his mother since he had become a teenager. She was a distant memory, existing only in snippets and perfect soundbites that threaded through from images that James couldn’t be sure were even real. 
 
    ‘Yeah.’ 
 
    ‘What happened?’ 
 
    ‘Nothing. That’s what was so memorable about it. You and I were in the living room back at the house, same age as we are now, and your mom was there with us. We were just watching TV and talking. That was all.’ 
 
    ‘Do you miss her?’ 
 
    ‘Every day. You know I do. I know you do too. I try not to think about her too much. I know that sounds terrible, but before she died she told me not to waste too much time thinking about her. She was always selfless like that. Oh, she wanted us to mourn, but she wanted us to live our lives. But her having said that just made her seem more wonderful, and I can’t help but still thinking about her whenever a woman passes by wearing her perfume, or a song plays that she used to hum.’ 
 
    Arthur looked to the side for a moment, dwelling on the past before returning to his meal and eating greedily as if he had said nothing at all. Meanwhile, James could do nothing but set down his cutlery and stare across the table at his father. 
 
    ‘Wow… That’s probably the most open you’ve been with me the whole time I’ve known you. Not that that’s a bad thing, of course, I actually appreciate the whole stoic-father thing… But still…’ 
 
    ‘I don’t know, son. The thought of your mom just brings out a more sensitive side, I guess.’ 
 
    ‘That’s one of my clearest memories, y’know? When I saw you get angry at grandpa for telling me those stories just after mom passed.’ James returned to his meal. 
 
    ‘Oh, yeah… Y’know I always felt bad about that. Not because of your grandpa passing a little while after, but because it was the same stuff that your mom always used to talk about back when we met in college.’ 
 
    James had attempted once again to dig into his food, but a fork full of scrambled eggs ended up hanging dangerously from the prongs halfway to his mouth, eventually slipping off and onto the plate completely. 
 
    ‘… What did you say?’ 
 
    ‘Back in college, after a few dates, your mom finally decided to open up about her family. She talked all about her parents, your grandparents, and how they used to talk about being descended from people who could speak to gods, who made dealings with them in previous centuries. She always joked about it, asking where all the money had gone if they were really related to gods.’ 
 
    James froze up completely, staring his dad in the eyes. 
 
    ‘What’s up?’ He asked. ‘You look like you’ve seen a ghost.’ 
 
    That’s why… That’s why I’m alive. 
 
    He wanted to tell his dad everything. He wanted to tell him that his mom was right, that he was currently living with two goddesses, that he had killed two monsters and was hunting down an evil god… But what good would it do? Why bother interrupting his father’s perfect image of his mother, of his father’s wife? 
 
    ‘Nothing,’ James said, shaking his head. ‘It’s just nice to hear stories about mom.’ 
 
    ‘I’ve got a few others that I don’t think I’ve told before. Wanna hear ‘em?’ 
 
    ‘Yeah,’ James smiled, finally managing to eat some food. ‘Yeah, I’d like that.’ 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Twenty-Two 
 
    Enjoying the Show 
 
      
 
    ‘Ahh, he finally answers the phone!’ 
 
    After saying goodbye to his father, James had returned to the apartment to find the girls still naked, wrapped up beneath the sheets of his bed, indulging in each other’s bodies in his absence. 
 
    Completely and utterly insatiable, he thought, just as his phone rang. It was none other than Jake. It felt like it had been age since they had spoken. He had only been absent from college for a couple of days, but it felt like an eternity. 
 
    ‘Sorry, man. I know you’ve been calling. I’ve been down with the sickness for days.’ 
 
    ‘We’ve been worrying like crazy about you, man. Lauri’s freaking furious. How’re you feeling?’ 
 
    ‘Better, actually. I should be back at college soon, hopefully.’ 
 
    ‘Well I know an even better way you can make it up. Party tonight. Can you make it?’ 
 
    ‘I, uhh…’ James looked over at his goddesses, still running their hands over each other in bed. ‘Can I call you back? Just give me five minutes.’ 
 
    ‘You got it.’ 
 
    James hung up and crossed to the girls, stretching out in bed between them, where they gladly welcomed him. 
 
    ‘Ready for another round, master?’ Elena asked. 
 
    ‘Always,’ James smiled. ‘I’ve been invited to this party tonight, but I don’t know if I’m gonna go.’ 
 
    ‘A party?’ Arifa replied quickly, propping herself up excitedly on her elbow. ‘I haven’t been to a party in literal decades. I mean I haven’t done a lot of things in several decades, but a party is pretty high up on my list of priorities.’ 
 
    ‘Woah, woah,’ James said. ‘Who said I was bringing you two?’ 
 
    ‘You seemed to be getting used to the idea of being with us in public yesterday,’ Elena pointed out. ‘How is this any different?’ 
 
    ‘Because there’ll be people I know there. It’s different. Who knows what they’ll start saying at college. I’ve got another ten months till I graduate, and that’s enough time for a lot of rumours to be spread around.’ 
 
    ‘Rumours about a guy with two hot girls that are totally dedicated to him?’ Arifa said. ‘I don’t see how that makes you look bad.’ 
 
    ‘No, but it’d make you two look bad.’ 
 
    ‘I have zero interest in the opinions of humans,’ Elena replied. ‘None of the goddesses do.’ 
 
    ‘But still… People will ask questions.’ 
 
    ‘It’s just one night,’ Arifa pleaded. ‘Come on. Ascevious has been weakened, his soul is still split in two, and we’ve already killed both of the beasts that are at his behest. We can take a night out to have some fun.’ 
 
    ‘All of the time I spend with you two alone is fun,’ James smiled as they snuggled up to him. 
 
    ‘So this’ll be no different,’ Elena said. 
 
    James looked between them, realising that they had a point. He exercised the idea for a moment, considering the thought of walking into a party with the two of them on his arms. 
 
    With only the slightest amount of reluctance, he pulled out his phone once again and texted Jake. 
 
    I’ll see you tonight. Text me the address. 
 
    *** 
 
    After spending the rest of the day lounging around with the girls, lounging being synonymous for a few things that meant shutting the blinds in his apartment, the three of them headed out for some more clothes and wound up back in James’s living room. He sat with his feet up on the coffee table, caught between watching TV and enjoying the sight of the girls trying clothes on. 
 
    ‘Styles really have changed,’ Arifa said, pressing a pair of jeans to her legs. ‘Do I still have to wear a hat over my ears?’ 
 
    ‘The whole cat-goddess thing never caught on while you were trapped, unfortunately,’ James smiled. ‘Neither did the demonic wings, either. It’d freak people out, believe me. But maybe we could get away with it at a Halloween party in a few months.’ 
 
    ‘Sounds good to me,’ Elena said, pulling off her lacy red bra and pushing her hands up beneath her large, round breasts. ‘You said humans still aren’t allowed to walk around naked or in their underwear, but what about just showing a little…’ She grabbed her huge mounds from either side and pushed them together, sending James harder and harder for the 9th time that day. ‘Like this?’ 
 
    ‘I think that’d be great,’ James said without a hint of sarcasm. ‘But maybe tonight cover up a little. Two girls is one thing, two girls who look like you bringing in the attention of everybody might make things even worse.’ 
 
    Even worse, James thought, smiling. That fearless confidence that always seemed to rest within him was firing up. So what if they showed off a little, though? Now that he thought about it, what did it matter if they showed off their assets? 
 
    But there was something else on his mind, too. 
 
    ‘I’ve gotta talk to you girls about something,’ he started. He told them everything that his dad had mentioned; his grandpa, his mom, and the stories about his ancestors. 
 
    ‘It would explain a lot,’ Elena replied. ‘I told you that we have traded with the humans in the past, and in return we bestowed upon them certain abilities. Yours may have existed, dormant for centuries. That’s why I couldn’t detect it within you.’ 
 
    ‘I can’t believe it. Everything my grandpa told me about when I was a little kid… It was all true.’ 
 
    ‘It would appear.’ 
 
    ‘There’s one thing I don’t get, though…’ James commented. ‘What are the chances that it was me who just so happened to come into possession of the locket with the gods within them? Me of all people? Why not somebody else who didn’t possess the powers, who would have been ripped apart by those two moving through them.’ 
 
    Elena raised an eyebrow. ‘It… Is a strange coincidence.’ 
 
    ‘Oh, come on,’ James laughed. ‘There’s at least a little fate going on there, isn’t there?’ 
 
    ‘What’s going on?’ Arifa asked. 
 
    ‘Elena doesn’t believe in fate, but all of this weird shit that has happened to me seems to be the greatest series of coincidences that the world has ever seen. What do you think, Arifa?’ 
 
    ‘Oh, I don’t know… My people don’t really have a belief system about actions and consequences. We just kind of… Laze around, like I said before.’ 
 
    ‘The lady,’ James said, thinking back to Morgan’s Bazaar. ‘How the hell did I not think about this until now… She said all of this stuff about the locket, as if… As if she was waiting to give it to the right person, or something. You don’t think…’ 
 
    ‘Think what?’ 
 
    ‘I don’t know,’ James replied. ‘That she’s in on something, maybe.’ 
 
    ‘Think we should go check out this shop of hers?’ Arifa suggested. 
 
    ‘No, not tonight. It’ll be closed now, anyway. The parts of Alerian and Ascevious’s souls are locked away inside me, Ascevious is weakened, and any monsters that are an immediate threat are dead. Let’s take the night off from saving the world.’ 
 
    ‘That sounds like a damned good idea to me,’ Elena said smoothly. ‘When must we depart?’ 
 
    ‘Not for another hour yet,’ James said, checking his phone. 
 
    ‘Great,’ Arifa replied. ‘Plenty of time for us to put on a show for you…’ 
 
    James was fast getting used to the idea that no amount of fucking would tire the girls out, and even with his godly powers he had met his match as a man with them. Sure, he could have had them both again, but at this point, in the build-up to the party, it was much more fun to watch the two of them pull off what little clothes they were wearing and wrap their arms around each other, pressing their firm, tight bodies together as they kissed passionately in the heat of the apartment. Elena picked Arifa up and placed her effortlessly on the couch, running her hands between her legs and kissing up the inside of her thigh as Arifa laid her head back and bit the tip of her own finger in anticipation. As Elena finally reached the spot between her legs she gasped out, moaning lightly. 
 
    What was wrong with being fashionably late? James thought, picking up his beer and enjoying the show. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Twenty-Three 
 
    Party 
 
      
 
    James, Arifa and Elena took a cab to a quieter residential street a little further out of the city, arriving around 10pm. The build-up to a party was always a weird time; most people have ideas in their heads about how things are going to go down, about how conversations will go, about how the scene will be lit. James had done that whole routine enough times to know that wondering what it would be like was totally and completely pointless. 
 
    Still, though, as the cab pulled up with the three of them in the back, James couldn’t help but dwell on the attractiveness of what it would be like. 
 
    Or how badly it would go. 
 
    This was a night of relaxation, though, in the knowledge that things were safe for the time being; he had swapped his flaming axe out for a shirt that fitted perfectly to his toned, muscular torso, hair pushed back out of his face for the first time in years, and black jeans atop smart-casual boots. His hands were empty, but his forearms were adorned with two unbelievably attractive women that drew more than a few head-turns as they made their way up the path to the front door of the lightly buzzing house. They were both dressed in tight jeans and t-shirts, their round curves accentuated so much that more than a few girlfriends slapped their boyfriends on the shoulders for looking in the wrong direction. 
 
    Although James himself could hardly blame them. 
 
    ‘Wait…’ Elena said suddenly, her eyes going wide and serious. ‘Wait…’ 
 
    ‘What is it?’ James asked, he and Arifa turning to look at her in confusion. 
 
    Elena’s eyes searched the space in front of her, but they weren’t examining the porch; they were lost in their own self-contained world. 
 
    And James knew that look. 
 
    ‘No…’ He said. ‘You’ve gotta be kidding.’ 
 
    ‘No, I am sure,’ she replied. ‘There is another goddess nearby… Somewhere.’ 
 
    ‘In this house?’ 
 
    ‘I am unsure. Perhaps. With all of these people it is becoming difficult to determine.’ 
 
    James gulped and looked around. 
 
    Another goddess? I just came here to chill out and have some fun, and now we’re onto another rescue mission… But three sexy goddesses to hang out with? Hell, my appetite lately has been as insatiable as there’s, and it doesn’t show any signs of slowing up. What the hell is wrong with three girls in my bed, anyway, along with even more powers? 
 
    ‘All right,’ James continued, ‘Let’s keep our eyes open. She could be anywhere.’ 
 
    Moving into the house, James led the girls past drinkers and laughers and smokers, the three of them becoming just another piece of the backdrop save for the occasional frat guys leering their way. James didn’t mind save for the ones who tried idiotically to lay a hand on them; it only took a grab of one guy’s leering forearm as they attempted to grab Arifa’s ass to warn the rest of them. A second after James’s fingers gripped him, he yelped out at the borderline sensation of his arm almost breaking before James let up, but not before giving him an intimidating look straight in the eyes. 
 
    He backed off in a second, and for the first time James realised just how protective he was over his goddesses. It wasn’t just a case of making sure they didn’t do something stupid in public that could get them into trouble. 
 
    It was care… Actual real care for them. Something beyond the sex and lust and relentless fucking that they indulged in whenever they got the chance. 
 
    Heading into the kitchen with them close by, James spotted Jake and Lauri on the adjacent side of the centre island. 
 
    Probably best that I go talk to them for a minute without the girls instead of showing up with my arms around them like some arrogant asshole. 
 
    Before he could even tell the girls, he turned to find them both looking down at the drinks table with complete fascination. 
 
    ‘I’ve never seen anything like it…’ Elena said. ‘Look at this… Cherry Schnapps.’ 
 
    Arifa in turn picked up a bottle of something and showed it to Elena when another drunk asshole showed up, putting his arm around Elena uninvited.  
 
    ‘What’s your major?’ He asked, James wondering if a more asshole-ish line was possible. He was about to move in when Arifa grabbed the fingers on his intruding hand and bent two of them back farther than they were supposed to go, releasing a pathetic squeal from the guy. 
 
    ‘Are you done?’ She said sarcastically. The guy released a whimpering nod before she released him and he staggered off. 
 
    James scoffed to himself, shaking his head. They don’t need my help in the slightest to look after themselves. 
 
    Crossing the kitchen he tapped Jake and Lauri on the shoulders, wrapping his arms around both of them. 
 
    ‘There you are!’ 
 
    Lauri gave him a sharp jab on the arm while Jake handed him a freshly uncapped beer at the ready. 
 
    ‘Where the hell have you been?’ Jake said. ‘Looks like you’ve spent the last few days filling yourself with steroids… Or cooking oil.’ 
 
    ‘Just needed some time off,’ James said, only half-lying. ‘Keeping up with coursework has been a little stressful lately. It was good to have a little time to catch up.’ 
 
    ‘People were pretty freaked out by that little meltdown in the lecture hall,’ Lauri commented. 
 
    ‘Like I said, just stress. After that I realised that I needed to go lie down for a while.’ 
 
    ‘Well, you’re here now,’ Jake said. ‘And look, I hope what happened at the party the other night didn’t get you down too much.’ 
 
    ‘What do you mean?’ 
 
    ‘With Helen and that guy.’ 
 
    ‘Oh…’ James said, thinking back to it. ‘Yeah… No, don’t worry about that. I’m over it.’ 
 
    ‘You sure? You have been pining over that girl for practically your entire life.’ 
 
    ‘Yeah, I’m good.’ 
 
    Out of all the things that James had said so far, that one wasn’t a lie. He genuinely hadn’t thought about Helen since opening the locket, which was the most ironic thing of all considering she was the reason that he had bought the locket in the first place. 
 
    ‘You sure you’re good with it?’ Lauri said. 
 
    ‘Yeah, why?’ 
 
    ‘Because she’s eye-fucking you like crazy right now.’ 
 
    James looked at her confusedly. She raised an eyebrow suggestively, sipping from her drink and nodding over his shoulder as if to say don’t make it obvious. 
 
    As casually as he possibly could, James took a drink from his beer and turned, surveying the room. He caught sight of Elena and Arifa, caught in conversation with two other girls, all four of them laughing hysterically at something. 
 
    Just because they’ve been locked away for years doesn’t mean they can’t be charming, particularly when they look like that. 
 
    Turning about the room, he finally set eyes on Helen. She was wearing a dress even more stunning than the one from the other night, but that wasn’t the main difference that stood out; it was her eyes. She looked back at him intensely, biting her lip until realising that they had been caught in a stare for more than half a second. She smiled uncontrollably, looking away sharply and pushing her hair behind her ear. 
 
    ‘Think you might be right,’ James said, breathing deeply as he turned back to them. 
 
    ‘So get in there, man,’ Jake laughed. ‘What are you waiting for?’ 
 
    ‘I don’t know,’ James sighed. 
 
    ‘Did you come with somebody else?’ Lauri asked. ‘Is that why you’re still so… Reluctant?’ 
 
    Just as James was on the verge of replying he felt a tap on his shoulder. Expecting to see one of the girls, or both of them, he quickly tried to form a believable reason for why he had come with the two hottest girls at the party, but instead he found himself face to face with neither Elena or Arifa. 
 
    ‘Hi, you.’ 
 
    It was Helen. No less than a few seconds later she had crossed to him. 
 
    ‘Hey.’ 
 
    ‘It’s good to see you seeing as I didn’t get a chance the other night.’ 
 
    ‘You too.’ 
 
    ‘Did you… Maybe wanna dance?’ 
 
    Even if he was engaged in bigger and better things now just a few days later, even if he had been filled with confidence and had spent his time laying the two sexiest girls in the city, the girl who had filled a lot of his thoughts for the past few years asking him to dance still threw him out of check. 
 
    ‘Uhh…’ Souls of gods literally inside of me and I’m still hesitating like this. ‘Yeah, sure. I’ll meet you in there in a second.’ 
 
    ‘Okay,’ she smiled, turning slowly and walking away. 
 
    ‘She’s still looking at you over her shoulder…’ Jake whispered as James returned to him. ‘I don’t know what happened that changed her tune but you can’t waste this man. Go for it.’ 
 
    ‘I don’t even know how to dance,’ James smiled, shaking his head. ‘What the hell am I doing?’ 
 
    ‘It doesn’t matter,’ Lauri said, ‘Just pretend like you do and make a joke out of it if it goes wrong. Girls don’t care if you’re a bad dancer, as long as you act confident and self-deprecate.’ 
 
    ‘Forever the voice of reason,’ Jake grinned. 
 
    ‘All right,’ James said, ‘once again; hold my beer.’ 
 
    Jake only laughed and shook his head in return as James took a deep breath and set off through the party to the living room. He glanced over at the girls in the process, wondering if they would even pay him any attention, but they both knew he was on the move. They raised their glasses and smiled, while Elena lightly shook her head to indicate that she still hadn’t figured out the location of the new goddess. 
 
    They had seen everything, and James knew it, but they didn’t care – true, he was their master, but that only half-played into it. They were loyal to him, and in their cultures and minds it didn’t matter if he briefly went off with another girl. 
 
    But Helen wasn’t the girl that he was going off with. She was somewhere on the dance floor, waiting to be found, but on his way over the greatest and most welcome distraction of his entire life appeared. 
 
    The girl was leaning against a doorframe into the hallway that led up to the stairs. Blonde hair so bright that it was teetering on bleached fell down upon her shoulders, but the beautiful face that it framed with pouted red lips and intense eyes was a distant second to her body. To say she was wearing clothes was a stretch, just like the material that was pulled over her curves. James could only describe it as a laced pink bra attempting to masquerade as a blouse holding in her enormous chest, which displaced a generous amount of cleavage that was almost impossible to ignore. Her back was arched out from the doorway, not out of effort but because her ass was so round that it pushed her body away from the door right up to her shoulders. Her lower half was masked only by a pair of black denim hot pants verging on underwear. 
 
    More than one guy further down the hallway kept shooting glances at her, but she only had eyes for James, who couldn’t drag his gaze from her. 
 
    Two pathways… This is like some parable my grandpa used to talk about. 
 
    The girl said nothing – she only nodded her head slightly to her left, indicating for James to follow her as her eyes darted up and down his muscular body sharply. 
 
    James looked back in the direction of the living room, where Helen was waiting for him. The girl who he had been pining over for years… But then something within his mind had changed. An epiphany struck him in a second, mainly led by his dick, but that was besides the point. 
 
    He had nothing against Helen, why should he? But here was this girl, overwhelmingly sexy and literally wanting him to go somewhere private. 
 
    There was no way he was going to turn it down. 
 
    Taking a step towards the girl, she set off down the hallway to the stairs, turning the heads of every guy she passed like turnstiles. Her behind waved from side to side rhythmically, leading him on like a carrot on a stick. 
 
    Is it her? James thought, unable to take his eyes off her as she stepped onto the stairs ahead of him, leading him on. Is she the other goddess that Elena was sensing? I came out for a good night but I didn’t know it would be this good… 
 
    There wasn’t a single inhibition in his mind as he followed the girl up the stairs and into the low light of the first floor. A few doors to bedrooms were closed, panting and moaning behind them indicating that they had the exact same things on their minds as James did, but one at the end of the corridor sat open. 
 
    And on the threshold to the bedroom, his would-be goddess was awaiting him, sliding a finger into the strap of her bra-top. 
 
    She disappeared into the room, in her final moment of visibility turning over her shoulder to look at him and curling her index finger at him, beckoning him to join her. 
 
    James reached the room and followed her inside. He looked about in the darkness of the room, lit only by the flicker of a streetlight through the branches of a tree outside, and failed to see the girl anywhere. 
 
    Then the door clicked shut behind him. 
 
    James spun on his heel to see the girl standing there, facing him. Without a word she pulled off her clothes, sliding out of them as if she had done it a thousand times, and sending James’s jaw falling for the fiftieth time that week. Her body was unbelievable, her huge, round breasts bouncing with the slightest movement she made. 
 
    She has to be the goddess… 
 
    They hadn’t exchanged a word yet, but James’s mind had frozen up entirely, solidifying completely as she walked towards him and pushed him back onto the bed. In seconds she had pulled down his jeans, revealing his throbbing hardness which she ran her mouth up to ravenously and took him into her mouth immediately, lapping at the base of his shaft with her tongue. 
 
    James’s mouth fell open at the hotness of it as she satisfied him, moaning lavishly as she ran her fingers between her legs, readying herself. She took him only for seconds before crawling up his body and positioning herself above his length, doing all the work as she guided herself down onto him. 
 
    James groaned out uncontrollably as she began to ride him, running a hand up his body before sliding her fingers into his hair. She tilted his head back, lowering her body and smothering his face with her soft, huge tits, driving him wild. 
 
    Not a single thought ran through James’s head as she pleasured him, he needing to do nothing except for the sake of his own indulgence as he ran his hands over her body, feeling every firm, tight, slender curve of her figure. 
 
    ‘Funny,’ she suddenly said, panting as she sat up, continuing to take him. ‘I never thought it’d be so easy to get to you.’ 
 
    ‘What does that mean?’ James said, pausing. 
 
    ‘I would have thought getting to a human with the god’s souls within him would be more difficult. Manipulating human men really hasn’t changed in a hundred years, has it?’ 
 
    What the fuck…? 
 
    The girl’s eyes suddenly flamed purple, her mouth opening too wide into a monstrous grin. 
 
    ‘Oh, shit…!’ 
 
    ‘James? Are you up here?’ 
 
    Everything happened at once. The door opened, Helen walking in to see James still inside this evil seductress. Her eyes went wide in shock, not because of James fucking somebody else, but because of the sight of the terrifying face that stared back at her. 
 
    ‘Helen!’ James yelled. ‘Run!’ 
 
    The figure atop him suddenly turned to look back at him, before a sharp pain ran through his body, and his consciousness vanished completely. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Twenty-Four 
 
    Face to Face 
 
      
 
    No body, no mind, no physical form in the slightest. James floated through nothingness, only a pair of eyes gazing out over total darkness. 
 
    In the distance a bright light sparked, small at first, before exploding outwards and creating an entire universe that James could look down upon. Hundreds of planets and worlds laid before him, all vastly different in color and environment. One moment he was surveying them all in a single sweep the way God could look down upon the universe, the next he was soaring across mountains and forests, across tundras and tropical reaches. 
 
    These were the worlds of the goddesses, the hundreds of planets that all existed in their own private dimensions. All were alone in their own isolated universes, and here he was bringing them all together, laying his eyes upon them in one fell swoop. 
 
    Suddenly his ability to fly gave out and he descended to the ground of a barren, flat planet, coated in nothing but dried, cracked dirt. He felt his body return to him, his bare feet touching down upon the hard ground. Looking down, James found himself wearing nothing but his jeans and a white t-shirt. 
 
    Looking around himself he found nothing, before placing his hands on his hips and thinking back to his dad once again. 
 
    What the hell just happened? 
 
    James searched his thoughts, trying to remember how he had ended up here. Was this a dream? You never remembered how you landed in dreams, but usually the moment that you figured that out you would wake up. 
 
    And James wasn’t waking up. 
 
    ‘James.’ 
 
    He turned sharply to look behind him, the deep, gravelly voice that called his name belonging to none other than Alerian, who now stood just a few yards away. 
 
    ‘What the hell happened?’ He asked. ‘I was… I was at the party, and then…’ 
 
    ‘We’re inside your soul, James.’ 
 
    James raised his eyebrows, looking around himself at the barren wasteland. 
 
    ‘This is my soul? If that’s right then I must be the emptiest most psychotic being alive.’ 
 
    ‘Not exactly,’ Alerian smiled. ‘You saw all of those planets when you first arrived, did you not? That’s what lurks within your soul. The hopes and the dreams and the responsibilities of a thousand different worlds, all with their own people and their own goddesses. 
 
    ‘When Ascevious and I first orchestrated this consortium, I was blind to his ways. Do I regret starting what I did, even if it caused the goddesses to be locked away for decades and for the fact that it caused my death? Not at all. I had only the best of intentions. But the responsibility is no longer in my hands. I’m gone, and the only person who can do what needs to be done now is you.’ 
 
    James dwelt on the words for a moment, biting the inside of his lip, trying as hard as he could to remember. 
 
    ‘That girl at the party’ James said suddenly, his eyes going wide. ‘She was normal, she was fucking perfect, then… Then her eyes, her teeth…’ 
 
    ‘The only way that you are down here is if your mind has been numbed. You are lost within the confines of your own soul. And the only way that that can come about is if Ascevious has unleashed Mira.’ 
 
    ‘Who the hell is Mira?’ 
 
    ‘She is a distorted goddess, betrayed and broken. She was the only member of the consortium to support him in his descent into madness. Her ability is particularly… Terrifying. She can remove the souls from those who she has sex with…’ 
 
    ‘Oh, fuck…’ James muttered, running his hands through his hair. ‘So I’m, what… Stuck inside my own soul? Without a soul?’ 
 
    ‘Mira is loyal to Ascevious’s cause. Killing you is their intention, but that is only secondary to their number one priority.’ 
 
    ‘Which is…?’ 
 
    ‘Making Ascevious whole again by getting that final chunk of soul out of your body. That’s what they’re doing right now. That’s what they need to do in order to restore Ascevious’s powers. Then they’re going to kill you, and me in the process.’ 
 
    ‘You sound pretty damned relaxed about that.’ 
 
    ‘Whether you succeed or not is up to you. You are in command of godly powers, but I have no control over your body. It is no longer in my hands.’ 
 
    James scoffed, shaking his head. ‘Y’know, Elena has this idea that there’s no such thing as fate, that we choose to act and that’s all it comes down to. Arifa thinks… Nothing. Her people are so lazy that they don’t even have opinions on such things. They just know that you’re their god, or you used to be. And if you’re a god that rules over other gods, then you’re up there at the highest authority. So what is it?’ 
 
    ‘What’s what?’ 
 
    ‘Are we really autonomous? Humans, goddesses… Everything?’ 
 
    Alerian frowned, looking around at the blank planes before gazing up at the sky. 
 
    ‘I don’t know.’ 
 
    ‘… What?’ 
 
    ‘I’m not sure.’ 
 
    ‘How can you not be sure? You’re a god of gods.’ 
 
    ‘True, but that doesn’t mean I hold the secrets to the universe. I do know a lot of secrets, things that would shake your human mind to the core if you were to learn about them. But the path of individual life is beyond me. I don’t control anyone. I have influence and incredible power, or rather I once did, but I definitely don’t compel anybody to do anything. No being is truly omniscient, James. I didn’t plan to be released from the locket at the moment I was, and neither did Ascevious. It just happened. But that doesn’t mean it was going to happen any other way. And don’t you ever think that I wonder about who created me? I have existed for thousands of years, and yet I have no idea about the reasons behind my existence. I do what I do… But how do I know that my actions are not being created or orchestrated by some higher power?’ 
 
    ‘I haven’t had time to go over all of this stuff in my head yet with everything that’s been going on, but… I don’t know.’ 
 
    ‘Well, know this, young human; I don’t know the reasons behind any of this. I just try to do what I see in my mind as being righteous. And whether or not you believe in that is inconsequential. To you, to me, to everybody. Whether you think some ethereal force is pressing you on, or you are doing this of your own free will, or if it is written in the stars; it doesn’t matter. 
 
    ‘What does matter is this – do, or don’t. And when the time comes, you will either live or die. Whether that is a choice at all is up to you.’ 
 
    ‘Well if that’s the case then I need to wake up and stop this guy. How the hell do I get back out there?’ 
 
    ‘Return to consciousness? Oh, such a thing is simple. A sharp hit should do it.’ 
 
    ‘A sharp hit?’ 
 
    ‘Precisely.’ 
 
    Alerian took a step towards James, raising his hand and backhanding James across the face with the hardest, most brutal slap he had ever felt in his life. 
 
    His surroundings vanished instantaneously, and suddenly the brightness of the flatlands had been replaced by the grim dankness of a concrete platform. James didn’t recognise the surroundings from the grimy stone column that he was tied to, his arms held uncomfortably behind his back by some unseen force, but he knew the familiar sight of the drop-off just ahead; the hint of a rail track could be seen just beyond it. They were in one of the city’s abandoned train platforms. 
 
    His head was still cocked to the side from the imaginary slap that Alerian had just delivered to him. Looking straight ahead he found himself face to face with the last thing that he wanted to see; Ascevious in the flesh, his hand held out as a stream of light coursed from James’s chest, and none other than Mira stood next to him, her once beautiful face that had looked him up and down at the party now cracked and chapped with glowing purple scars. 
 
    Ascevious he had met before, up on the roof the night he had gone jumping across the city, but the sight of Mira stood next to him, working alongside him, was almost impossible to accept as reality. 
 
    … He had been having a great time with her in the bedroom until she turned out to be the bitch-goddess who had sworn allegiance to Ascevious. 
 
    She was the one that Elena had detected at the party… She may have been an evil goddess, but she was a goddess all the same. 
 
    Oh, fuck… 
 
    ‘Nice of you to finally come around, half-god,’ Ascevious said, sniggering to himself. ‘I’m also done retrieving what you took from me. Once we’re finished with that, we’ll get Alerian out of you and finish his weakened remnants off. Then you’ll just be a plain old human. And once I’m done with your human form, you’ll be half of… Well, nothing. What’s half nothing, Mira?’ 
 
    ‘Still nothing,’ Mira growled, her tongue flicking against the roof of her mouth as her wide, solid purple eyes glared back at me. She smiled again, those awful jagged teeth baring themselves. 
 
    ‘Half of nothing,’ Alerian smiled. ‘I like that. Oh, and what do you think of us bringing this intrusive female down here?’ 
 
    James let his head fall as the words were spoken, before realising the implication of them. He looked back up sharply following Ascevious smug, leading nod to see Helen’s unconscious body, slumped on the concrete on the far side of the platform. 
 
    His teeth gritted at the sight of her, his eyes watering. 
 
    ‘You son of a bitch,’ he muttered, spitting blood from his mouth in Ascevious’s direction. ‘This has nothing to do with her. What the fuck did you bring her down here for?’ 
 
    ‘Wrong place, wrong time. Plus, what a pretty young lady. When we lay waste to this planet and put your race back in the ground where you belong, I may consider sparing this human female. She could be one of my personal assistants… And if I get bored, I’m sure my monsters will find some use for her… They do have such strange appetites, not all with food…’ 
 
    James gulped hard, shaking his head. 
 
    With every second that passed, Ascevious was draining the missing part of his soul from James’s body. Any powers that he had possessed because of Ascevious were steadily leaving, and as time pressed on his enemy was becoming more and more powerful. 
 
    And there was nothing that he could do about it. 
 
    ‘James…’ 
 
    ‘What?’ 
 
    ‘What do you mean what?’ Ascevious asked. ‘Was my whole, take over the world plan not clear to you there?’ 
 
    James looked at him in confusion. 
 
    ‘In here, James.’ 
 
    ‘You again?’ James whispered, lowering his head. ‘Alerian?’ 
 
    ‘He’s bringing me out of your body.’ 
 
    James blood ran cold. Any hope of breaking free with his powers from Alerian was now gone too. 
 
    He was well and truly fucked. 
 
    ‘So the powers from you will be gone in a few seconds too?’ 
 
    ‘No, they won’t. I wanted you to figure this out on your own, James, but desperate times and all that. Whether my soul or any other god’s soul is down here doesn’t matter.’ 
 
    ‘What are you saying?’ 
 
    ‘Who do you keep talking to?’ Ascevious shouted. James ignored him. 
 
    ‘I’m saying that the powers that you possess have always been lurking within you. It just took the hit from Ascevious and I to wake them up.’ 
 
    James eyes went wide with realisation as he took a few deep breaths. 
 
    ‘All this time?’ 
 
    ‘Yes. When I leave your body I will be weakened, Ascevious is waiting for me, and there is nothing that I can do about it. I cannot remain with you, but upon leaving I can distract him for a few moments. It should be enough time for you to gain the advantage over him.’ 
 
    ‘But… You’ll die.’ 
 
    ‘I’ve been dead since you opened that locket, James. We had been fighting for eight decades when you opened it, and once it was opened we would have continued fighting. If my real self were still alive, he would have stopped Ascevious by now. What you are speaking to is nothing but a projection of me. Ascevious is the same, but he won’t be for long… His soul has almost left your body, and he will be whole again. It is now or never. Are you ready?’ 
 
    James nodded, looking up into Ascevious’s eyes. 
 
    ‘I’m ready.’ 
 
    A second stream of light suddenly burst from James’s chest. It quickly formed into the shape of a cloaked man, the very same that he had seen standing before him on the rooftop just nights ago. 
 
    Alerian’s projection leaped forward, colliding with Ascevious and knocking him to the ground. In a distracted moment, the bindings keepings James in place fell away. He bounded ahead, rapidly considering his options. 
 
    Ascevious was stalled for a second, but if he went for his nemesis Mira would likely stab him in the back in moments. 
 
    His eyes locked with the evil goddess. 
 
    ‘How do I use my powers without the axe?’ He asked frantically – but silence greeted him. The gods were no longer within him. 
 
    I have to do this myself. 
 
    The fire burned within him again, this time fuelling himself and nothing else. 
 
    A ball of fire appeared in his hand. Raising it, he jolted his arm outwards, sending the flames flying through the air towards Mira. 
 
    She dodged them rapidly, ducking and sliding along the ground like an acrobat. Kicking back against her heel, she launched herself through the air towards him. 
 
    This wasn’t like the behemoth throwing the tree. 
 
    There was no way he could move out of the way fast enough. 
 
    As she coursed through the air, hands raised and fingertips quickly transforming into claws, her scarred purple face opened wide, her huge, fanged mouth grinning psychotically. 
 
    James raised his arms just as she struck him, the two of them slamming onto the cold ground as they grappled with each other. 
 
    Her strength matched his own as she sat atop him. Summoning his might, he grabbed hold of her wrist and forced her arm back, the bone cracking as her arm bent completely in the wrong direction. 
 
    She didn’t even yelp; Mira looked at her completely broken arm confusedly, wondering why it wasn’t grabbing him any longer. 
 
    James frowned with the same confusion, but quickly took the opportunity to shatter her other arm. 
 
    Kicking her back, James scrambled away and watched as her body twisted and bent out of shape, flipping back onto all fours as if she had no spine at all. A combination of cracking and snapping sounded out like piano keys as Mira’s body put itself back into place. 
 
    Shit… How the hell am I supposed to kill her? 
 
    But she wasn’t his focus right now – Ascevious was. 
 
    Before she even had a chance to ready herself again, James sprinted forward and booted her in the stomach, sending her body flying into the platform wall, broken once again. Even more bones were now shattered, but that terrifying, psychotic, rag-doll smile remained on her face as her body began to twist back into place again. 
 
    James turned, ready to rush across the platform and take on Ascevious. 
 
    The moment his head spun, he found himself staring into the god’s eyes. 
 
    Another grin met him, but this was much subtler, and much more self-content. 
 
    In the blink of an eye Ascevious’s hand was wrapped around James’s neck. James felt his feet leave the ground as the god heaved him into the air by his throat, squeezing his fingers around his windpipe mercilessly. Vaguely he registered the gravelly touch against his throat – it was the dust that had already become of Alerian. He was gone. 
 
    James gasped for air, clutching at Ascevious’s wrists.  
 
    ‘She’s a beauty, isn’t she?’ He smiled. ‘Her flexibility has always made her popular with men…’ 
 
    A high-pitched whistling rang in James’s ears as he began to lose consciousness, his face going red with strain. 
 
    ‘Who cares how much hassle you’ve caused me… You’re just another dirty human. I’m sorry you won’t be around to see the rest of your kind wallow in the mire of your world, but hopefully you can imagine in these final few seconds what it will be like… I just have a final portion of my soul to remove from you, and th-’ 
 
    Ascevious’s hand suddenly pulled away, dropping James to the ground. The god slammed to the ground nearby, but he wasn’t alone. James gathered himself, coughing through desperate breaths, to see none other than Arifa jumping to her feet with her sword in hand, staying at a distance from Ascevious as he lifted himself up. 
 
    A ball of fire suddenly whipped past James, engulfing the god who scrambled madly to put it out. 
 
    ‘A pleasure to see you again, master,’ Elena said, appearing by his side. 
 
    ‘How the hell did you find me?’ James coughed, still regaining control over his senses. 
 
    ‘We followed you the whole way here,’ Arifa said, completing the trio as she hurried over. ‘That house is a complete mess.’ 
 
    ‘That can wait till later,’ James commanded. ‘Take on Mira. I’ll deal with him.’ 
 
    ‘You haven’t got the axe.’ 
 
    ‘I don’t need it,’ James said resolutely. ‘And one last thing.’ 
 
    Ascevious groaned angrily, staggering to his feet. 
 
    ‘What?’ Elena asked quickly. 
 
    ‘Look after Helen.’ 
 
    James chanced a look over at her unconscious form on the other side of the platform before it fell away completely. 
 
    He had travelled to different dimensions twice over the last few days and experienced his world falling away, but this was much more different and much more painful. 
 
    Ascevious yelled out, slamming into him and sending them both smashing through the platform wall. James felt the sharpness of the strike and a quick, brutal pain, but the sensation quickly vanished just as fast as the cold night air rushed to overwhelm him. 
 
    They crashed into an alley wall on the surface, collapsing to the ground just a few yards from each other on the trash-strewn concrete floor. 
 
    James shook his head, checking his body quickly. A little scuffed, but he was unharmed. 
 
    Damage resistance, strength, enormous leaps, channelling fire… My damage resistance has been ramped up, so the rest must have been too. 
 
    Raising a hand, he commanded the same feeling of heat and energy every time he had picked up the axe thus far. This time, though, the flames poured from his hands and engulfed the god, lighting up the alleyway. Ascevious was caught at a dead end, thrashing through the fire wildly as James’s eyes lit up in the reflection of the flames. 
 
    Shrieks and screams sounded from behind him; he looked over his shoulder briefly to see a small crowd gathering in the street, staring in awe. 
 
    James returned his gaze to his enemy just in time to see Ascevious leap at him angrily, his clothes still burning wildly. He struck him, James falling back hard as Ascevious delivered a terrible blow to his face. His jaw cracked before repairing quickly, but the pain was still present. 
 
    Another scream sounded, and Ascevious paused with his fist raised. 
 
    Both he and James looked back up from the ground to see the growing crowd, before returning to look at each other mid-fight. James couldn’t hide his terrified expression, but once again Ascevious smiled. 
 
    And then he realised. 
 
    I’m not just protecting myself… I’m protecting everyone. 
 
    Ascevious strove to pull away and throw himself at the citizens, but James grappled with him awkwardly, yelling out with rage and effort. He threw him back into the alleyway before moving instinctively. Turning to his right he wrapped his hand around the edge of a dumpster lid, pulling it effortlessly from the wall and hurling it at Ascevious. 
 
    It broke in half upon striking him, he raising a forearm just in time to rip it in two, the fractured hunks of metal crumbling to the sides. 
 
    He was startled for mere seconds, but it was enough time for James to sprint forward, jumping to the right and kicking off hard from the wall. He hurled his entire body at Ascevious, grabbing him roughly by the torso and smashing through the opposite wall. 
 
    Brickwork crumbled and smashed, obliterating entirely as they flew apart into the new building. James pushed up hurriedly, looking around to find himself inside a clothing store on the edge of town. Silhouettes of mannequins and racks of shirts and jeans were dotted in the darkness as James searched the huge floor space for his foe. 
 
    His breathing was the only sound against the white noise of screams and shouts from the street outside, until a small purple flame lit up on the opposite side of the room. 
 
    It didn’t remain small for long, though; like a forest fire it quickly jumped about the room, spreading from rack to rack until the place was engulfed. 
 
    ‘Come out, come out, half-god…’ A grating voice mocked, before a deep laugh echoed through the store. 
 
    James hurried forward through the flames, realising that there was no possibility of hiding. 
 
    Ascevious suddenly appeared straight ahead, grinning knowingly, but James was done with hesitating. Flames would smoke them out, but brute force was the only language that the gods spoke. 
 
    He reached to the clothes rack next to him, ripping the metal pole from it and launch it like a javelin at Ascevious. The god promptly dodged it, stepping to the side before grinning sardonically and turning on his heel to run. 
 
    He was going back to the street. 
 
    James raced after him, clutching at Ascevious’s cloak desperately before realising exactly which exit he was taking. 
 
    The window. 
 
    But there was no time to stop. 
 
    James crashed into him just as they smashed through the glass, hurtling out into the open air. 
 
    Their original entrance into the store had sent them three stories up, and that descent was what they were now met with. 
 
    James held on tight to Ascevious, the pair struggling brutally against each other for just seconds until they smashed into the roof of a parked corvette. 
 
    The roof caved completely as they awkwardly struck and hit at each other, tearing at each other’s bodies. 
 
    Ascevious eventually pulled them from the roof of the car and onto the sidewalk – passers-by yelled out and hurried to a safe distance, but James knew that there was no such thing as safe. 
 
    He had to get Ascevious away from the people. 
 
    Ascevious threw him off, running out into the street where cars continued to rush forwards. He held a hand out, sending a rush of purple flames towards an oncoming cab. It surrounded the metallic frame. 
 
    The driver would be cooked alive. 
 
    James turned to the car that they had just fallen upon, digging his hands into the metal of the hood. 
 
    If I can smash through walls and lift a dumpster then I can lift a car. 
 
    Tensing his back, James lifted the corvette up and bent his legs, leaping forwards into the street with the huge object and slamming it down over his head like a sledgehammer. 
 
    His ears rang from the sound of the metal breaking around Ascevious’s form as it enveloped him. The flames ceased, James placing both hands on the side of the cab and pushing it across the road, screeching across the tarmac before bumping lightly into a nearby building, charred but safe. 
 
    The metal of the corvette creaked and tore as Ascevious swept his hands against it, yelling with furious rage. 
 
    ‘I WILL NOT BE KEPT IN ANOTHER CAGE!!!’ 
 
    He burst free from the metal holding him in place, grabbing hold of James’s body and leaping into the sky. The ground rushed away too quickly before they descended onto a building ten stories up, slamming onto the concrete and rolling away from each other one last time. 
 
    In the street below, screams and shouts echoed upwards to where James limped up, his body struggling to repair the damage as fast as it was being dealt. 
 
    Ascevious arose, his eyes flaring purple as he reached into his cloak and produced a blade. 
 
    ‘I didn’t want to hurt you…’ He breathed. ‘Not until I’d retrieved the final piece of my soul from you, anyway.’ 
 
    ‘You think a knife is going to kill me?’ James asked shaking his head. ‘Those powers you have are mine, too.’ 
 
    ‘They are indeed – but my totem, this dagger, is different. Alerian ensured that its powers would be nulled in the bastard dimension that he locked us in, but out here it works. It was crafted by the gods themselves, a tool crafted in the darkest depths of the universe, designed to kill anything… Even gods. 
 
    ‘I was planning on waiting until I’d removed the final piece of my soul from you before I killed you… But I suppose I can do it to you with a knife sticking through your aorta.’ 
 
    Ascevious sprinted towards James, who didn’t even have time to react. The god fell atop him, pinning him to the ground as he raised the dagger up and brought it down towards James’s chest. 
 
    James caught his forearm, gripping onto it with every semblance of strength that he could muster. 
 
    His arms tensed and shook, that same vibration of focused energy coursing through his entire body as the blade of the knife pushed closer and closer to his chest. 
 
    Ascevious stared him down, the slightest of smirks at the edge of his mouth. 
 
    ‘Just let it happen, human.’ 
 
    ‘… No.’ 
 
    James made his move, forcing the knife to the left. It snagged on his arm, a sharp sting hitting him before the knife twanged off the concrete ground. Pulling his arm back and gritting his teeth with anger, James launched his fist forward at Ascevious’s elbow. 
 
    The bones broke, the joint snapping like a tree branch and releasing an almighty scream from the god’s lungs. Concrete and stone may have done little damage upon them, but the strength behind their fists could. 
 
    James threw him off, striking Ascevious in the jaw and stumbling away, out of reach. 
 
    The god moaned in pain, clutching at his broken arm as it steadily healed, shifting back into place. 
 
    James ran to the knife, taking it up in his hand and striking Ascevious with it across the shoulder, ripping it free and then swiping it across his chest. 
 
    There was nothing heroic or glamorous about any of it. They may have possessed incredible powers and abilities, but in that moment James only saw himself and his enemy, two men who were damaged and bleeding and bruised, stumbling about on a rooftop while taking awkward, brutal strikes and jabs at each other. 
 
    James panted, shifting the handle of the knife in his hand while checking the scar on his side with the other. 
 
    It was true – it wasn’t healing. 
 
    Which meant that the knife’s powers were real. 
 
    James readied himself to attack Ascevious with the knife, to finally finish of his enemy, but- 
 
    ‘Wait…’ Ascevious breathed, his shoulders slumping as he knelt on the ground. ‘Don’t… I yield.’ 
 
    James didn’t make a move, remaining on the watch as checked his grasp once again on the knife. 
 
    He trusted Ascevious in precisely zero ways, but there was something about the god’s demeanour that made James believe him. The lines and movements of his body had changed from those of defiance to exhaustion and apathy. 
 
    James had never been apathetic, and he wasn’t now, but exhaustion was something he was all too familiar with… And all of the fighting and the chasing and killing had caught up with him too. He slumped down to sit on the ground, just a few yards from the defeated god nearby. 
 
    Ascevious did nothing for almost a minute, only inhaling and exhaling slowly, rhythmically, as he stared at the ground. 
 
    ‘The merciful thing to do would be to kill me now,’ he finally growled. ‘This is a mockery, allowing me to sit here in shame and defeat.’ 
 
    ‘I just need to rest for a minute,’ James said, laughing lightly at the strangeness of the situation. 
 
    ‘This is exactly why you are unworthy. The gods do not tire. Alerian and I were at war with each other within that small dimension for 80 years. Nothing but fighting. And here you are, after one small fight, taking a break… Embarrassing.’ 
 
    James shook his head, smiling. 
 
    ‘You’ve killed people. Unleashed a monster that ate humans. Murdered a god of your own kind. Caged a thousand goddesses from a thousand different kingdoms… And now you’re feeling sorry for yourself? Are you fucking kidding me?’ 
 
    ‘We do not think the same way that you think. You humans have finite lifespans. We have lived for so long that I am unsure if we even do die. And no, I do not feel sorry for myself.’ 
 
    ‘I think your mind is more similar to a human’s than you think. Your ego, for one. You reached too high. You had the audacity not to just take over this world, but to take over all of them.’ 
 
    ‘When you have lived as long as me you begin to see all life for what it really is; incompetent. You people cannot be relied on to look after these worlds that you occupy. Someone else should. I am not afraid to die… I simply regret not being able to complete my work.’ 
 
    James looked at the old god, baffled by how frail he looked. It took nothing but a moment of weakness to bring him down, but now that it had actually happened the change couldn’t have been more staggering. 
 
    Silence fell upon them, save for the yelling in the aftermath of their fight in the street far below, the honking of car horns and the bustle of the city as it moved continuously. 
 
    ‘Oh, what the fuck…’ Ascevious groaned, coughing violently. ‘Don’t leave me here any longer like this. Get it over with. Cut my throat.’ 
 
    James continued to observe him before standing, the knife still clasped in his grip. 
 
    ‘I’m not an executioner,’ James said bluntly, crossing to Ascevious and standing before him. He spun the knife in his hand, holding it out with the handle pointed towards him. ‘You may not have let many die with dignity, but I’ll afford you the honour.’ 
 
    Ascevious let out a wheezing scoff and raised a hand, weakly taking the knife from him. James stepped back cautiously, but the god made no attempt to attack. 
 
    ‘I spent time with the Japanese 500 years ago… I had the honour of witnessing one of their samurai committing seppuku after dishonouring his master. It was one of the most redeeming actions I have seen from one of your kind. To willingly end your life… What a notion. I have no master other than myself, but it is I whom I have dishonoured. I have failed myself… And this would seem the most appropriate way to redeem myself.’ 
 
    Ascevious gave James one last, wordless look. Then, he turned the knife in his hand to point the blade down, raised it to his stomach, and plunged it into himself. 
 
    He coughed again, blackened blood dripping from his mouth. The seconds dragged on as James watched Ascevious’s torso rise and fall with breaths that heaved slower and slower… Until he found himself waiting for another breath from the god that never came. 
 
    Ascevious’s arms slumped to the sides, his body teetering in a kneeling position before collapsing to the side. It finally settled without motion, collapsing into a pile of dust. 
 
    James crossed to it, kneeling down by the pile of ashes and casting his hand over it. A purple light, weak and dying, drifting from his fingertips and into the pile of ashes. 
 
    The last of Ascevious’s soul, unable to survive on its own. James’s soul had grown too strong to keep it. Desperately it sought out what was left of its whole form, the pooled dust being its only refuge. 
 
    The light sank into the dust, disappearing completely, just as a stiff breeze swept by, scattering the ashes into nothingness, revealing the knife amongst it, James eyed it for a moment before taking it up and stowing it in his pocket. 
 
      
 
     
 
     
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Twenty-Five 
 
    Future 
 
      
 
    Footsteps clicking on a worn, marked floor. The rustle of cellophane wrapping, holding together a bouquet of flowers. 
 
    James turned into the hospital room for the fifth time that week, setting the flowers down next to the others and seating himself beside Helen’s bed. 
 
    The doctors said that she would be fine. A little bruised and scratched, but other than the signs of exhaustion that she was exhibiting she would be okay. 
 
    After returning to the train platform, James found Elena and Arifa finishing with Mira. They had pulled her body apart and Elena had immolated the remains, deeming it to be the only way to get rid of her. Once their final enemy was defeated, James took Helen in his arms and the three of them had escaped the abandoned platform, making their way back to the party just a few blocks away. 
 
    James had spent the entire time wondering how the hell he was going to explain to the cops how he and a girl from the party had found themselves on an abandoned train platform both beat up and covered in scratches. Fortunately chaos had been on his side; after the madness that had broken loose in the city, as well as the fact the back wall of the house that gave out onto the yard had collapsed completely during the abduction, their story had fallen into the backdrop of the fifty other stories of people who were present, and the 200 further stories of people who claimed to be present, that existed during what would later come to be known among college classes as the-time-Casey’s-house-decided-to-explode. 
 
    And that was disregarding the madness that had happened in the city, which everybody was talking about for weeks. 
 
    Elena and Arifa hung around, corroborating everything that James had said, and no problems had come their way. 
 
    Apart from the one that he faced now. 
 
    ‘Hey…’ Helen said in a whisper, coughing a little as she sat up. ‘You again.’ 
 
    James was startled, sitting up in his seat at the sudden sound of her voice. 
 
    ‘How are you feeling?’ 
 
    ‘Fine. Still a little groggy, but other than that not bad.’ 
 
    ‘Do you remember anything?’ 
 
    ‘Not really… The same as before. It’s weird, it’s like… I know the party happened, but I can’t remember anything before I got a cab… Other than you.’ 
 
    ‘What do you mean by that?’ 
 
    ‘I know you kept me safe is what,’ she smiled. ‘Even though I was out I knew you were there. There’s a lot of other stuff too… Bright lights, shouting… I guess that was probably just the party, though, right?’ 
 
    ‘Yeah, definitely,’ James said resolutely. ‘I’ve stopped trying to figure out what happened. An earthquake, a burst gas main…’ 
 
    ‘I had a weird dream while I was out, too…’ 
 
    ‘Oh, yeah? What about?’ 
 
    ‘No, I’m not gonna tell you.’ 
 
    ‘Oh, come on! You can’t just say that and then not tell me the details.’ 
 
    ‘It’s stupid… I dreamt that you and I were, uhh… How do I put this… Intimate.’ 
 
    ‘Ri-i-ight…’ James grinned, trying his best to sound sarcastic. 
 
    ‘And then you were the one who found me.’ 
 
    James nodded, biting the inside of his mouth lightly. He had a lot to think about ever since his boot heel came down on the gemstone, but over the past few days there was only one thing that had been rolling around in his head. 
 
    ‘Can I ask you something?’ 
 
    ‘Sure,’ Helen said, taking a sip from a glass of water. 
 
    ‘Did you ever… Think about me that way before?’ 
 
    ‘Did you ever think about me that way?’ 
 
    ‘What do you think?’ 
 
    Silence fell over the room again as they looked at each other. 
 
    ‘Yeah…’ Helen said. ‘I did from time to time. Ever since I woke up the thought’s been buzzing about in my head, I just… Didn’t know how you felt about it. So… How about it? Do you want me to ask? Fine, I’ll say – do you wanna get a drink sometime?’ 
 
    James’s eyeline dropped, looking to the darkness of the spot beneath the hospital bed. 
 
    He would have killed for her to ask him that question two weeks ago. 
 
    ‘I… Don’t think it would be a good idea,’ James said slowly, looking back up at Helen. ‘Not that I mean to literally turn down a girl in a hospital bed. It’s just… What happened at the party was a pretty big deal, and we’re both pretty rattled by it. Plus I’ve got finals coming up next year, and I really need to be focusing on that right now. It’s not you… I hope you understand.’ 
 
    ‘Yeah, yeah, of course…’ Helen said, a little despondently. ‘No, I understand.’ 
 
    James stayed behind for another fifteen minutes before heading off back to his apartment, wandering through the streets. Just like the stories that had been thrown around in the wake of the house collapse at the party and the battle downtown, all of the people around him were living in their own little worlds, caught up in their own worries and issues. 
 
    James’s issues just happened to revolve around having the powers of the gods within his soul. 
 
    After his time with Helen at the party, James had been running the thoughts of her over in his mind… But only for a few hours. That was how long it took for the realisation to sink in. 
 
    He hadn’t thought about her once since opening the locket, until her life was in danger. 
 
    He had pined after her in the back of his mind ever since meeting her at the start of college, but when it finally came down to it… Everything had changed. He was part of a different world now, one that housed a thousand other worlds. 
 
    And it was one where the new girls in his life resided. 
 
    ‘Shut the fuck up…!’ 
 
    James was on a usually quiet backstreet in the journey back to his apartment. It was still early in the morning, and this far out there weren’t many people around. 
 
    Except for the commuter in the alleyway right next to him pressed up against the wall, held there by two assholes who were about to beat the shit out of him and rob him for everything he had. 
 
    This isn’t just about being part-god, James thought. This is about a higher responsibility. 
 
    ‘Hey!’ James shouted making his way into the alleyway. 
 
    ‘Who the fuck is this guy?’ One of the men said, stepping away from the commuter and pulling a knife from inside his jacket. ‘You wanna get beat up as bad as this guy is about to be?’ 
 
    James smiled, clenching his fist. 
 
    He hadn’t brought the axe or the knife out with him, but that was no problem. 
 
    *** 
 
    James rolled over onto his back, collapsing into the comfort of his bed with Elena and Arifa at his side. They had been in bed all morning, teasing and enjoying each other’s bodies until they couldn’t keep away from each other any longer. In their final moments Elena had been on her back as James slammed his full length into her from above, Arifa sat atop Elena’s face as James licked and nibbled at her nipples, burying his face in her chest. 
 
    By the time he climaxed, finishing so hard that he almost lost balance, he and his goddesses could hardly hold themselves up. 
 
    ‘So what now?’ James asked as the girls nestled up to him. ‘Kill an evil god, keep his powers, take two goddesses under my wings…’ 
 
    ‘I think I’m content staying in this bed for the next few weeks,’ Arifa said. 
 
    ‘You’re a cat goddess, you would say that,’ James laughed. ‘Do you think about anything else besides cream and sex?’ 
 
    ‘Not really. Sometimes I think about the fastest way to kill people with my sword, but that’s only occasional.’ 
 
    ‘The path is up to you,’ Elena interjected. ‘The consortium of goddesses is still locked away… There are hundreds of them still stuck within their cages.’ 
 
    ‘That’s our first goal, then,’ James said. ‘We can’t just leave them out there.’ 
 
    ‘You’re right,’ Elena agreed. ‘Plus, for a mind like yours, the simple fact of adding many more women to this mix will be interesting to say the least.’ 
 
    ‘More goddesses,’ Arifa pouted. ‘We have to share our master even more?’ 
 
    ‘I’m loyal to you girls,’ James said. ‘I realised that over the past few days. You girls literally saved my life. You’ve been by my side through all of the crazy shit that’s happened. What more could a man ask from a woman, never mind two or more.’ 
 
    ‘So what about after that?’ Arifa continued. ‘What else?’ 
 
    ‘There’s something else I’ve been thinking about. I stopped Ascevious, but that was a mistake that I brought about myself. It might not have been intentional, but it was still me that caused it. But stopping him… I realised what I can do with these powers now, and what we can do together. Not just saving people, but building something real. 
 
    ‘Together we’re going to restart the consortium of goddesses. We’re going to continue moving wealth and fortune through this world, and we’re going to be in charge of it all.’ 
 
    ‘In charge of it?’ Elena said. 
 
    ‘Of course,’ James replied. ‘Somebody has to lead it, and with you girls at my side I don’t see another god or even half-god ready to step up and take the lead. Why shouldn’t it be me? I’ve got big plans.’ 
 
    ‘I must admit, master,’ Elena continued. ‘When I first found that it was a human who had taken on the godly souls, I was very weary. But knowing now what you truly have in mind for the future, I take it all back.’ 
 
    ‘I could get used to this,’ Arifa smiled. ‘Let’s do it. Let’s do what the consortium intended to do in the first place.’ 
 
    ‘Right,’ James smiled. ‘So, where should we start?’ 
 
    ‘With finalising your title,’ Elena suggested. ‘How does Goddess Master sound to you?’ 
 
    ‘Pretty good,’ James replied. ‘For now.’


 
   
  
 



 
 
    GODDESS KING WILL CONTINUE IN BOOK 2 
 
      
 
    A note from the author 
 
    Firstly I’d like to thank you for reading Goddess King. I really hope that you enjoyed reading it. If you did enjoy it, I would really appreciate it if you could leave a review on Amazon.  
 
    If you’d like to read more about James, his goddesses and his adventures as the new goddess king, please buy the next book, Goddess King 2, when it is released in the coming months. 
 
    Once again, thank you for reading. 
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