
        
            
                
            
        

     
   
      
 
    

  

 
   
    

  

 
  
   “All your questions can be answered, if that is what you want. But once you learn your answers, you can never unlearn them.” 
 
     – Neil Gaiman, American Gods 
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    Zoe 
 
    Myth and folklore often tell us one thing, while the real stories of what happened are often quite different. For instance, the stories in the British Isles surrounding little people, hill folk, and the like, those stories are true… but not all of them. There is a place called Otherworld, a mysterious land where the fairiefolk live ancient and proud. If one can find the way from Otherworld, that person can pass between worlds into the realm of men.  
 
    Once there was a lord of the summer court, of noble stature and bearing, of great authority, and even greater wealth. He found his way to the city that is the home of Big Ben, what we who live here sometimes call Londontown, an ironic name because it’s not a town, it’s actually one of the biggest cities in the world. He met a woman, wooed her, and spent an evening in her company, then another, then another. Their romance became ongoing, and the joy they brought each other filled their lives. Then one day, he simply stopped showing up. 
 
    A few short weeks later, the woman, a young advertising executive, discovered she was pregnant. The doctors confirmed it; twins shared her womb. She became great with children, and then shortly after, out we came; my brother Liam and I. Liam came first, then I followed, and our mother took the unusual step of not giving us her surname, but instead registering us both under the name Fairchild; we were both of us Fae half-breeds, you see. Had the four courts of Avalon known of our existence, there would have been fanfare and official visits by high muckety-mucks and such and suches and very important fairies of all types representing the seelie courts of spring and summer. But as far as the unseelie autumn and winter courts were concerned, we were bastards born out of wedlock to a human woman, and they would never have approved of a union between man and fae. So, we were brought up as humans; we were considered exceptionally beautiful children with red hair and freckles, fine bone structure and piercing blue eyes that if you looked deeply enough into them almost had an aethereal… an otherworldly quality to them. Our childhood was normal for children growing up in Soho, a part of Westminster, which is in turn an inner borough of Greater London. We attended the best schools, and lived the sheltered lives of those who walked everyday past places like Parliament and Westminster Abbey, with Buckingham Palace ever in view.  
 
    It was on a grey overcast day when Liam and I were 13 that everything in our placid, sheltered lives changed. Liam asked mum why our family name wasn’t the same as hers. A pained look came over her face as she went to a nearby chair and sat down. 
 
    “I’ve known this day would eventually come, yet I dread it nonetheless,” she said to us. “Sit down children, and I will tell you of your father.”  
 
    We had asked her before, many, many times, and each time, she promised she would tell us one day, when we were old enough to understand, so when we heard her say sit and I will tell you of your father, we both became excited. 
 
    We plopped down side by side on my brother’s bed and we faced her with wide smiles and eager looks in our eyes, but as our mother began to explain that he was in fact a fairie; a sidhe lord of the summer court our eagerness turned into disbelief as we both looked at her askance. 
 
    Every time our mother had dodged the question in the past, I had grown increasingly frustrated with her. Finally, my frustration boiled over. “Mummy,” I asked her, “will you ever tell us the truth of who we are?” 
 
    “I am telling you the truth child,” she responded patiently. 
 
    “There are no such things as fairies!” Liam shot back. 
 
    It was then that our mum realized she had made a potentially fatal mistake. She had waited too long, and lost those gullible childhood years when we would have believed anything she told us. Now we were teenagers, on the threshold of adolescence and like all teenagers, we were certain beyond certainty that we knew exactly how the world worked. But here is the thing about this sort of pride… the omniverse has this way of humbling you. 
 
    “You are both of you half fae,” our mum persisted. 
 
    “You’re a liar!” I spat as I stood. “You just don’t want to tell us the truth!” 
 
    “Zoe!” our mum protested. 
 
    “You’ve been lying to us our whole lives!” I pressed as I grabbed Liam by the wrist, and we ran out of the room, out of the house, and down the street. 
 
    “Zoe! Liam!” our mum called after us as she emerged out onto the front steps below our flat above the bookstore. We ignored her as we made our way out onto Upper James Street toward Picadilly.  
 
    We wandered around for the better part of an hour before we stumbled upon this odd little curio shop on Picadilly Circus, tended to by this even odder little man. He was covered head to toe in freckles, had these big bushy ginger eyebrows and the thickest lilt in his speech you could possibly conceive. Seriously, I couldn’t imagine anybody that screamed of leprechaun more than him. He introduced himself as Mr. Goodfellow, and he was intent on selling us something, even though Liam explained that all we had between us was a penny. My eye was drawn to a ring. It was a simple, unassuming band of silver with an odd black gemstone that had this unusual glimmer set into it. There was also a thicker band fashioned for a male with a similar gemstone that was a companion to it. 
 
    “Liam look!” I cried.  
 
    “Whoa!” he said as his eyes fell upon the two bands.  
 
    “Ah, Mr. Goodfellow responded, “You’ve got a good eye, Lass!” 
 
    He took out the two rings, laid the male ring on the glass display case, and then picked up the feminine band. “These rings,” Mr. Goodfellow explained as he held it perched between the fingers of one hand, and gestured theatrically with his other, “Will show you the hidden paths between worlds! Grant me the boon of that penny in your pocket and they’re yours!” 
 
    “You’re offering to sell us these pretty rings for a penny?” I asked, not believing for a moment that they could do any of this muck he claimed they could. 
 
    “That I am, lass,” Mr. Goodfellow replied, his green eyes strangely enflamed as he grinned at me. 
 
    So, Liam handed over his penny, and he gave us the rings. I had this proud feeling like I had somehow managed to swindle him. Little did we know he was the one swindling us. 
 
    “Wear them in good health, lad and lassie,” he said as he watched us put on the rings. “And do be watchin’ out for the little folk… and the big folk.” 
 
    “Great,” I said rolling my eyes Liam and I turned to leave the shop. “More fairie talk.” Had we seen the almost sinister grin that Mr. Goodfellow wore as we left, we might have thought twice, but we were oblivious.  
 
    “You didn’t actually believe all that talk about little people and big people did you?” Liam asked me as we walked out onto the street. I held the back of my hand out before me, and was quite taken with the gemstone set into my ring. It was the black gemstone with this odd glimmer, and if I looked closely, I could see little tiny sparkles in the face of it, like tiny stars shimmering out of the emptiness of the void. 
 
    “Not for a second, brother,” I responded finally. “I don’t understand why that Mr. Goodfellow and mum both seem so desperate to convince us that fairies actually exist.” 
 
    Then suddenly, Liam and I were both suddenly forced to stop short as this old lady rapidly turned the corner and very nearly plowed into us.  
 
    I couldn’t put my finger on why, but suddenly, as I looked at her, I felt every tiny hair on the back of my neck stand at attention.  
 
    She wore oddly archaic clothing; an almost Victorian look with a white collarless blouse and a long voluminous grey skirt. She had a woolen blanket wrapped around her shoulders, and her silver-grey hair tied up in a bun. As her blue eyes fell upon us, they were oddly prescient. 
 
    “Ah,” the old lady said. “The ravenmaiden… and the huntsmaster.” 
 
    “Excuse me?” I asked, looking to her with a quizzical expression.  
 
    “Your time has come!” she said as she shoved her way between us. “Do not be late!” she warned as she walked past us and continued on her way. 
 
    “Rude!” I exclaimed. “And what was all that muck about not being late? Late to what?” 
 
    “I have no idea. What a mad old lady!” Liam responded as we turned and continued on our way rounding the corner. 
 
    But at the end of the building, there was an alleyway, and as I was walking past, it almost sounded like… I swore I could almost hear… a… whisper. 
 
    “Did you hear that?” Liam asked as he stood beside me peering into the alleyway. 
 
    “You heard it too?” I asked. I looked at him with wide blue eyes and nodded. Liam knew that look. I was curious, and also a little scared. 
 
    We peered again into the depths of the alleyway, and again we heard the faint whisper emitting from the heart of it… it almost seemed to be… calling to us! 
 
    “Come on, sister,” Liam said as he clasped his hand around my arm and we turned and hurried away. “Today’s not the day to meet whatever waits for us in there.” 
 
    We wandered around Picadilly, visited Trafalgar Square, and eventually as it got dark and we began to grow hungry, we returned home, making our apologies to mum. She didn’t press the conversation that caused us to run away from home in the first place. With our adventure behind us, we returned to our normal lives. But early the following morning, I had strange dreams; vivid, surreal dreams of an endless sea of universes rotating around each other in their eternal cosmic dance as they looked down on crashing waves which rolled up on a shore of the skulls of the damned. Rising from all that death were two trees. On one side was a green living tree, its roots buried deep and branches spread out seemingly across eternity. Carved into the perpetually green trunk of that strange tree was a throne framed by colorful flowers that were always in bloom. Across from the living green tree was a dead white tree, with a white throne carved into its trunk and its branches also seemingly spread out across eternity. The branches of the two trees were so tightly entwined that they formed a canopy over the area between them, and although I had no idea why, I had this inalienable sense that this place was the center of an ongoing drama that had been played out for countless millennia. There was a figure standing before the white tree, facing away from me. She had grey hair worn up in a bun, and ancient battle armor. I had a strong sense it was that mad old woman who’d almost ran us into the sidewalk earlier. It felt as if I was approaching her, and as I did, she began to turn to face me… 
 
    But then I awoke from my dream. A gentle knock at my door repeated itself. 
 
    “Come in,” I said in my groggy, still half-asleep voice. Liam poked his head in the door. 
 
    “Were you asleep?” he asked. 
 
    “Only just barely,” I responded. 
 
    “Have you had strange dreams too?” he asked. 
 
    I sat up in bed and rubbed the sleep from my eyes as I nodded. 
 
    “I think it’s these rings,” he said. “I think they’re having some strange effect over us. Maybe tomorrow after school we should go back to Mr. Goodfellow and ask him about them.” 
 
    “All right, brother,” I responded. 
 
    The following afternoon, we returned to the same location on Picadilly Circus. But instead of an odd little curio shop, we found ourselves standing before a wax museum. Figures of famous politicians, singers, athletes, actors, and actresses stared motionless out the front window at us. 
 
    “This…” Liam began, “this can’t be!” 
 
    “Excuse me sir,” I said to a gentleman in a bowler hat and a grey business suit as he walked by carrying a burgundy-colored satchel, “Wasn’t there a curio shop here yesterday?” 
 
    The gentleman’s eyes flashed up to the wax museum, and back to me. I saw him grow rapidly annoyed.  
 
    “Don’t mock me girl,” the man replied. “I walk by here twice a day, everyday. That wax museum has stood there for over 25 years.” Then the man turned and walked on, and I looked at Liam, not knowing what to make of all this. 
 
    Liam plopped his back up against the narrow bit of wall between the front door of the wax museum and the front window, and he slid down it until he sat on the ground.  
 
    “This has to be some joke,” I offered. “Right now, I imagine that Mr. Goodfellow is laughing at us, damn him… damn the lying tongues of all tricksters!” 
 
    Then a thought occurred to Liam… 
 
    “Shall we go have another look at that alleyway?” 
 
    I helped pull him to his feet and we ran to the alleyway, but when we got there, the beckoning whisper was gone. 
 
    “Hello?” we called as we wandered in, but we found it to be just an alleyway. 
 
    “What did you dream of?” I asked Liam as we stood scratching our heads, “…this morning when you knocked on my door?” 
 
    “I was in this wooded glade, and I saw that mad old lady. She wore this bronze-colored battle armor, and she said I was late as she pointed to me. Suddenly, I stood transformed. I was, taller… more adult… and I wore black leathers head to toe, and had a leather cowl with deer antlers emerging from it. At my side was this braying pack of beasts at my command, while an army of spirits all riding phantom steeds fell into place all around me as we pursued our prey. It was a man, running, desperate to escape from me. I somehow knew that he was a wicked person, so I chased him down without mercy, and my beasts and the spirits that rode with me consumed him, body and spirit. It all felt so… real.” 
 
    “I also dreamed of the mad old lady,” I responded. 
 
    “What did she transform you into?” Liam asked, his eyes wide. 
 
    “I don’t know, I didn’t get to talk to her in mine. You awoke me just as she was turning to face me.” 
 
    “Sorry,” he responded. “So, what now then?” 
 
    “There’s nothing else for it but to return home, I suppose…”  
 
    Liam and I did return home, and our adventure faded into the background of our lives. Our ordinary routine returned. School 5 days a week, time with mum in evenings and on weekends. All in all, life wasn’t too bad for us. But little could we know that the strangeness of that day was not done with us yet… 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    II 
 
    Liam 
 
    My turn to tell the story now. After finishing school, Zoe and I both applied to and were accepted to attend Imperial College. We had both changed quite a bit over the 5 years that followed. I was taller, broader of shoulder, and grew far more athletic. Zoe was slender, but had blossomed into womanhood, and she took to wearing her hair short. It was a look that suited her. I followed in my mother’s footsteps and began taking business classes at Imperial, while Zoe had always liked to build things, so she chose to study engineering. 
 
    I looked across the library, and saw her sitting at a table with a stack of textbooks. I decided to approach her and say hello. 
 
    “I see they’re keeping you busy,” I said as I slid out the seat across from her and plopped myself down. 
 
    She looked across at me, and her eyes smiled with warmth. “I think I intimidate my classmates. Bespectacled swots and boffins the whole lot of them.” 
 
    “You can be a bit boffinish yourself at times, but I’m sure they have no idea how to relate to a vibrant, beautiful, charismatic young woman such as yourself.” 
 
    “Flattery will get you everywhere, brother,” Zoe responded sarcastically. “Shouldn’t you be in business calculus?” 
 
    “Not for 10 minutes yet,” I responded.  
 
    “And what of that girl who’s been on your arm like some low-hanging fruit? Maribel wasn’t it? Doesn’t she usually walk through here around this time?” 
 
    I blushed a little. Zoe had caught me. She knew the real reason I was chatting her up. 
 
    “You know me so well, sister,” I responded. 
 
    “Well we did share a womb, after all, you scoundrel,” she responded. Then her eyes flashed across her room, and she gestured with her chin, “Look, there she is!” 
 
    My eyes followed her gaze, and fell upon fair Maribel. She was beautiful, with green eyes and long shining black hair. My eyes flashed back to Zoe. 
 
    “Are you certain you aren’t jealous?” I asked. 
 
    “This isn’t one of those anime you like where the sister has an inappropriate passion for her ‘onii-chan.’ Now go talk to your strumpet.” 
 
    I nodded to her, got up and walked over toward Maribel. As her green eyes fell upon me, she smiled. 
 
    “Liam Fairchild,” she said. “We meet here at the library once again. Come to ply me with more gin & tonics?” 
 
    “What, before business calculus?” I asked in response. “I don’t think Professor Davies would approve…” 
 
    “Very droll,” she responded with a friendly smile. “Is that your sister you were talking to?” 
 
    “Zoe,” I replied with a nod.  
 
    “Care to introduce us?” she asked. 
 
    “All right,” I replied, actually feeling a bit of growing dread within at the prospect that the two might not hit it off.  
 
    We walked back over to where Zoe sat. “Zoe, this is Maribel. She wanted to meet you. Maribel, Zoe.” 
 
    Zoe smiled and reached out and grasped Maribel’s hand. 
 
    “It’s a pleasure to meet you Zoe,” Maribel offered. 
 
    “And you as well,” Zoe replied. I could tell by the tone in her voice that my sister didn’t like Maribel, but girls are complex creatures. Much as I teased Zoe, I didn’t actually think it was due to jealousy over me. Maybe jealousy over Maribel’s looks or even something else, but not over me. 
 
    “I have an idea!” Maribel offered to us both, “Why don’t we ditch business calculus and all 3 of us do something fun together?” 
 
    Zoe cocked a ginger eyebrow as she peered up at Maribel. 
 
    “What do you have in mind?” I asked. 
 
    “Let’s explore the campus. We’re all new to the school. Let’s see what sort of interesting places we can find here.” 
 
    I looked at Zoe and she looked at me. 
 
    “I’m game,” I said. 
 
    “I think I’ll pass,” Zoe replied. “You two have fun.” 
 
    “Oh, come on!” Maribel said as she walked around the table, grabbed Zoe by the arm, and literally dragged her out of her chair. “It’s not every day you make new friends, and I just know we’re going to be great friends, you and I. I simply won’t take no for an answer. Now gather your books and come along with us.” 
 
    “Are you always this pushy?” Zoe asked. 
 
    Maribel grinned at her unperturbed. “Always when it comes to important people, and you are an important person. That’s why I simply won’t allow you to say no!” 
 
    Zoe sighed and her shoulders slumped forward. “Fine!” she proclaimed as she reached out and started gathering her books and shoving them into her backpack. 
 
    “Let’s go,” she said once she had everything packed up, making sure to shoot me an annoyed look once Maribel’s back was turned. 
 
    The three of us wandered the campus for a bit, and eventually we came to this narrow little walkway between the school of engineering and the Sir Alexander Fleming building, and I heard a familiar whisper… One I hadn’t forgotten from years before. It came emanating from within that walkway. 
 
    I stopped cold, and so did Zoe. Maribel walked on a couple of steps and then turned to face us as my sister and I shot each other a knowing look. 
 
    “What is it?” Maribel asked. I was trying to read her expression, to see if she heard it too, but her poker face was good. It was very, very good. 
 
    “Did you hear something?” Zoe asked, “Coming from that walkway?” 
 
    “Did you hear something coming from the walkway?” Maribel asked in response. Zoe cocked her eyebrow and looked askance at her.  
 
    “There’s a strange whisper,” I said as I walked into the mouth of the walkway. We had missed our opportunity to investigate 5 years prior. I wasn’t about to let us miss it again.  
 
    Zoe and Maribel fell into step behind me and we plunged into the passageway, eager to have a peek. 
 
    What we saw baffled the imagination. There was a tiny ball of lightning hovering there in the passage between the two buildings, and the odd, unintelligible whisper seemed to be emanating from within it.  
 
    “What is that?” Zoe asked, her eyes wide as she looked upon it. The light emanating from it made her look pale… well paler than usual, anyway. 
 
    “Fascinating,” Maribel said. I turned and looked at her and just for the briefest moment, I felt like I saw a knowing look in her eyes, but then it was gone. 
 
    “Come,” a whispered voice called from within the glowing crackling ball of energy. It was as if this voice was calling out over the other voices that were continuously whispering like a chant in some long-forgotten language. 
 
    “You heard that right?” Zoe asked. 
 
    “Uh huh,” I nodded in response. “I definitely heard that.” 
 
    “Maybe we should all take a closer look,” Maribel said as she grabbed us both with surprising strength and walked us over to the glowing ball. As we approached, it seemed to crackle and boom as it spread, and this breach in reality opened at its center. Within, we could see golden buildings rising up toward a dark twinkling sky. 
 
    Then suddenly, Maribel seemed to trip on her own feet, and all three of us stumbled and fell through the breach. 
 
    It was the strangest sensation that followed as we fell into this hole between worlds. It was as if we were infinitely big, and at the same time infinitely small. Zoe and Maribel appeared so close I could taste their touch and yet at the same time so infinitely far off that I could just barely perceive their far distant presence… 
 
    Then suddenly we all three of us tumbled onto the ground in a tangled pile of limbs and backpacks. 
 
    “Oops,” Maribel said as she got to her feet and rubbed her hip where she had fallen on top of me. I looked at her expression again and she had the tiniest hint of a smile at the corners of her lips. 
 
    “Bloody hell Mairbel! Sending me tumbling to the pavement!” Zoe protested as she sat up. Then she spotted all the people on this strange street cobbled with gold who were quite understandably staring at us in disbelief, and her eyes grew wide. 
 
    “Uhhh,” Zoe began, “Not to be too terribly predictable or anything, but now seems like a good time to quote that old American movie: ‘I don’t think we’re in Kansas anymore.’” 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    III 
 
    Zoe 
 
    “Where the bloody hell are we?” Liam asked as he looked around. There were golden towers reaching up toward the sky… and what a sky it was. It was bright as day, and yet it was a night sky that loomed above as and as we gazed up into it, we realized that we were seeing not stars twinkling above us, not even galaxies, but entire universes locked in their eternal dances around one another. And as soon as I saw this sky, I recalled that I had seen it before… in my dream. 
 
    And speaking of my dream… 
 
    “You’re both beyond late now!” an all-too familiar voice called from nearby. Although we had only met her once, and very briefly at that, neither Liam nor I could forget the husky feminine voice of that mad old woman from the corner in Picadilly. 
 
    She walked up still dressed in her archaic Victorian fineries, but wearing a circlet of gleaming silver that shone so bright it was almost blinding in its brilliance. She frowned at us both, then her eyes fell on Maribel and her face seemed to soften. 
 
    “Well done Gaela,” she said. “Thank you for bringing them to us at last!” 
 
    “It was my honor to do so, Matron Mother,” Maribel replied. 
 
    “Gaela?” I asked as I turned and faced Maribel. 
 
    “It’s a bit of a story, dear,” Maribel responded. “I’ll explain later after the introductions. Now allow me to present to you both Anon, The goddess of death, goddess of destiny, and Matron Mother of the gods.” 
 
    “Gods?” Liam responded, his eyes growing wide as he looked at the old lady with the leathery face. Her silver-grey hair was still worn in a bun, and her blue eyes still had that strange prescience to them. 
 
    “Yes huntsmaster,” Anon replied, her brow furrowed as she continued to frown at us both. “Gods. And you have many more to meet this day. Some I daresay you might even find to be… familiar. This way.” 
 
    She led us into the grandest of all the golden buildings in the city. There was a wide dome over the vestibule, Domed towers rose up at the four corners of the buildings, and at the center of the sprawling building was a sunken garden surrounded by cloisters. As we entered, the underside of the dome was just as stunning as the exterior of the building. The interior was covered with an accurate representation of the sky outside. An azure blue covered it, the universes that dotted the sky outside were painted onto the azure as twinkling bronze stars labelled with scrolls bearing script lettering, and most impressive of all, they moved, mirroring the orbits of the universes outside.  
 
    From here we could see that the sunken garden in the center of the hall was dotted with fountains as well as all manner of manicured bushes in addition to colorful flowers and other impressive florae. Gathered around the steps leading down into the garden was a group of people engaged in conversation. And as my eyes fell on one of them, I could hardly believe it. 
 
    “Mum?” I said, my jaw hanging open and my eyes staring in disbelief. 
 
    Our mother turned as saw us and smiled. She spread her arms wide and walked toward us. 
 
    “Zoe, Liam,” she said warmly as she gathered both of us up in her arms and hugged us tightly. “You’ve come at last.”  
 
    She pulled away and smiled at us both, and I frowned at her as I crossed my arms.  
 
    “You have some explaining to do,” I demanded.  
 
    “Of course,” she responded. She looked to Anon and Gaela. Wordlessly they nodded and turned away from us, and Liam and I fell into step on either side of her as we walked down into the garden. 
 
    “In London, I am known as Vanna Williams,” she began. “I am an advertising Executive for Sloane, Winterbourne & Associates, and I am mother of two children, but I had a life before that life, and that life will remain long after my time in London is done. My real name is Sylvanna, and I am the goddess of nature.” 
 
    “Then who was our father?” I growled impatiently.  
 
    “You’re a very clever girl, Zoe,” mum said to me. “Five years ago, when I tried to tell you, I was trying to ease you into the truth, but you sniffed out my lie of omission instantly. It wasn’t that I intended to mislead you, I simply didn’t have the opportunity to explain the truth in its fullness before you ran out on me. Your father is Torano, god of thunder, and king of this place, Cathair Neamhai. He came to me in the guise of a Sidhe lord of the summer court. So genetically, you are half-human and half-fae, but you are also fully gods… well godlings at any rate.” 
 
    “So gods are… real… then,” I said more than asked. “And fairies…” 
 
    “Yes, Fairies are indeed very real,” mum responded. “Otherworld, or Tír na nÓg as it is also known is a real place, and Avalon is the city of the Fae who live there. If you’re lucky you might be able to visit it one day, but be careful. The Unseelie can be quite… unpleasant.” 
 
    Liam looked at our mother quizzically. “And Cathair Neamhai means?” 
 
    “It means city of lights, dear,” she explained. “That would be the English translation for the name of this place. Gaela, the girl we sent to fetch you is the goddess of healing, love, and the moon. She is the daughter of Gliceas, whom you have also previously met. 
 
    We both stared at her, silently demanding an explanation.  
 
    “Mr. Goodfellow,” she explained. “Those rings he gave you… that was how she found you.” 
 
    I looked down at the ring on my finger and it was shining with the same brilliance on my finger as the circlet that was on Anon’s brow. 
 
    “Those rings you wear allow you to move back and forth across the ways between worlds,” Mum explained, “and you won’t even need a portal of lightning to do it.” 
 
    “So… we were supposed to come here 5 years ago, when we first met Anon and…” 
 
    “Gliceas… yes,” mum responded. “Don’t trouble yourself. I cherished every moment of your ignorance. That was my time, and my time alone. But now, you belong to Cathair Neamhai. There are many for you to meet, and so many things for you to discover. I think when you return to London you will find that it too is a much stranger place than you ever imagined it could be. Now come along, I shall shepherd you through the introductions.” 
 
    We met Gliceas, the Trickster god who was also the god of attraction. He was tall and thin with long dark hair, and there was a certain something about him that was reminiscent of his daughter.  
 
    “The both of you have grown so since I last saw you,” he said to us with a smile and a mischievous glint in his eyes.  
 
    There was also Farrah, the amber-haired seamother, goddess of the ocean and storms, and her two sons Finn the god of wealth, and Bron the seemingly slow-witted god of strength, who liked to call himself “Bron the Brawny.” We learned from our mother that these were our half-brothers, as they were also sons of Torano. 
 
    And finally, Liam and I were introduced to our father. “Allow me to present to you both, Torano the White,” mum began, “god of thunder and lightning, ruler of the skies, king of Cathair Neamhai.” 
 
    He was tall, broad-shouldered, with dark hair and a dark beard and eyes that crackled with lightning. He wore a gleaming white suit and tie, and a circlet of white gold on his brow that was so great in its radiance one could not look upon it directly, without diverting their eyes. 
 
    “Ah,” he began, his deep voice booming and rolling across the building like thunder, “the younglings. Cymru. Morganthe. Long have I watched you from afar, and looked forward to this day.” 
 
    “Pardon me… father,” I began. “I am Zoe.” 
 
    “In the world you knew you may have been known as Zoe, but you are Morganthe, the goddess of life, death and rebirth, goddess of destiny, and goddess of magic. You are queen of ravens, and the fate consequential…” 
 
    “And you, my boy,” he continued turning to Liam, “are Cymru, the god of the wilds, god of nature, and god of war. You are the horned one, the master of the hunt, the lord of lycanthropes, and the defender of Sylvanna.” 
 
    “Welcome to you both,” he said with a smile. “Long has all Cathair Neamhai waited for this day. Now that you are here, a celebration is in order!” 
 
    As my father called somebody over and started seeing to arrangements, I could sense this strange aetheriality about everybody else, as if they were born of this strange city of lights and my brother and I were just visiting. I found myself feeling like Liam and I were just a pair of muggles stumbled onto Hogwarts. I looked over at him. “Is it just me, or are we still not particularly…. Godly unlike everybody else here?” 
 
    “Worry not,” mum said in a reassuring tone. “Your divinity shall be awakened soon enough.” 
 
    “Awakened?” I asked. 
 
    “Yes,” she replied with a nod, “awakened; when you are taken to the Well of Eternity. It shall infuse you. In the meantime, my dearest daughter, while I teach your brother our ways, I want you to keep company with Anon. She will be your tutor, your mentor.” 
 
    I looked over to Anon and caught her with her eyes on me. As she locked onto my gaze she frowned once again. 
 
    “I don’t think she likes me very much,” I complained. 
 
    “She is matron mother of the gods,” mum explained. “She doesn’t like anybody very much.” 
 
    “Matron mother?” Liam noted. “Does that mean she is our grandmother?” 
 
    “No,” mum responded. “Anon has no children. Matron Mother is a title of respect... great respect in fact, bestowed upon her by your father. Now, off you pop then. Make your introductions to Anon.” 
 
    “Why can’t I just learn from you like Liam?” I protested. 
 
    “Because that is not your role, dear. Your brother is a god of nature, like me. You are a goddess of destiny, like her.” 
 
    I let out a deep sigh, and I turned and shuffled over to Anon. 
 
    “Disgraceful!” she spat as she saw my approach. “Where is the bearing of a god? You trudge forth like some sort of worm crawling on its belly!” 
 
    “Hello to you too,” I said. “My mother said You were to be my teacher, since I am a goddess of destiny.” 
 
    “Yes, Ravenmaiden,” Anon said, her eyes seemingly drilling into my spirit. “I am to be your teacher, but whether or not you become a goddess of destiny still remains to be seen.” 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    IV 
 
    Liam 
 
        “You no doubt have endless questions. The first thing you should know is that there are two types of gods,” my mother said as we walked in the sunken gardens at the center of the great hall, past fountains and brightly colored flowers that lined the walkway. All the colors seemed so much more vibrant than back in London, I really just wanted to spend a whole afternoon staring at one of the flowers or something to perceive all of the differences in color and see what secrets I could infer from them. 
 
    “There are gods celestial,” my mother continued, “caelites, we are also called, these are primordial gods like your father and I as well as godlings like yourself and your sister. We here who live in Cathair Neamhai are also referred to as the Daoine Neamhai, ‘the people of light,’ or the Deithe Neamhai, ‘the gods of light.’ There are also gods infernal. They are called infernales, and Daoine Faoi, ‘the under people,’ or the Deithe Faoi, ‘the under gods.’ These are fallen gods who rule over the various underworlds where the unrighteous are meted out their punishments for their lifetimes of wickedness. They draw their worship from the despair suffered by those under their yoke.” 
 
    “Who decides who’s wicked?” I asked. 
 
    “Two gods will sit in judgment over the dead, Anon as the goddess of death and the fate inevitable, and your sister as the goddess of life, death, and rebirth, and the fate consequential. As the goddess Morganthe, your sister will represent the balance of nature. Your role will be quite different, however.” 
 
    “What will my role be?” I asked.  
 
    “You shall be the god of war and the protector of nature.” 
 
    Wait…” I responded. “So, I’ve been alive for 18 years, and warfare is as old as mankind itself. Why has there not been a god of war until now?” 
 
    “There was another god of war in Cathair Neamhai,” mum said in a somber tone. “He has fallen into darkness and become a prince of the underworld. His name was Laochas. Now he is known as Odicius, the Lord of Hate.” 
 
    “What is the relationship like between us and these infernal gods?” I asked. 
 
    “Depends on the god, really,” mum explained. “Most are… extremely hostile toward us, but not all. Lascivia can be dealt with. She is called “the carnal one.” She has fallen out of sorts with many of her fellow gods infernal, and will generally interact with us without malice or deceit, although I still wouldn’t trust her. She actually owns a nightclub in London that is frequented by all manner of supernaturals called Aphrodite’s Lounge.” 
 
    “Why Aphrodite?” I asked. 
 
    “It was one of many names she used to gather worship in the ancient world. Aphrodite… Hathor… Ishtar…. Astarte…” 
 
    I nodded. “Anything else about these fallen gods I should know?” 
 
    “Yes,” mum replied. “There is one of them who wants nothing more than the destruction of us all. He hates your father more than anything and will stop at nothing to bring him down. He is Maledictus… the great adversary… the faithless, and accursed one. He is every bit your father’s rival. If you should find him on a battlefield, do not fight him, do not even engage him. Run.” 
 
    “He’s that bad?” I asked. 
 
    “He’s the stuff of nightmares,” mum replied, her eyes becoming distant as if looking upon memories both ancient and horrific, “and he’s brought the gods to the brink of a war that would be the doom of all reality on more than one occasion.” 
 
    “So were all the gods of the ancient world infernal gods like Lascivia was Aphrodite?” I asked. 
 
    “Some were, some were us. There are other pantheons scattered throughout the celestial realm. There used to be many, many more but in this modern age, it’s been much more difficult for us to gather worship. We’ve had to adapt, but not all gods were willing to.” 
 
    “What do you mean adapt?” I asked 
 
    “Worship is the lifeblood of a god. It’s what sustains us. Even just being remembered in the mortal world is a form of worship, although a shallow one. Without worship we just… fade out of existence. But temples filled with worshippers are the old way. Now to gather worship we must be more creative. The digital screen has become the new alter that we gather our worship from. Many of us often pose as actors, models, athletes, pop-singers. We use social media, and other forms of technology to get our message out there. That was why I went into advertising, to help other gods get the exposure they need to thrive in this new world.” 
 
    “So, tell me then about the well of eternity?” I asked.   
 
    “The well goes back to the time before time,” mum replied. “All was the primordial void, like a great swirling sea of chaos. In that void lived the light of eternity, called Cuilithe, and born from that light was Torano. He rose from out of the chaos, empowered by Cuilithe to bring order. He separated the void into the earth and the sea and the air, and from the earth I was born, and from the sea Farrah was born. Torano took us both as his wives, and by changing his shape when he mated with us, we bore him many children, creatures of land and sea, and sky. The well we all constructed together, and he placed Cuilithe within it. It is our connection to eternity… the means of our reincarnation should we ever die. And when Anon says that it is time, it shall be the well that elevates you into divinity.” 
 
    “So, gods can die then?” I asked. 
 
    “We can fall in battle, yes, although it doesn’t happen often. Our physical forms can fail in any myriad of ways. Our connection to eternity means we will always rise again from the well, but each time we do, our divinity must be renewed by the well. The infernal gods have their own well, built by Maledictus, and corrupted by the darkness of oblivion, called Dorodacht. Where Cuilithe seeks to bring life and order, Dorodacht seeks to bring death and entropy.” 
 
    “Where is the well?” I asked. 
 
    “Deep in the heart of Cathair Neamhai,” Mum responded. “I know what you’re thinking. You are a godling of war, after all, or rather, you shall be soon. You’re thinking ‘If I were Maledictus, I would want to destroy Cuilithe, and sever our connection to eternity.’ I assure you, to do that, he would have to conquer all of Cathair Neamhai first. The well is quite safe. “ 
 
    “I hope that you’re right,” I responded.
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    Zoe 
 
    “Do you recognize this place?” Anon asked me. She had led me through a narrow walkway between buildings in Cathair Neamhai which gradually changed into some sort of tunnel lit by torches that were held in sconces that were skeletal hands protruding from the rough-hewn stone walls. At last the tunnel led out to a very familiar sight; one that had puzzled me for years since I had first seen it in a dream. There was a beach of skulls, and an endless sea washed up against the shore. Between us and that shoreline were the two trees I had seen, one living, one dead, with their branches stretching out in every direction as far as the eye could see and beyond.  
 
    “This place was real?” I asked. 
 
    “So you do recognize it,” Anon said. 
 
    “From a dream…” I responded. “A very brief dream.” 
 
    “Yes, we were interrupted by your brother when I showed it to you last time,” Anon said.  
 
    I followed her out onto the beach of skulls and bone crunched beneath my shoes as I walked after her. “What is the significance of it?” I asked, peering up through the branches of the trees to look upon distant universes as they made their way slowly through the darkened sky.  
 
    “This place is called ‘the Far Shore,’” Anon responded. “It is where we judge the dead.” 
 
    “Then why are there only two thrones?” I asked as I walked up and looked at the seat carved into the side of the green living tree. 
 
    “It is the duty of the goddess of death, and the goddess of life, death, and rebirth together to judge them.” 
 
    “Wait…” I responded, remembering what Torano had called me. 
 
    “Yes,” Anon said as she looked at me with those creepy blue eyes that always seemed like they knew more than they should. “Now, you understand why the two goddesses of death are also goddesses of destiny. This place stands at the crossroads between the celestial realm, and the temporal, or material realm. Souls come here, we judge the actions of the dead against the destinies they were given at their birth, and we determine where their souls shall go. Often, if they are destined to go to the underworld, they are only destined to go there for a time, then they may travel to the next place of their afterlife, but some are so unrepentantly wicked, they will spend eternity in the underworld. If you should succeed in becoming a goddess of destiny, then you will share this duty with me, and that will be your seat.” 
 
    “Why do you keep saying that I might not become a goddess of destiny?” I asked. 
 
    “Unlike other gods, gods and goddesses of destiny share a special connection with the light of eternity. To be one, you must see all ends. Not even Torano himself can do that, although he can see destinies in a much more limited sense…” 
 
    “So, when he said I was the goddess of life, death, and rebirth, he wasn’t just making it up?” 
 
    Anon got a sour look on her face for a moment as she shook her head. “The god of thunder and lightning and ruler of the skies does not ‘just make it up.’ He was speaking your destiny over you. But there have been others who were also destined to become the goddess of life, death, and rebirth and the fate consequential. None of those succeeded in fulfilling their destinies. All were rejected by the well.” 
 
    “What happened to them when they were rejected by it?” I asked. 
 
    “The well consumed them,” Anon said. “Alas, for as long as this place has stood, that throne you stand before has never had an occupant.” 
 
    I was starting to get scared. 
 
    “So… how do I not get consumed?” 
 
    “The well will test you. It tests all potential godlings prior to imbuing them. Most are able to ascend to godhood without difficulty, but the well holds gods and goddesses of destiny to a much higher standard.” 
 
    “how did you pass its test?” I asked. My stomach was starting to churn with anxiety as my brain spun out of control with worry. 
 
    Her eyes brightened for a moment, and a look of surprise filled them. “None who stood where you stand now have ever asked me that question. But I’m not going to tell you how to pass the test of the well. You cannot cheat eternity. Either you have the gift, or you don’t.” 
 
    “What gift?” I asked. 
 
    “The gift to see all ends,” Anon spat as her frown returned. “Weren’t you listening?” 
 
    I looked around, and the cave we had come out of seemed to emerge from the base of a mountain. There was a mountain range all around us, and countless caves seemed to litter its face, reminding me of an ant colony. 
 
    “Where’s the city?” I asked. “I don’t see Cathair Neamhai.” 
 
    Anon sighed. “As I already told you, this place stands at a crossroads between the Celestial Realm and the Temporal Realm. You could search this place forever, and never find the city of lights because it isn’t here.” 
 
     “But we didn’t pass through a portal to get here like my brother, Gaela, and I did when we came to the city.” I protested, trying to piece together how we got here. 
 
    “The boundaries between worlds are thin here. Those tunnels in the mountain lead the souls of those judged to what awaits them. They can also bring us through from other locations throughout the omniverse. Besides, you wear that ring. You need not concern yourself with portals.” 
 
    I nodded following her logic. “So, you’re the fate inevitable… and I am supposed to be the fate consequential. Does that mean that your fate is unavoidable, while my fate is what the judged have chosen for themselves?” 
 
    “In essence, yes,” Anon replied. “Should you through some mystery of circumstance actually succeed in your ascension, you and I will be diametrically opposed goddesses of death and destiny. I represent the fate that is unavoidable, and the death that is final. You would represent the fate that is born from free will, and the death that leads to the replenishment of life.” 
 
    “So I guess one could say that you and I are destined to never get along?” I offered. 
 
    Anon cocked her eyebrow at me, and I found myself wanting to smile for a moment at receiving the expression of annoyance I so often gave to others. “How droll,” she said dryly. But then I remembered my predicament, and my stomach started to churn with worry again. 
 
    “So, when do I take this test then to see if I become a goddess or get eaten?” 
 
    “Soon,” Anon replied. “Very, very soon.” Her mouth twisted into a grin as I saw a look of cruelty fill her eyes. That’s when I decided for sure, I definitely didn’t like her… 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    VI 
 
    Gaela 
 
       It was a big day when I brought Sylvanna’s children Liam and Zoe Fairchild to Cathair Neamhai. But the day we took them to the well of eternity was even bigger.  
 
    Like some kind of religious procession, we all descended down into the rocky depths below the city clad in ritual gleaming white robes and carrying torches that burned with holy blue flame. 
 
    I remembered my own ascension. My father had brought me to the city much in the same way I had the twins. Not that I mean to give you the impression this happens a lot, it really doesn’t. In fact, ascensions are exceedingly rare events. Aside from a few failed ascensions mine happened more than a thousand years ago, and Finn’s and Bron’s were thousands of years before that. 
 
    After all, the gods don’t have unwanted pregnancies, and ever since the sundering they have only given birth to new gods to replace those that have fallen. Of course, I don’t know how ascensions worked before the sundering, that was my father’s generation… the primordial gods. 
 
    It seemed like thousands of steps down into the shadowy caverns that lay beneath the city. With Torano in the lead, the twins followed behind him; first Liam and then Zoe. Next came Sylvanna and then Farrah. Then Anon followed behind them, with my father behind her. Then Bron, Finn, and finally myself.  
 
    After what seemed like an eternity of descent, we finally reached the bottom, and we gathered around the well. This was considered one of our most private rituals, so only the gods were allowed down here. None of the citizens above were even allowed to look upon the well, and many of them didn’t even know it existed. Liam and Zoe stood side by side before it as Torano came to one side of them, and Sylvanna to the opposite side. 
 
    From the outside, It had the look of a shallow kiddie pool with short walls of brick rising up out of the cavern floor, and a dark purplish-black vortex swirling inside it. purplish lightning crackled across the surface of vortex here and there, and its thundering could be heard from within. And as Zoe looked into its chaotic depths she swallowed heavily. I looked at her from across the well and I could see that she was scared. I looked over at Anon. No doubt she had taken some perverse pleasure in telling her what the well tends to do to prospective gods and goddesses of destiny, poor thing. 
 
    Torano looked at Liam. “you are the oldest, you shall go first,” he began, his voice booming through the cavern. “You must immerse yourself into the swirling void. Only there will you encounter the light of eternity. Disrobe.” 
 
    Liam looked around for a moment, clearly still clinging to his modesty. His eyes fell onto me for a long moment. We all averted our eyes, and finally, he did as he was commanded to do… He removed his robes, and his mother took them. Admittedly, I did sneak a peek as he climbed over the short wall, and lowered himself into the well. The void swirled around him like something between liquid and energy, and as I watched him, I remembered my own immersion into it. The void tingled against my skin. There was this feeling as if it would pull me apart at a molecular level if it had the strength to do so. 
 
    As Liam submerged his head under the surface, he curled up into a fetal position. Then it came like a spark in the darkness of the swirling vortex. The light of Eternity, which is called Cuilithe, appeared surrounded by him as his body curled within the void.  
 
    “Liam Fairchild,” he heard a voice speaking into his mind. “Your destiny has been spoken. Will you protect nature as your role requires?” 
 
    “I will,” Liam answered back in thought. 
 
    “You have answered truthfully,” Cuilithe replied. “Arise, Cymru, god of the wilds, god of nature, and god of war, and be imbued!”  
 
    Liam stood within the well, and his torso emerged from the vortex. The purplish lightning that thundered within began to kiss and caress his form. Then suddenly there was a loud boom as lightning flashed out from the unseen purplish-black crystals located in the walls throughout the chamber. It came from all directions as once, knocking him back down into the waters as it struck again and again. Seven times, the lightning bit into him like a lash. When at last, the final blow was struck, he knelt, only his head and shoulders above the vortex. His breathing was heavy as he bore the pain, and smoke rose off his form. 
 
    “Stand.” Torano bid. “Stand, Cymru, horned god of the wilds. May these be the last blows you ever receive!”  
 
    Liam stood and faced Torano. 
 
    “Show us,” Torano boomed. “Reveal your true form!” 
 
    We all gasped as his red hair turned to a ruddy brown, deer antlers grew from his forehead, and thick fur grew out of his jawline, shoulders, and arms. 
 
    Torano nodded with satisfaction. “Welcome, my son,” he said with a wide smile. 
 
    Liam climbed out of the well and changed back into the form of his birth as his mother handed him his robes, and he replaced them. I looked over at his sister. I could still see the fear in her blue eyes. It was her turn. 
 
    Torano’s attention turned to Zoe, “Anon has told you of the risk you face. You are a prospective goddess of destiny, and the well will hold you to a much higher standard. If the well finds you unworthy, it will consume you as it has others before you. You are offered an opportunity to ascend to divinity, but nobody can make your choice for you. Should you refuse, know that you are still my daughter, and you will still have a place here in this city, but you will never be a goddess. What is your decision?” 
 
    She looked at the faces around the room. We could all see she was afraid. We could practically feel her fear on our skin. Then as she looked into the eyes of Anon, the old goddess of death smiled triumphantly. I don’t think that reaction had the effect she intended, because seeing Anon’s expression made Zoe’s eyes harden, and she stripped off her robes, handed them to her mother, and climbed into the well. 
 
    “Seems you underestimated her,” I whispered as I wandered around to stand behind Anon’s shoulder. 
 
    “Did I?” she whispered back with cocked eyebrow, “We shall just have to wait and see.” 
 
    She lowered herself into the dark thundering swirl, and after a moment, Cuilithe appeared again. We could see its presence below the surface of the vortex, for it made the whole interior of the well glow. 
 
    “Zoe Fairchild,” Cuilithe said into her mind, “your destiny has been spoken. Much will be required of you. As goddess of life, death, and rebirth, and goddess of destiny, you will sit in judgment over the souls of the dead. This responsibility cannot be taken lightly. Your capacity to see and to know across all space and time and all universes must be tested. If you do not have the capacity, this test will drive you mad. This is your last chance to refuse and remain who you are. Do you wish to proceed?” 
 
    Driven by her intense dislike for the smugness of Anon, and not wanting to stand by the rest of her life wondering what might have been while watching her twin brother, with whom she had shared a womb, prance around as the horned god of the wilds, Zoe made her choice. “I do,” she responded. 
 
    Suddenly, a flood of images came into her mind all at once like drinking from a firehose. She saw Torano ordering the void, and separating it into land and sea and air. She saw the world being populated, and the omniverse being born from variations in probability. She looked upon other pantheons; other gods. She saw the fall of Maledictus, the crafting of his dark well, and the fall of other gods and goddesses who joined him in the underworld. She saw the modern world in its screaming frantic rush to activity, and she saw the whole kaleidoscope of alternate possibilities of what might be. She understood that time was not pre-determined, it was decided in the moment by accumulated choices and actions of everybody. and that there were as many universes as there had been possible choices throughout history all pursuing their own inevitable ends. She knew that reality was both chosen and inevitable which made her and Anon opposite ends of the same coin. They were apart, but at the same time, they were one. All in fact, were one. All in fact, were striving together toward the same end, living, dying, learning, laughing, loving, together enduring the same sadnesses, sicknesses, and miseries, together questioning the purpose of their existences, together finding joy and even meaning in the small ordinary things that made their lives worthwhile.  
 
    As the fast-paced merciless barrage of images continued Zoe felt this connection to all beings who had been, who were and who would be. She discovered that she could see to the furthest reaches of reality at once, and yet could also look into the tiniest spaces inside the human heart to discern even the most minute of unspoken desires.   
 
    Then at last the flood of imagery seemed to fade away from her, as Zoe’s consciousness ascended beyond them. She saw and felt and understood at once the order, the synchronicity that had been brought about by Cuilithe in its opposition to Dorodacht, the darkness of oblivion. She knew without it being spoken that her role was not only to protect all life, but to nurture it, to inspire, prod, and otherwise cause it to grow and flourish. She understood that death was not an ending, but a transition that allowed for the pollination of further life, and that this cycle of life and death and rebirth was essential for life to flourish. Matter never ends, it only transforms, and it is the same with spirit. Spirits, in fact, are always transitioning, always evolving. Just as there were an infinity of universes that comprise the omniverse, so were there an infinity of afterlives, and the spirits of the departed were constantly graduating from one to the next as they ascended or descended. Such was the beautiful harmony, and the majestic glory existence. 
 
    When at last the deluge slowed and then ceased, Zoe remained in the vortex, feeling as if her mind and her spirit were now greatly expanded beyond what she thought possible. But more importantly, and more monumentally, she remained. She had not been driven mad by the experience, and she had not been consumed. 
 
    “You have endured, and you have understood,” Cuilithe said into Zoe’s mind, its voice echoing in the newly expanded cavernous confines of it. “Arise Morganthe, goddess of life, death, and rebirth, goddess of destiny, and goddess of magic, and be imbued!” 
 
    We all gasped as Zoe rose from the vortex. It wasn’t that she had been transformed yet. In fact, she still looked exactly she did when she lowered herself into the swirling void. It was that this had never happened before! No goddess of destiny had ever passed the test of Cuilithe, at least not in this generation. I looked at Anon, and she stood transfixed, a dumbfounded look on her face as she watched Zoe stand. Then the purplish lightning climbed up out of the void, clinging to her form, and the lightning began pouring into her from all around the cavern. Seven times the lightning struck her, driving her back down into the well as she cried out, driving her even beneath the surface of the vortex to escape it, but there was no escape. The lighting infused the vortex as well, like the amniotic fluids of a womb all around her. Finally, when the last one struck, she flopped there in the waters, her body still trembling as the last vestiges of lightning licked over her limbs.  
 
    We all looked at each other with wide eyes, and Torano wore an expression of sheer joy as little droplets of tears formed at the corners of his eyes. At last, Anon would have a counterpart! At last, we had 2 goddesses of death and destiny.  
 
    “Stand!” Torano commanded her. “Stand Morganthe, queen of ravens, goddess of life death and rebirth, goddess of destiny, and goddess of magic! Stand and show us!” 
 
    A purple hooded cloak with a mantle of raven feathers rose from her shoulders, cascading down her form and covering her. When I could manage to catch a glimpse of the interior of the cloak I could see stars and galaxies and universes shimmering within it, but otherwise her covered form was obscured by an inexplicable darkness impenetrable. 
 
    “This is an auspicious day!” Torano said at last. “And to celebrate, we will feast like we have never feasted before! Come!” 
 
    As Cymru and Sylvanna helped Morganthe out of the well, and the rest of the gods began to disperse, I looked over to Anon again, and I answered her earlier question; “yes, you did underestimate her!”

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    VII 
 
    Finn 
 
    Finn the fair-haired they call me. My brother Bron and I are the eldest of this new generation of gods. Godlings they like to call us. I suppose on a cosmic level being even a 12,000 year-old god like my brother still makes one young in the eyes of gods who have been around as long as time itself.  
 
    I am a god with refined tastes, a god of wealth, you see. I do enjoy the finer things, and am never want for the cash or coin to pay for it. I can just reach into my pocket and pull out currency like producing it out of thin air. When I show this off at parties, people think it’s a trick. They don’t realize it is actually my divine gift, but one can’t go around claiming to be a god anymore. These days, they put you in a padded room for that. 
 
    It was a cool September evening in London, when I took my brother, Gaela, and our newly ascended friends and half-siblings Cymru and Morganthe out to show them a good time. I had some friends for them to meet. Gods from other pantheons. And before you ask, yes, there are other pantheons. We pretty much all hate the gods infernal so no matter how much we may have disliked each other in the past, we are forced by circumstance to get along. 
 
    We made our way to Brixton to pay a visit to a rather famous nightclub owned by a rather famous goddess infernal who’d fallen out of favor with some of her fallen brethren. Lascivia was always a bit more open-minded than the rest, and her Aphrodite’s Lounge was the place to be if you didn’t quite fit the mold of what society wanted you to be… and by that, I mean were either a god or a supernatural.  
 
    We walked past identical rowhouses with brick facades. At the end of the block was the club hidden in an old brick warehouse. There was an alley between them, and as we passed it, a figure emerged from the shadows and approached us with an “ahem.” 
 
    I turned. It was a welcome and familiar face. 
 
    “Joramu!” I said. My fellow god of wealth, and member of multiple pantheons of African gods walked toward me with a wide smile. Always impeccably dressed, Joramu, or “Gentleman Joramu” as his worshippers liked to call him wore a grey bowler hat, matching grey suit and vest combination with a ruffled cravat, carried a cherrywood walking stick tipped with gold, and a monocle.  
 
    “Finn, my friend!” he said in his thick African accent as he wrapped his arms around me and embraced me. He then turned and nodded to Bron, whom he already knew. 
 
    “And who are these?” Joramu asked as his eyes fell on the others. 
 
    “Joramu, god of wealth,” I began allow me to present Gaela, moon goddess of love and healing.” 
 
    He took her hand and kissed her knuckles not taking his smoldering eyes off hers. I didn’t have that bent to me, but even I could feel the tug of his charisma on her. 
 
    “A pleasure to meet you, Joramu,” she said. 
 
    “This is Cymru, the horned god of nature and war,” I offered with a gesture. Joramu grasped Cymru’s hand firmly and smiled at him, baring a gold-capped tooth. 
 
    “And finally, Morganthe, the raven goddess of life death and rebirth, destiny, and magic.” 
 
    Joramu took her hand and kissed it as well, his eyes drilling into her with desire. Morganthe seemed flattered but also a little flustered by the attention, and I found myself wondering if she had ever actually been with a man before, or anybody for that matter. 
 
    “Such beautiful women you travel with Finn. I am truly jealous.” 
 
    “Flatterer,” Gaela teased. 
 
    “Speaking of beautiful women, the rest of our party is waiting inside,” Joramu informed me, “They have already acquired a table.” 
 
    “Then let’s go meet them, shall we?” I replied as I fell into step beside Joramu and gestured for the rest to follow.  
 
    We made our way past the bouncers, who were not actually there to check ID, but were instead there to screen out the ordinary people. Aphrodite’s Lounge wasn’t for them, it was for us. As we entered, there was a stage and dance floor to the left, a bar at the center with an assortment of tables and booths clustered around it, and to the right was some more “adult” entertainment, with private rooms and various entertainers of all sorts. Sidhe were usually the favorites. The Sidhe were a race of fairies, you see, who were as tall as humans, with all the upswept eyes, high cheekbones, and pointy ears one would expect from fairies. I could tell you from experience that they also make for voracious lovers, but you could see other types of entertainers there as well. Lascivia was always certain to keep a nice assortment of girls.  
 
    We actually spotted her, Lascivia, I mean, chatting with the rest of our party at their table as we approached. She was quite something to look at, always had been. She had this sort of classic youthful beauty about her with pouting lips and blue eyes. She wore her golden-blonde hair in a neatly-styled pixie cut, and she wore a white pantsuit.  
 
    “Well, there is Finn! and ‘Bron the brawny’ as well,” Pakhet said. “And there is my love,” she said as her eyes fell on Gaela. Lascivia turned and approached us.  
 
    “Lascivia,” I said as she offered her hands in greeting and I took them and squeezed as she squeezed back In reply. “I love this new look. The haircut is quite fetching.” 
 
    “Thank you,” she replied. Her eyes went to Joramu, and wordlessly she walked over a planted a kiss on his lips. He responded in kind, and I began wondering if we might need to get a crowbar to pry them off each other.  
 
    “Now that is a hello,” Gaela said when Lascivia finally pulled away. As Joramu walked past me with a pleased look in his eye and his eyebrows raised, she turned her attentions to the daughter of Gliceas. 
 
    “We haven’t met,” Lascivia began, “but from the look of you, I’m going to guess that you are Gaela, goddess of love?” 
 
    Geala nodded. 
 
    Lascivia turned to me and pouted. It was adorable. “You didn’t tell me you’d be bringing a rival, Finn, you naughty boy, or maybe it was your intention to try to get us both into the sack at once?” 
 
    “I’m afraid not,” I replied. “She and Pakhet over there…”  
 
    “Ah, yes, I see,” Lascivia replied as he eyes shot over to the cat goddess. “I once had an ongoing fling with Pakhet myself. Very well, you may stay,” Lascivia continued as she turned back to face Gaela, “but I’ll have my eye on you. The last time I let a goddess of love in here, Quanjin made off with all my fairie dancers, and I never saw any of them again. And who have we here?” she asked as her eyes fell on Cymru and Morganthe. 
 
    “Both so young, and you…” she said as she went over to Morganthe, and gently touched her arm with just the lightest brush of the skin, “you’re like a flower untrammeled aren’t you?” Morganthe’s eyes closed and her head tilted back as Lascivia’s caress continued. “There’s so much I could teach you.” 
 
    I had seen her do this trick before, using her touch to simultaneously fire off all the synapses in the pleasure centers of the brain all at once. Perhaps it was out of jealousy, or perhaps it was out of a desire to rescue my half-sister from the clutches of the goddess of lust, but I interceded. 
 
    “Alright now, enough of that, Lascivia.” I said as I wrapped my arm around the small of her back and whisked her away from Morganthe, “I thought you were going to teach me tonight,” I complained. 
 
    “There’s room in my bed for more than just one,” she replied.  
 
    Once she had seen us over to our table, Lascivia excused herself to look after her other guests, but not before pausing to tell me to look her up later, and to not forget to bring a friend. I was certain she meant Morganthe, but I knew if I bought Morganthe, I would only wind up feeling jealous. Afterall, Innocence was one of Lascivia’s favorite flavors. 
 
    Bron, Joramu and I settled in on one end of the booth beside Ashandira, the many armed goddess of… so many things, honestly. Nobody can even remember all the things she is the goddess of, least of all her. And before you accuse me of being racist or demeaning, I should point out that she also says the same thing about herself. She was a dark-haired beauty with bronzed skin, and a gold stud in one of her nostrils, and she happened to only be wearing two arms at the moment. She had long, luscious black hair and wore a red and gold sari. Gaela, settled in beside Pakhet, with Morganthe and Cymru beside her. Pakhet was brown-skinned with brown cornrows that had lots of beads in them, and big upswept brown eyes that had just the faintest gold rings around her irises and pupils, almost as if the brown was a poor illusion that could barely cover a greater, truer glory that was hidden behind it. She wore a jean jacket, and under it a t-shirt with a cat meme on it, which I thought was absolutely brilliant since she gathered worship off every like on every cat meme on social media. It was like free advertising for herself wherever she went.  
 
    She immediately met Gaela with a kiss, and they clasped their hands together, happy to once again be in each other’s company. I looked over to Cymru, and he saw this, I mean of course he saw it, it wasn’t like they were trying to be discreet, and he seemed quite disappointed… 
 
     I looked around the room, and it was the usual scene one would expect. Vampires, fairies, lycanthropes, of all sorts… we were the only gods in the place, but everybody seemed to be grateful for the opportunity to let it all hang out here. 
 
    Then I looked across the table, and I noticed Morganthe wince, holding her fingers up to her temple on one side. 
 
    “Are you alright?” I asked leaning across toward her.  
 
    Suddenly her blue eyes flashed across the room, and a figure with long wet stringy black hair and pallid skin walked in all dressed in black. As he entered, he turned and spotted us. Who the devil was this? He could sense us and he scowled in our direction, his dark eyes burning with rage as he began to walk our way… 
 
    “Odicius!” Lascivia called from across the room, “darling!” 
 
    That was Odicius? I knew him before he fell. He was Laochas! He looked so different now! 
 
    She hurried over, interposed herself between us, and took him by the shoulders, standing up on her tiptoes to kiss him first on one cheek, then the other. “So rare that we get a visit from a god infernal in here! Come! Sit with me! You simply must tell me everything that’s happening in the underworld!” 
 
    As she adeptly guided the fallen god of hatred away from our table, she looked over at us, and made a shooing gesture, indicating that it was time for us to clear out, even though we had just gotten there.  
 
    “Well that was legitimately disappointing,” I said, standing on the sidewalk as the last of us, Gaela, and Pakhet emerged from the club. Bron and Ashandira seemed to be engaging in some kind of debate, and had been much of the way out of the club. I turned to Joramu, “so what now then?” I asked.  
 
    “Tapas?” he suggested, as he turned to Gaela and Pakhet, Morganthe and Cymru for approval. 
 
    “I could go for tapas,” Cymru replied. 
 
    So, we went for tapas, Bron and Ashandira arguing the whole way. Of course, these two seemed to always be arguing. For Ashandira’s part it was because she was famously, and infinitely stubborn, while for Bron’s part… well my brother’s reason for always engaging her could be summed up by the name they called him by. No, not “Bron the brawny,” his other name, “Bron the slow.” 
 
    “Gods help me!” Ashandira cried, “it wasn’t your Torano that ordered the void and separated it into the air, land, and sea, it was Vishantu! Everybody knows it was Vishantu!” 
 
    “It was Torano!” Bron shot back. 
 
    “Stop, both of you, stop!” Joramu said from beside them. It seemed to work as both Ashandira and Bron fell silent and looked over to Joramu “Everybody knows it was Buntu!” 
 
    Immediately, Bron and Ashandira set back to arguing with each other as Joramu looked over to me with a mischievous smile. 
 
    “Why do you encourage them?” I asked shaking my head. 
 
    His smile just widened as his eyebrows went up and he shrugged.  
 
    “Why did Lascivia shoo us away like that?” Cymru asked from where he walked beside his sister behind me.  
 
    “The peace between the gods celestial and the gods infernal is fragile,” I explained, “and Odicius was looking like he wanted to come over and start something. Lascivia shooing us away like that may have just averted a war.” 
 
    “So, these gods infernal just show up like that and want to fight?” Morganthe asked. 
 
    Joramu turned and walked backwards as he faced them. “Are you just newly ascended?” he asked. Morganthe looked at him and nodded. 
 
    “Buntu help you, you sweet child,” he said, shooting me a disapproving look. “And shame on you for bringing her to Aphrodite’s. Yes,” he continued, “Fighting us is what they live for. They will challenge us at every opportunity. When a god infernal arrives, always expect to fight. Most pantheons have a prophecy of the end of all existence, and almost every one begins with a war between the gods.” 
 
    “Oh look,” I said, “there’s the tapas place.” 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    VIII 
 
    Pakhet 
 
    Cathair Neamhai is just one of many cities of gods that populate the celestial realm. The gods of my pantheon inhabit Akheteru, the city where the sun meets the river. 
 
    Aten is god of the sun and king of Akheteru. He is called the bearer of light and the renewer of day. His wife, Heka, rules the city by his side. It is a majestic place, built on the river of life. Alabaster palaces and great temples line both shorelines, and the grand sphinx stands astride both banks as the waters of the river pass beneath him. Nef the slayer is the first daughter of Aten and tirelessly guards him and his throne from enemies. Her blade, which can discern a lie from the truth still remains one of the most feared things in the omniverse to this day. And then there is also myself, Pakhet, goddess of cats, second daughter of Aten and younger sister of Nef. My name means “she who scratches.” I was once worshipped as the protector of all cats, a title I still benefit from to this day. 
 
    Our people are as old as the Deithe Neamhai, perhaps even older. We are called the Nuti Akhet, gods of the sun.  
 
    As I lay beside Gaela, gazing upon her skin shining like porcelain in the moonlight, I was reminded of those great alabaster halls, and walked down the familiar pathways of memory. The world had changed much since those days. The number of gods had multiplied and we grew weaker because there was less worship for each of us, but now, with the modern age, worshippers were many again, and worship was plentiful. Today’s worshippers now felt they no longer needed gods Yet they worshipped us still, only they no longer realized that it was worship they were offering to us. 
 
    However, the number of gods celestial seemed to be dwindling because over the centuries, more and more of us seemed to be falling into darkness. And yet, earlier this very night, one of them called Odicius, formerly Laochas of the Cathair Neamhai brazenly approached a group of us in an attempt to stir up conflict. It was telling of how weak the other side viewed us all. I had to pause for a moment to remind myself that even though they were now many, and we were now few, that did not mean that we were beaten. 
 
    I playfully ran my fingertip over Gaela’s hip as she lounged on her side facing away from me, and I wondered to what lengths Maledictus and his followers might be willing to go to in order to get the war they craved? And even more worrisome, when it finally did arrive, would we be ready? 
 
    Gaela turned over onto her other side to face me, and as she looked at me with those dazzling green eyes she smiled. 
 
    “Can’t sleep?” she asked. 
 
    I smiled back and shook my head. 
 
    “Worrying about Laochas ruining our night?” she asked. 
 
    I nodded. “But why do you still call him Laochas? He is Odicius now.” 
 
    “I knew him before his fall when he was still Laochas,” she replied. “Finn and Bron did too. He was friend to my father, although their friendship was odd, and my father used to prank him without end. Regardless, he was like a mentor to me, and I still have hope for his redemption.” 
 
    “Has such a thing ever happened?” I asked; “a celestial god fallen into the darkness of oblivion, only to return to the light of eternity?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” Gaela responded, “but hope remains.” 
 
    “I think your new friends were rattled by the confrontation that was averted by Lascivia’s quick thinking more than anybody. That Morganthe seemed most shaken of all.” 
 
    “I think she is still adapting to learning the world is a much bigger place than she imagined. It was like that for me too at first…” 
 
    “I can’t see you ever being that shy,” I said, smiling as I gazed deeply into her. She drew close and we kissed. 
 
    “Tell me,” she began as she pulled away, you were together with Lascivia in Egypt when she was calling herself Hathor, and now you are here with me. Who is the better goddess of love, me or Lascivia?” 
 
    “Lascivia was all lust and passion and sex,” I responded. “With you there is a much deeper connection…” 
 
    “I thought so,” she said triumphantly as she turned onto her back and stretched her arms out above her, giving me a lovely view of her bare bosom.  
 
    “Don’t get me wrong,” I said with a mischievous grin as I deliberately provoked her jealousy, “the sex with Lascivia was pretty amazing…” 
 
    Her eyes narrowed as she looked at me for an instant, then she rolled over and mounted on top of me, grabbing my wrists and pinning them against the bed. 
 
    “I’ll show you amazing sex!” she said as she began to grind herself against me. 
 
    And I will admit, it was pretty amazing, but still in the back of my mind, I couldn’t shake the worry that there was a great dark storm approaching and none of us were doing enough to prepare for it. 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    IX 
 
    Morganthe 
 
    I wandered Cathair Neamhai, this strange new city that was now my home. It was very different from London. No Thames, no Big Ben, no Union Jack everywhere. Instead, Cathair Neamhai offered endless golden towers, and streets cobbled with gold. It was kind of culture shock, to be honest, but right now, everything kind of was. Still, time didn’t stand still even here. Technology in the city of lights had kept pace with that of the Earth where I was born, there were people in modern dress, and automobiles, and TV screens here and there.  
 
    Before I left the great hall to wander the streets, I asked about the citizens who lived in this city and where they came from. Were they people who’d been judged favorably and been rewarded with Cathair Neamhai as their afterlife? Farrah and Gliceas revealed to me that their story was quite different. 
 
    “They are not dead. Everybody who lives in this city is a child of Torano,” Farrah said, her auburn hair shining in the golden light of the palace. “Not all his children were born with the destiny of becoming gods, and some who were elected against ascension.” 
 
    I nodded. If anybody might understand why somebody might elect not to ascend to godhood it was me. 
 
     “Being a god carries with it a burden,” Gliceas explained nonetheless. “We can eat and drink like any other being, but it is worship that sustains us. A god with no worshippers dies alone and forgotten.” 
 
    “And then there is also the danger of falling into darkness and corruption,” Farrah added. “The various underworlds are all truly hellish places. And as if that weren’t enough, there is also that prophecy…” 
 
    “Prophecy?” I asked. 
 
    “Yes, the Neamhain Prophecy we call it, ages ago, when this city was still very young, Anon foresaw the coming of the Neamhain; a goddess who ushers in an event called ‘the deireadh.’ She comes with constant warfare in her wake, and through this non-stop frenzy of battle, brings all existence to the very brink of oblivion.” 
 
    “So, this Neamhain brings about the end of all there is?” I asked. 
 
    “Not necessarily,” Gliceas replied. “Anon didn’t actually foresee that the Neamhain would doom all realities, only bring them to the brink of doom, but we all assume that she will.” 
 
    “That’s your interpretation, Gliceas,” Farrah responded. “But I believe what Anon wrote is clear. The deireadh will be the end of all things. Of course, Anon herself is evasive on the subject if you ask her directly. Nonetheless, the deireadh looms over everything we do, like a specter stalking our steps.” 
 
    “I see,” I replied. 
 
    As I pondered these things, oblivious to the adoring stares of the citizens of the city as I walked past them, I came to a square. It was empty save for Cymru. He stood shirtless in the center of the square with a sword in his hand, working through a series of clumsy-looking attacks. 
 
    “Keeping yourself busy, brother?” I asked him as I approached. He saw me and smiled that familiar warm, freckled grin. 
 
    “It’s a strange thing,” he said, nodding toward the sword in his hand. “Since my ascension, I have discovered this desire to use these, that I have never had before.” 
 
    “Well, you have become a god of war, after all,” I replied. “But why a sword and not a gun?” 
 
    Cymru went over to his jacket, grabbed a pair of pistols that had been laying on it, and held them up. “You mean like these?” 
 
    I nodded. “And why so far from the palace?” 
 
    Cymru’s eyes shot to the floor and there was a brief look of sadness in them. “I just wanted to get away.” 
 
    I didn’t have to be a genius to figure out that this was about Gaela. My brother wasn’t the subtle type, and he’d made it no secret he liked her, but since the other night, it had been made clear to all of us that she was with that cat goddess. Pakhet had even followed her back here, and was staying in Gaela’s room with her.  
 
    “I’m sorry, brother,” I said gently. “Sorry about Gaela.” 
 
    “Thanks,” he replied as he placed the pistols back onto his jacket. “I had no idea she was into girls.” 
 
    “For my part, I honestly thought she was into you too at one point. Perhaps she appreciates both genders?” 
 
    Cymru shrugged. “At any rate, have you noticed any new skills or abilities?” 
 
    “I have noticed one thing,” I replied. I held out my forearm, and a Raven flew down, seemingly out of nowhere, and landed, perching on my arm with its talons. I nuzzled the side of its beak with my fingers. 
 
     “Ah, so that must be why they call you queen of ravens. I wonder what you might be able to make them do for you?” 
 
    “We abhorred them in London, but their temperament is actually quite sweet,” I replied.  
 
    “You and Edgar Allen Poe,” Cymru quipped. “You do realize that if you died that bird would eat you, don’t you?” 
 
    “Don’t be morose!” I replied. 
 
    “You should have been a goth. You could still dye your hair black and talk about how pointless everything is.” 
 
    “Well, if we’re talking about things we could do,” I quipped back, “since you’re a god now, perhaps you could take on the form of a woman and present yourself to Gaela.” 
 
    Cymru scowled and glared at me for a moment. 
 
    “Sorry brother,” I offered as an apology. “I only meant to tease. Too mean?” 
 
    “Far too mean,” he responded. Then he turned his back to me, and started working through an awkward series of attacks again. He looked a bit awkward. I found myself wondering if there might be somebody here in Cathair Neamhai who could help him get better with his martial skills. 
 
    “Well if losing her affects you so, perhaps you should stop your dithering about and make your intentions known to her, Liam.” 
 
    “I liked it when you called me Liam just now,” Cymru responded as he paused his flailing and turned to face me. “Since they gave us these new names nobody has called us by our old ones. I think it’s important we remember who we are and where we come from, Zoe.” 
 
    “Well, I would counter that with a question,” I responded. “If our mum was always the earthmother, this primordial goddess from time immemorial, and our father was Torano, who rose from the void to order the land, sea, and skies, then was any of our childhood actually real? And if it was all a lie, was any of it worth holding on to?” 
 
    “Now you’re just bringing me down again, sister,” Cymru responded. “Whether or not our parentage was truthful is immaterial. I am Liam Fairchild, son of Vanna Williams, I attended Bainbridge, and Imperial College. Who I was is as real as who you are.” 
 
    In a way I envied Liam. He’d had girlfriends at Bainbridge, he’d made mistakes he’d learned from, and experiences he wanted to protect. But not me. I had guarded myself. I had walked my path and did not deviate from it. Believing myself to be avoiding potential mistakes before I made them, I had experienced very little of note. I didn’t know who Zoe Fairchild was, or even who Morganthe is. 
 
    Cymru looked at me keenly, as if he somehow had figured out a way to listen in on my own inner monologue. “What you need, sister,” he began, “is to go out there and live.” 
 
    I blushed, the countless freckles on my cheeks seeming to blend into the flush that came over them. He was right. Of course he was right, but I hated it when he was right like this.  
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    X 
 
    Joramu 
 
    I am Joramu. My worshippers call me “Gentleman Joramu” because I dress well and have the manners of a well-born gentleman, but that does not mean I am without mischief.  
 
    I am not like other gods, in that I ascended to godhood with one pantheon of gods worshipped by the Endikki, but was also adopted along with my brother Jocard, god of strength, into the pantheons of many neighboring tribes, the best known of which were the Komoro. The greatest of the Komoro gods, Buntu, is god of the sun. Together with the sea goddess Okun, they created the earth and everything on it by separating it from the air and the waters. Buntu is powerful. Buntu is wise, and Buntu relies on my counsel. 
 
    I had come to this cold grey land with its great city under the face of the famous clock to visit my friend Finn who, like myself, was also a god of wealth. But when our evening was interrupted by the arrival of one of the fallen gods, I grew curious, and I discovered that there was something happening here in this city. That fallen god was not the only one here. I began to investigate, but during that investigation, I stumbled across one of Finn’s party that night returning to the city under the clock face. 
 
    She had fair, freckled skin, and short hair that was the color of flame. She was the one that Lascivia had referred to as a flower untrammeled, the one who’d just ascended to godhood. I wondered why she had come back to London. Finn and his whole party had returned to Cathair Neamhai, and even Pakhet had gone with them to keep company with her lover the moon goddess. I decided to follow the flame-haired one at a distance to see where she might go. 
 
    I shadowed her path on the underground train they call the tube, and she led me to a busy part of town with luxurious apartments built atop shops and restaurants. Local signs along the sidewalks referred to it as “Soho.” Then, she came to a green door and unlocked it with her key, entering within. I decided to introduce myself once again so I waited beside the door for her to re-emerge. I busied myself polishing my monocle with a silk handkerchief while I waited.  
 
    After a short while she came out again, and as she did, I lifted my hat and nodded to her. 
 
    “Oh hello,” she said. She had several large binders in her arms. “Joramu wasn’t it?” 
 
    “Yes,” I replied with a wide smile. “Gentleman Joramu they call me. And you are the flame-haired one You’re name again was?” 
 
    “Morganthe,” she responded. “How did you happen to be here outside my door?” 
 
    “I saw you and followed you,” I responded. “Since you returned with Finn to Cathair Neamhai, I have made some disturbing discoveries. There are a full half-dozen fallen gods here in your city beneath the clock face right now.” 
 
    She looked at me askance for a moment. “Well Finn seems to trust you, so I will too. What are they doing here?” she asked me. 
 
    “I do not know… yet,” I responded. “But why ever they are here it cannot be good for anybody. Tell Finn, and tell your god Torano.” 
 
    “I will,” she replied as she nodded with a serious look in her eyes.  
 
    “What have you there?” I asked curiously. 
 
    “Just some… pictures,” she replied. “Photo albums. Relics from our childhood, my brother’s and mine. I realized in a recent conversation with my brother that I don’t really know who I am. I thought where better to start than at the beginning?” 
 
    I laughed. I couldn’t help it. 
 
    “The problems the young heap upon themselves never ceases to amaze me, flame-haired one. You don’t learn who you are by looking at photographs!” 
 
    She said nothing. She blushed and there was embarrassment in her eyes as they shot down to the ground. 
 
    “I am sorry,” I responded, seeing her reaction. “I did not mean to cause you shame. You learn who you are by living. It is not something you make happen, do you see?” 
 
    “Then how?” she asked me. I marveled. This godling had the body of a woman, but still the spirit of a child. 
 
    “You make choices to experience new things, and the knowing of yourself grows from that like a fruit ripening on the vine.” 
 
    “Come,” I said, clacking my walking stick on the sidewalk as she fell into step beside me, “I will walk with you for a way and I will tell you of my brother Jocard and I, and how we came to know ourselves. We fought in many wars together, side by side. There were times that were wonderful, and times that were terrible. It did not happen all at once, but when the wars were done, we knew who we were.” 
 
    “You fought in wars?” she asked me. 
 
    I looked at her and nodded. 
 
    “How would you like to take on a student in the ways of the sword?” she asked me. 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    XI 
 
    Cymru 
 
    Much to everybody’s surprise, Morganthe returned to Cathair Neamhai with Joramu in tow. But whatever joyous mood might have followed having the African god of wealth visit was lost when he shared the news that there was something afoot in London.  
 
    Once Joramu delivered his message, all eyes shifted to Torano. He stood with his hands clasped behind his back, but his brow was furrowed, and his thundering eyes narrowed.  
 
    “Who?” he demanded of the god of wealth. 
 
    “Mendacius,” Joramu replied, “Avaricius, Obscuros, Odicius, Morta, and Impieta.” 
 
    Everybody gasped as they heard the names. Four of those were princes, each ruling their own underworld, the other two were also extremely powerful and influential. Whatever was happening in London, it was big… very big. 
 
    “Thank you for the warning, Joramu,” Torano replied. His outward demeanor was one of calm, but I could tell, inside he was like a raging storm of fury.  
 
    That was when Joramu and Morganthe came over to me.  
 
    “So,” Joramu said to me, you are the war godling. I understand you wish to learn to use the sword?” 
 
    My eyes flashed over to Morganthe, who smiled at me, and then back to Joramu. 
 
    “That’s right,” I said. 
 
    “And you wish to learn to shoot, yes?” he asked. 
 
    I nodded.  
 
    “I am no god of war, but I am a seasoned warrior, and I would offer you my humble services, such as they are. Perhaps you would like to show me what you have learned thusfar. I can help you improve your skills and your form until a true master takes you under his wing.” 
 
    I looked at Joramu, and I smiled. “I would be honored.” 
 
    “Shall we say tomorrow at dawn?” he offered.  
 
    I nodded. 
 
    The following morning, six gods infernal met in an alleyway as the far horizon began to grow pale. They were Mendacius, god of lies and ruler of Baratrum, Avaricius, god of greed and ruler of Orcarium, Obscuros, god of darkness and ruler of Abyssus, Odicius, god of hate and ruler of Perdition, Morta goddess of bitterness and death, and mother of all vampires, and Impieta, goddess of that which profanes. They spoke at length about their shared goals and how to achieve them. What they actually said, I have no idea of, but when they were done, they parted, each going his or her own separate way.  
 
    And yet how were they to know that when the last of them exited the alleyway, a pigeon that had been pecking at scattered seeds on the roof would transform into none other than Torano himself? 
 
    He sat atop the roof with one leg perched, and the other hanging down over the edge. He was clad in a grey trenchcoat, dress shirt, slacks, and dress shoes. What he had heard disturbed him greatly. But he hadn’t survived this long by letting his enemies move unchecked. He began to formulate a plan… 
 
     As that was happening, I met Joramu in the great hall. The sky was brightening as the first rays of sunlight were about to shine out across the city.  
 
    “Good morning, godling of war,” Joramu said. 
 
    “Good morning,” I responded. I went over to the railing that separated the upper part of the great hall from the sunken gardens below, and I took off my shirt, draping it over the railing. Then I drew my sword, and I walked over to Joramu. 
 
    “Straight down to business,” he said, nodding his approval as he removed his coat, and placed it on the railing next to my shirt, then drew his sword from its scabbard. “I like it. Let us begin. First, let me see your stance.” 
 
    I tucked into a fencing stance, with my back foot planted sideways, my front foot just a short distance apart from the back foot, and my torso turned sideways. 
 
    “No,” Joramu said shaking his head. “This sword you wield is far too heavy for this kind of stance. You are imbalanced, and cannot gain any power in your blows this way. Keep your stance with one foot in the lead, but spread your feet shoulder length apart, and turn both your shoulders to face me.” 
 
    I did as he said, and he nodded at me. “Good. Now, hold your sword comfortably. Your arms and shoulders are very stiff. Let them relax. The motion of your attacks should flow from you like water, one after another.” Joramu demonstrated by slowly rolling through a smooth series of attacks. His form was perfect, and by comparison, I felt like a child playing with a nerf sword. 
 
    Then as the morning grew long, he started walking me through some thrusts and lunges. 
 
    It was during that time that Gaela happened to be walking by with Pakhet. As I stood from a lunge, I spotted her and my eyes followed her from across the room. 
 
    “War godling?” Joramu called, seeing my distraction, “war godling!” 
 
    “Sorry,” I said, suddenly realizing I had been staring. 
 
    “Next time you might try a nice marinade first before you devour the girl with your eyes. You like the one with the dark hair yes? The moon goddess? Or is it the cat goddess you desire?” 
 
    “No,” I replied, looking him in the eye. “It’s Gaela.”  
 
    “Pity then that they are together, yes?” he offered. 
 
    “Yes, pity that,” I responded, my eyes shooting to the floor. 
 
    “Have you made your feelings known to her?” Joramu asked me. 
 
    “I was… getting around to it.” 
 
    Joramu shook his head and made a tut tut tut sound with his tongue against the back of his teeth. “When you want something bad there is nothing worse than wondering if it was ever yours in the first place. You have two choices war godling, let the girl know, or stop wanting her. Now, show me the lunge again…” 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    XII 
 
    Morganthe 
 
    Despite the rumblings of ill-doings from the gods infernal, things seemed to be relatively quiet over the next few weeks. Cymru studied under Joramu learning the ways of sword and gun while his affections for Gaela remained unrequited. At the same time, I was studying under Anon. 
 
    I sat silently, observing in my green throne wreathed by flowers as Anon saw soul after soul of the departed. 
 
    I should pause for just a moment to explain how this works. You see, Anon and I aren’t intended to judge all the dead. There are other gods of death. We judge those who worshipped Torano, and the other gods of our pantheon, whether directly or inadvertently, so it wasn’t a common occurrence for a soul to come before us, and not recognize us, but it did happen from time to time… 
 
    “Where am I?” one soul said as he came out and walked beneath the entwined canopy of green and white branches. 
 
    “You are in the far shore, and you are dead,” Anon explained. She looked into his eyes, and saw everything he ever did in them, then she compared that against the destiny that was written for him… 
 
    Anon’s eyes flared. 
 
    “Rarely have I encountered a soul so wicked as yours! You have dominated and enslaved the wills of those around you to your own. In life you used your wealth and power to dehumanize anybody unfortunate enough to come into your path. You shall spend eternity in Infernus, the last refuge of the damned!” 
 
    Hearing this, this gossamer spirit of a man became incensed. “Who are you to judge me?” 
 
    “Who am I?” Anon said as she stood and approached him. “I am Anon, the goddess of death, destiny, and necessity. I am the fate inevitable. I am called Bas, Marb, and Marwos. I am called she who stalks your years, and she from whom you cannot escape. I have as many names as there are dooms, as many titles as there are ends, and as many meanings as there are possibilities, and you are under my power now and forevermore!”  
 
    As Anon came and stood before the soul, there was a loud, perfectly-timed, thundering flash of lightning behind her, and in the brief moment of the light cast from that lighting strike, he and I could both clearly see a grinning skeleton standing in her place, driven by eyes that glowed with crimson malevolence from within the shadowy depths of the eye-sockets in her skull. But as quickly as the light from that strike fled, she seemed to revert back to her normal form so that it appeared nothing more a trick of the light.  
 
    The indignant soul, however, was clearly shaken to his cor. He stumbled backward and fell into a sitting position before her. Wordlessly, she pointed to one of the caves at the foot of the mountains in the short distance, her blue eyes regarding him with cold scorn.  
 
    Hurriedly, he climbed back to his feet, and then turned and ran for the cave she had pointed to. Clearly, she had put a beastly fright into him. 
 
    The rest of the line of souls waiting to be judged were as compliant as one might expect after just such a display… 
 
    Once our work there was done, I accompanied Anon back through one of the tunnels to the streets of Cathair Neamhai. 
 
    “You put on quite a show back there,” I offered as we wound our way through the tunnel.  
 
    “Sometimes fools need to be shown; unrepentant fools like that one especially. An eternity of torment in Infernus still won’t be enough to balance out the harm he has done through his actions. The choices of one tend to ripple outward across the fabric of reality, affecting the choices presented to others. Mortals always ascribe to the gods the state of the reality they live in, but they are far more empowered to shape their reality than they realize. They were made in the image of the gods, and thus enjoy the gift of the gods… free will. The reality they experience is driven by the choices they make and the consequences of their actions. That is why the sins of a mortal like that who subjugates others by denying them their free will are so egregious. The act of enslaving, of dominating the will of another… it blasphemes both mortals and the gods in whose image they are made. The afterlife does not look kindly upon them for their efforts.  
 
    “And so, you send him to Maledictus himself,” I replied. “Ironic isn’t it, that we and the gods infernal are forced to work together in some ways while opposing each other in others.” 
 
    “You will find it is the nature of gods to co-exist. We, all of us need mortals as much as they need us, perhaps even more. After all, we are no more the real power of the omniverse than the mortals are. That honor is reserved for Cuilithe.” 
 
    “the Light of Eternity,” I said nodding. I decided to test her reasoning by playing devil’s advocate. “I think Dorodacht, the darkness of oblivion might disagree with you, and so would all those gods infernal under its sway.” 
 
    “Here is the true proof of Cuilithe’s power… the thing that the light of eternity can do that the darkness of oblivion cannot. Cuilithe can create. There are countless pantheons of gods scattered across the celestial realm. Many of them have the exact same creation lore but with the names changed, and all of them are fairly close to the same story. In each creation myth, a pantheon father rises up out of a sea of chaos, or a void, or a vortex primordial. Do you know why this is? It’s because they were all created by Cuilithe. Dorodacht cannot create… Dorodacht can subvert, even corrupt, and Dorodacht can destroy, but it cannot give birth to new life.” 
 
    “I hadn’t considered that,” I responded. 
 
    “Furthermore, consider what mortal philosophers have called ‘the problem of evil.’ We gods are thought by many mortals to be omnipotent, omnipresent, omniscient, perhaps even omnibenevolent. Yet the very existence of evil undermines these claims of all-powerful, all-being, all-knowing, and all-goodness, for if such gods exist how can evil exist at the same time?” 
 
    “The truth is we aren’t any of these things, but the mortals don’t know that,” Anon continued. “And yet we gods likewise consider Cuilithe to be all these things, but Dorodacht exists, so we too must ponder the problem of evil as well. If gods and mortals are to have the gift of choice, then there must be alternatives for them to choose between. But still, is Dorodacht nothing but a cheap counterfeit? Or does he somehow serve Cuilithe’s purposes? Could they even be opposite sides of the same coin, dependent on one another in the way that you and I are diametrically opposed and yet still inter-dependent on one another? Likewise, consider the similarities between Torano, Aten, Vishantu, Buntu, and all the other pantheon fathers. Might they somehow likewise be connected to one another?” 
 
    “You know what Cuilithe showed me during my ascension?” I responded, “he showed me that all life is interconnected, whether god, mortal, or otherwise, we are all part of some greater whole… kind of like the cells in a body.” 
 
    “Fascinating,” Anon replied as her eyes seemd to soften for a moment as they fell upon me while we emerged out into the streets of Cathair Neamhai. “At any rate, I have other things to attend to. I hope you found today educational.” 
 
    “I did,” I replied with a nod. “Thank you.” 
 
    And so, we parted ways. It was probably the first interaction with my counterpart and mentor where she didn’t insult me at least once. I considered it progress. Little did I or any of us suspect what was about to happen next… 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    XIII 
 
    Gaela 
 
    I arose during the dark hours before dawn. Pakhet was soundly asleep on the other side of the bed, and I let her lie. The sky was beginning to grow pale as I got dressed. I wandered to the sunken gardens as I often do at this time. There I found Cymru, busily working on his sword technique. He had been training with Joramu everyday. We had all seen his diligence, and we all knew it was only a matter of time before the god of war would become a warrior.  
 
    As he saw me approach, he lowered his blade, and he smiled at me. There was always such mischief I saw in his eyes, he reminded me of my father somewhat. I think that was what scared me about him a little. I knew he carried a flame for me and had since I had placed myself in his path at Imperial College. I thought spending time with Pakhet would drive that away, but instead it seemed to only make the flame he carried burn brighter. 
 
    “You’re up early,” I said. 
 
    “It’s easier to concentrate this early,” Cymru said. “My sister is the opposite. She finds it easier in the late hours.” 
 
    “I’m like you,” I said. “The morning hours, I mean.” 
 
    “I’ve been wanting to say something to you,” Cymru began, seizing on the opportunity, “I have these… feelings for you. I know you’re with Pakhet. It seems as if you’ve been together for some time and these last few weeks have been like a sort of happy reunion for you, and I don’t begrudge you that…” 
 
    I threw up my hand. “Pakhet and I have been together for centuries. She was my first love, but…” 
 
    I spied movement in the shadowy cloisters that surrounded the garden. My brow furrowed and my eyes narrowed as I peered into the darkness. Seeing this, Cymru turned and followed my gaze with his own. Then, we saw the movement take shape. There was somebody walking through the cloisters, and whoever it was turned and moved toward us. Cymru interposed himself between us, his sword at the ready as the figure emerged. It was a formless silhouette in hollow ragged robes of shadow that seemed to burn and shift as they hovered forth. I recognized him instantly. 
 
    “Obscuros,” I whispered. “What is he doing here in Cathair Neamhai?” 
 
    Silently, he rushed forward and was on top of us in a flash, unseen clawed hands swiping at Cymru, but the son of Sylvanna deftly blocked the blows with his blade. Nonetheless, the sounds of the impact echoed like a loud clang across the gardens.  
 
    Then I felt more than saw another presence approaching us from behind. Turning, I spotted a woman in open black ragged robes wearing a hard black leather corset, black leggings beneath them, and a fanged and horned skull over her face like one would wear a helmet. She was Morta, the Queen of the Damned. I turned with my back to Cymru as she approached and I readied myself to receive her blow… 
 
    But then I heard rapidly approaching footsteps from the side. As Morta rushed in to strike with her withering blade of burning blackness, Joramu suddenly appeared between us, and knocked her blow away with his own sword. 
 
    “Good morning moon goddess!” Joramu said cheerfully in his thickly accented speech back to me. “I see we have most unwelcome friends who have come to visit!” 
 
    I quickly looked over my shoulder to where Cymru struck at Obsuros, and turned my attention back to Joramu. “But why are they here? Cathair Neamhai has nothing to offer them, what’s their goal?” 
 
    Elsewhere, Torano rose early to meet the morning. He too would often frequent the sunken gardens early. As he made his way through the great hall, he paused. He knew, It had finally begun. 
 
    As if on queue, a pair of shadowy billows of smoke appeared before him and began to take shape. One became a large, portly god with short horns rising from his forehead, and dripping in golden jewelry, while the other became the thin, stringy-haired former god of war of the Deithe Neamhai. 
 
    Torano smiled as his eyes crackled with lightning. “Avaricius and… is it Odicius you go by now Laochas?” 
 
    Odicius sneered and a black spear appeared in his hands from out of nowhere. He thrust it into Torano’s face, but the god of lightning and thunder seemed to vanish and reappear nearby as a curtain of lightning fell thundering from above onto the two gods infernal. 
 
    Suddenly, another god infernal was behind him, as if stepping out of nowhere. It was Impieta, dressed in all black and wearing a black hood and veil. She plunged a blade into Torano’s side. 
 
    “Now, now, god of lightning,” she whispered into his ear, “Let’s have no more of that. Just die so that we can take your power. 
 
    It had been tinged with something, and dark veins spread out from the site of the wound across Torano’s flesh as Impieta left the blade in him. Avaricius and Odicius rose to their feet still smoking from the lightning strike they had received. At the same time Impieta walked around to face the king of the skies as he fell down onto his hands and knees. The god of greed and the god of hate flanked him as another wisp of dark smoke appeared and took the form of a tall, muscular dark-haired man dressed in a black suit and tie, and wearing a black laurel wreath crown.  
 
    This new god was Mendacius, the god of lies, second in power in the underworld only to Maledictus. Mendacius walked forward and shook his head as he regarded Torano. When he came to stand before the fallen god of the skies, Impieta draped herself on his side, and he looped his arm around her. “Torano,” he began, “you don’t look well. I understand this is what embittered profanus can do to a god. Such a cruel and lethal substance it is, too bad for you Impieta had the foresight to coat her blade in it.” 
 
    “Y-You… will not… succeed!” Torano responded, struggling to get the words out as his jaw clenched. 
 
    “I’m sorry, what was that?” he said as he inclined his ear toward the god of lightning.  “I’m afraid you’re going to have to speak up as you only have moments to live before the profanus spreads through the rest of your body and kills you.” 
 
    Torano could no longer speak. He couldn’t open his mouth as his jaw clenched shut. The black veins grew more and more prominent as they spread across the rest of his body, then his eyes grew wide, and he fell onto the floor with a violent shudder. The other gods looked down on him, grinning with a wide variety of dark desires glinting in their eyes.  
 
    Then at last, his spasming ceased, and he lay still and motionless on the floor. 
 
    “Very good work,” Mendacius said to Impeita. Quick, clean, efficient. Now let us harvest his power before it passes back to the well.” 
 
    Mendacius produced an orb from his pocket, and as he held it in the palm of his hand, it hovered forth. Lightning began to pop and crackle as it was sucked from Torano’s fallen form into the orb. Then once all of the lightning in him had been consumed, it shot out into the 6 gods infernal, and they drank it for themselves. 
 
    Mendacius stood, black lightning crackling as it kissed and caressed his form. “Is that all? You’ve let yourself grow weak, old man!” 
 
    While back in the garden, lightning shot into Obscuros and Morta. I smiled at first, thinking Torano had come, and we were saved. Then I realized they were not being struck by the lightning, it was being poured into them. When they had consumed their share, they stood, black corrupted lightning clinging to them both, and Morta smiled at Joramu. He raised his sword defensively as he stepped a few steps back toward me, a look of worry in his eyes. Cymru likewise retreated back a few steps as he was faced by Obscuros on the other side of me. But then as quickly as they had come, they both vanished. 
 
    I realized what must have happened the instant they were gone. Torano and I may not always see eye to eye, mostly because of my relationship with Pakhet, but his power was what kept Cathair Neamhai safe. I found myself asking, begging that my suspicions be wrong. I turned and I ran to the steps that led up into the great hall. 
 
    “Gaela!” Cymru called, “It’s not safe!” 
 
    I bounded up the steps, the other gods having already fled, and I reached the floor of the great hall just in time to witness as Torano’s fallen form dissolving away into nothingness.  
 
    “No!” I cried. “Torano!” 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    XIV 
 
    Morganthe 
 
    I awoke that morning to the sounds of wailing echoing throughout the city. It didn’t take long for me to realize something bad had happened; something very bad. 
 
    I got cleaned up, got dressed and went out to the streets as I made my way toward the great hall. It was a surreal scene. There were men clenching their fists and hanging their heads in shame, and women and children weeping openly. 
 
    “What’s happened?” I asked as I approached one young man I didn’t recognize. 
 
    “The king…” he replied, his eyes downcast. Then he saw me and his eyes grew wide. “Forgive me, mistress of death!” He turned and fled, leaving me standing there wondering why our interaction had suddenly gone the way it did. Everywhere I turned, I began to notice that when people saw me, they averted their eyes. What was going on? 
 
    Finally, I got to the great hall. Here it sounded like some funeral dirge was being sung. It didn’t take much for me to put 2 and 2 together and discern that somebody had died. Could it have been Torano? Wasn’t he supposed to be immortal? Could any of us die? Apparently, we could because somebody was dead… 
 
    I found Gliceas standing at the top of the staircase down to the sunken gardens, looking like he was in shock. 
 
    “Gliceas,” I said as I gently approached him, “what’s happened?” 
 
    Gliceas looked up at me with tortured eyes that had in them a deep sorrow. 
 
    “Torano is dead,” he replied, his voice flat and his words empty.  
 
    “How?” I asked. 
 
    “Six gods infernal slew him. The six that Joramu warned us about. It happened right over there,” The trickster god pointed across to the spot where Impieta’s tainted knife had overwhelmed his body with poison. I looked at Gliceas, yes of course I was unsure if I could trust him, he was the god of mischief after all… 
 
    “Where are the others?” I asked. 
 
    “Down in the garden,” he sighed, not meeting my gaze as his eyes stared emptily out across the floor. 
 
    I descended down into the sunken garden, and I didn’t doubt Gliceas any longer. What was happening in the garden was quite a sight. Gaela was beside herself with grief as Pakhet did her best to comfort her. Cymru sat on the other side of Gaela. There was anger brewing behind his eyes, I could see it. Finn and Bron both looked like they were in shock, wearing expressions very reminiscent of Gliceas. Joramu stood silently in the back corner of the garden. His face was like an unreadable canvas. Mum and Farrah, Torano’s wives were both complete wrecks; their eyes red with tears, and their faces twisted into masks of grief. 
 
    It hurt me to see mum this way. Although he was my father, I barely knew Torano, and I had grown up without him so it didn’t really seem like I was impacted by his demise. Mum, on the other hand, I had known for all my life. Whoever killed Torano had hurt her, and that made me angry kind of in the same way I could see Cymru getting angry.  
 
    Anon sat quietly, watching everybody without expression or emotion. As I looked across at mum and saw her wounded, bitter tears, and I felt my own rage growing deep, I could feel Anon’s eyes on me. I didn’t care. I stood in the garden, apart from the rest, and I listened to the singers recite their dirge, and as I did so, my anger grew so great that as the song went on, I could barely keep my fists from shaking with rage. 
 
    Finally, I ripped myself away from the scene, and climbed back up the stairs. If I’d had eyes in the back of my head, I would have noticed one of the oddest things in all of this; the tiny, knowing, even contented smile at the corners of Anon’s lips as she watched me go. 
 
    I made the long climb down into the bowels of the earth beneath the great hall. I would confront Cuilithe, and demand he bring Torano back. Torano was a god and should not have been able to die, or at least that was my thinking on the matter. I would make Cuilithe listen to me until he bent to my will. 
 
    Oh, the folly of youth.  
 
    Little could I imagine how the encounter that was about to happen would shape events and set them on a course that would become largely unavoidable like an express train down into darkness.  
 
    As I got down to the bottom of the steps and stripped off my clothes, I practically leapt into the well of eternity, and plunged my head down below the surface of the primordial void. Perhaps in response to my troubled state of being, or perhaps in warning to me, the chaotic waters of the well began to boil. But so did a gentle presence come to meet me in the boiling miasma. 
 
    “Calm yourself,” Cuilithe said into my mind, and as if it were some command. I felt my rage flee from me, as the boiling maelstrom around me ceased. “Why have you come to me?” 
 
    “You mean you don’t already know?” I replied. “Torano is dead! I want you to bring him back!” I growled.  
 
    “Why do you ask this of me?” 
 
    “Because…” I realized as I was about to say it that my motivations for coming down here were completely selfish. 
 
    “Because losing Torano has made Lady Sylvanna weep?” Cuilithe suggested. 
 
    Ashamed, I answered him. “Yes.” 
 
    Then it was as if I could feel Cuilithe smile, and his light grew warm. “Foolish reckless child,” he said lovingly. “But alas, Torano’s body was not returned to me. And even if it had been, I would not be able to restore him without his power also being retrieved.” 
 
    “What?” I asked. 
 
    “His power has been stolen… well, a portion of it. Since you have thought to come to me when none of the others have, I will offer you this charge: I will grant you a portion of Torano’s power, and you will reclaim what has been stolen, then return it to me. What say you? Will you reclaim what was taken unrightfully?” 
 
     “If I return his power to you, can you bring him back?” I asked. 
 
    Cuilithe did not respond.  
 
    “Does that mean yes, or no, or what?” I pressed. Still no response. 
 
    Then I realized, taking his power back and returning it to the well in exchange for a guarantee of Torano’s resurrection or reincarnation or whatever was just as selfish as demanding that Cuilithe restore Torano so mum would stop crying. 
 
    I sighed, frustrated with myself. “Yes,” I responded. “I will gather what was stolen and return it to you.” 
 
    “Then rise up. I will imbue you with the portion of Torano’s power that I possess. Rise up and become Morganthe the Avenger.” 
 
    I emerged from the water and stood. Tiny wisps of lightning appeared in the swirling surface of the vortex, and they climbed up out of the water, caressing my skin. Then, lightning flashed out from those same several spots around the room. It struck me ever so much harder than last time, and literally knocked my feet out from under me, and I splashed down into the swirling void. It struck again and again and again rapid-fire one after another, each time increasing in intensity. And my body, my spirit, drank it in where it poured into me either directly or through the waters of the void. I began to feel all a tingle…. electric… brimming with energy unburnished. When at last I had drunk it all in, I rose from the waters. Incredibly potent electric power flowed through my veins. I had never imagined a feeling like this… as if I could shake entire worlds free from their foundations… and this was only a portion of Torano’s power.  
 
    My cloak with the mantle of raven feathers spread out from my back, but my eyes were completely supernaturally black. No pupils. No irises, no cornea, they were solidly dark as the emptiness of space. Then suddenly there was a flash and lightning sparked in them. My eyes took on a similar glow to that which Torano was so famously known for. But as quickly as that glow filled my eyes, it faded and was gone again. And I didn’t even have to ask who I needed to pursue. Somehow that knowledge had been deposited into me, and I knew their names, their faces, and I had an idea how to find them. 
 
    “Go,” Cuilithe urged in my mind. “Go forth my fate consequential, and rise up! bring the justice of consequence upon those who have blasphemed Torano by stealing his power! Rise up and avenge him!” 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    XV 
 
    Cymru 
 
    It was a dark, somber day. The loss of Torano had touched everybody. But where everybody else was either grieving or in shock, I was filled with rage. I had seen my sister appear only briefly then she vanished. It was often her way to deal with these sorts of things privately, so I didn’t think too deeply about it… that is until somebody came and notified Gliceas of something, I knew not yet what. 
 
    Once the singers finished, he stepped forward and announced it. “It appears that Morganthe has been spotted leaving the city.” 
 
    “Why would she do such a thing as we mourn Torano?” Bron asked, ever slow to grasp the truth of any situation. 
 
    “She’s going out to take revenge,” Finn replied. 
 
    Hearing this mum began to weep even more loudly. “No! First, I lose Torano, and now I will lose my daughter too!” 
 
    “We have to stop her…” Finn began. 
 
    “Don’t!” Anon barked, her eyes ablaze as she rose from her seat. “Morganthe is fulfilling her function as the fate consequential. Don’t you dare interfere with her!” 
 
    “Can she, a freshly ascended godling of no more than a few weeks take her revenge on 6 gods infernal, 4 of them among the most powerful princes of the underworld?” Finn protested. “How can you tell us not to intercede? She’s going to get herself killed.” 
 
    A smile spread across Anon’s face. “What you see as inevitable is not. I rarely know the inner workings of all that happens, but I tell you there are hands at play in this situation that we don’t understand. I can’t promise you all will be well, but I can promise you this: those 6 gods infernal will not escape the grasp of consequence.” 
 
    “Then let’s help her,” I said as I stood from my chair. I’d heard enough and I’d had my fill of sitting around feeling sorry for myself. It was time for action. 
 
    “Cymru?” Gaela said beside me as she looked up from her seat.  
 
    “I too may be freshly ascended to godhood,” I began, “but this attack on Torano was an affront to the people of this city! It was a declaration of war! If we do not take the fight to the gods infernal who killed him then we send a signal to every would-be conqueror throughout the celestial realm that the Daoine Neamhai are ready to live on their knees! There will be time to mourn Torano when the war is won. Who will stand with me to defend this city… to defend his legacy?” 
 
    Bron, his eyes ablaze and his chin out defiantly walked over to me and nodded. “I am with you!” 
 
    “As am I!” Finn replied as he walked over and joined us. 
 
    We all looked over to Gliceas; the cunning trickster god. A smile spread across his face, which was all the answer he need give. We knew he was with us.  
 
    “I hear your words, war godling,” Joramu said as he stepped forward from the corner post that separated the garden from the cloisters surrounding it. “I will go to my people… I will go to Buntu, and I will present your case to him. I have never known him to refuse a fight before, and I doubt this will be the first. The Komoro gods will stand beside you!” 
 
    “As will the gods of Akheteru,” Pakhet said as she stood on the other side of Gaela. “you are correct. This was an affront, and it must be answered. Aten will rise to the call, and my sister Nef will bring her blade which can discern truth from a lie. I am sure of it. The gods infernal will tremble when they stand before the fury of 10,000 chariots of the sun.” 
 
    I smiled and nodded to her, to Joramu, to all of them. 
 
    “I like what I see in you, boy,” Anon said as she approached me. “Like your sister you are unafraid. Perhaps you are ignorant of the dangers. Perhaps you are too innocent to see what could happen. Perhaps that is what we tired old gods need right now. Go. Plan your war council. Those of us without the will to fight will continue to mourn Torano. Were an inexperienced godling like yourself to topple the fortifications of Baratrum, or Orcarium, or Abyssus, or Perdition, it would be akin to turning reality upside down. But with enough help from our allies anything is possible, so perhaps it is time to turn it all upside down!” 
 
    “We could use your wisdom on the war council,” I said to her. 
 
    “And you shall have it. But right now, I too must sit in remembrance of the father of the skies, after my own fashion.” 
 
    I nodded to her, and then Gliceas, Finn, Bron and I retreated to the hall of meeting while Joramu and Pakhet began their journeys home to tell their pantheon fathers what had happened. 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    XVI 
 
    Lascivia 
 
    Laochas had once been a frequent guest at Aphrodite’s… one we knew well. He even stayed here for a time. But the god of war of the Deithe Neamhai was of an infamously grim and stoic demeanor, which made him a poor fit for some of his fellow gods, particularly Gliceas who picked on the god of war incessantly, playing constant pranks on him in an effort to get him to “lighten up.” There were also quite a few very public disagreements with Torano, so when Laochas switched sides and became Odicius, the god of hate, it came as little surprise to me. He toppled the previous ruler of Perdition, Faellus, god of scheming, and made him his personal slave as he became the new ruler of the frozen wastes, giving Faellus a new aspect of his divinity to add to his portfolio; god of sniveling. For his part, Odicius was typically not the talkative sort. To understand why, I direct you back to that grim and stoic demeanor. 
 
    But this night, the ruler of Perdition came to Aphrodite’s with Faellus in tow, and he was looking to party. He kept running his mouth about how he had killed Torano. When I heard this, I shook my head and rolled my eyes. Torano was ruler of the skies. He was known to have fought Maledictus to a standstill on multiple Occasions. Maledictus! There was no way Odicius could have killed him.  
 
    I arranged for some girls to entertain him in a private room. He took his slave in with him, and when they emerged, Odicius bought drinks for the house. 
 
    We had just handed out the last one when another figure entered the club. It was that untrammeled flower from the Cathair Neamhai, but she looked… different. She wore a purple robe with a mantle of raven feathers, but it was the appearance of her eyes themselves that caught my attention as she entered. They were supernaturally as black as the deepest depths of Abyssus.  
 
    And even more disturbing than her eyes was the realization of what was about to happen. Afterall if this godling was of the Deithe Neamhai, that meant she was a daughter of Torano, and there was Odicius at the bar running his mouth about how he had killed Torano earlier in the day… 
 
    “The corruption spread from his wound all over his body,” Odicius went on. “It was really quite impressive to see!”  
 
    As she began to walk over to him, I could see from the way she moved that there was going to be violence between them. I moved to intercept her. 
 
    “We meet again, untrammeled one!” I said as I did my best seductive pose to distract her while also releasing pheromones that would assault her olfactory receptors, and send arousal signals to her brain. 
 
    She didn’t even look my way. “Stand aside!” she said to me. This was serious, I realized, for somebody to be able to resist my advances they would have to be consumed by… 
 
    She was behind Odicius in a flash, and he wasn’t even aware of it. 
 
    “Master!” Faellus said in an alarmed tone grabbing Odicius by the sleeve as he spotted her behind him, but Odicius just kept running his mouth, and flicked his wrist out, repelling Faellus’s hand away from him.  
 
    “Then Mendacius said to him, ‘Torano, you don’t look well’” Odicius said to the girls at the bar.  
 
    At once, the godling grabbed Odicius by the back of his collar, pivot stepped, and dumped him unceremoniously. The god of hate landed on the hard floor on his backside. She stood wordlessly as he got back to his feet, his eyes burning into her the whole time. 
 
    “Who… or what are you?” he demanded. 
 
    “I am the fate consequential,” the godling replied, as her empty black eyes burned into him. “I am the despair you have purchased for yourself by your actions, and I have come to make you suffer!” 
 
    I couldn’t believe it. The confrontation I had hoped to avoid was going to play itself out literally right in front of me, and I was helpless to stop it now. War would come of this… 
 
    A wolf-like grin spread across the god of hatred’s gaunt face beneath his black, wet, stringy hair, and his eyes were filled with what seemed to be madness. “You think you have it in you to administer consequence to me? I have the power of Torano flowing in me. What have you got? 
 
    Wordlessly, the godling raised her arm, with her middle finger cocked against her thumb. He glowered at her and shook his head, a smug look filling his eyes as he prepared to receive her tiny love tap. Then she flicked him in the forehead, and as it struck, there was suddenly a flash and a loud boom, and when my eyes finally cleared, Odicius was laying planted ass-first into the wall between two booths with smoke rising off him, and his clothes still smoldering in places like kindling. 
 
    “That was just a taste.” The godling said to him. “Tell the others to be ready, because I am coming for them!” 
 
    My jaw hung open and my eyes were wide as I watched her turn on her heel and leave. The girl was a godling, freshly ascended. How could she wield such power? How could her immature form even contain it? What was going on here? 
 
    That was no mere peon she had knocked across the room, that was a god infernal! Such power! If there was one thing I desired to taste even more than innocence, it was power. I knew in that instance, I simply had to have her for my own!

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    XVII 
 
    Ashandira 
 
    I am the goddess Ashandira of Pavitshara. My father is Vishantu, god of wisdom, king of Pavitshara, he who separated earth from sea and sky, he who takes authority over obstacles, and he who guides the path of life for all beings. Pavitshara is a city of great halls and lush gardens. It is a wonderous place; a city of gods, and a city of glory.  
 
    I am goddess of many things, so many things in fact, I do not remember them all, and I am not joking when I sat that. Fertility, the winds, the seasons, prosperity, creativity, you name it, I do it all. But there is one aspect of my divinity that is most known, for I am also the goddess of war and death, and the destroyer of evil. I have a mask that is made from a beast’s skull, and when I wear it, I transform into Muat, the slayer. Muat is fearsome, she is driven, she is relentless, and she will lop off heads and rend bodies with her many swords until evil is consumed. I do not enjoy becoming Muat, but sometimes it is necessary.  
 
    So, when my father discerned that something terrible had happened in Cathair Neamhai he sent me to learn the truth. 
 
    I arrived to find a city grieving the loss of its king. It was terrible what I had learned. Torano had been slain by 6 gods infernal. Who would think such a thing as the killing of a god as powerful as Torano could even be possible? So great was his power. Unfortunately, the only people who actually saw him die were his killers, but the moon goddess Gaela did see his body fade after death. So, I went to speak to her. 
 
    “I am very sorry for your loss, Gaela,” I began as I approached her. “I came to you as soon as I heard.” 
 
    “I’m surprised you came to me. I thought you were friends with Finn and Bron,” she replied. It had been a few days now since the murder happened, and yet her eyes were still red and irritated from the shedding of too many tears. I found this odd because there were rumors that she and Torano often had a difficult relationship, but to mention that now would be very poor form.  
 
    “After hearing what happened, I have questions, but I understand, you have lost your king. I do not wish to intrude…” 
 
    “Ask your questions,” Gaela said with a nod. “I could use the distraction.” 
 
    “Who was it that attacked you?” I asked her. 
 
    “Morta and Obscuros attacked us in the sunken garden,” she responded. “But Cymru and Joramu were able to hold them off.” 
 
    “Joramu was here?” I asked. 
 
    Gaela nodded. “He was invited to help train Cymru in the art of the sword.” 
 
    “And who invited him?” I asked. 
 
    “Cymru’s sister, Morganthe.” 
 
    “Who fought Torano?” I asked. 
 
    “Odicius, Mendacius, Avaricius, and Impieta,” she answered. 
 
    “How did they kill him?”  
 
    “I don’t know.”  
 
    “Did you see the 4 of them?” I asked. 
 
    “No, but Joramu warned us that the 6 of them were in London planning something.” 
 
    “Wait, he warned you? Did Torano hear this warning?” I asked. 
 
    “He presented it to him directly,” Gaela responded. 
 
    Something here was very odd. “And you said that once Torano had died you saw his body dissolve?” 
 
    Gaela nodded. 
 
    “It is not common for a god to die in battle. A god who has no worshippers and is forgotten by all would simply fade away, but that is not Torano. He has many worshippers in place. In the past, when a god has died in battle, the body has always been returned to the well of eternity, or the well of oblivion so that the god may reincarnate. This does not fit either pattern. It is very odd. It is also very odd that even 4 gods infernal could kill Torano, a god who was able to withstand even the most powerful of blows from Maledictus. I understand Mendacius too is powerful… second only to Maledictus, but the gap between them is great. And then there is also the fact that Torano was warned but didn’t seem to do anything about it. That seems very out of character for him. Is there anything more you can tell me?” 
 
    Gaela shook her head. “Just that Cymru is gathering forces to go to war, and Morganthe has left the city, apparently to take revenge.” 
 
    Ashandira looked at me with an incredulous expression. “What has happened to this city? You let two freshly ascended godlings strike back?” 
 
    “Who’s to stop them?” Gaela responded. “The only one who could assume the throne in Torano’s absence is Anon, and I don’t even think she is interested. In fact, she is in support of the actions of both of them.” 
 
    “The Fate Inevitable is known to have a special connection to the Light of Eternity. Perhaps she sees what we do not, but to the uninitiated eye this looks like folly. I will go to my father. He too has a special connection. Perhaps he will gaze into the well and see that which eludes us.” 
 
    “Will you help us?” Gaela asked. “Will you lend your aid to Cymru and Cathair Neamhai?” 
 
    “It is not my decision to make,” I responded. “But I hope that we can. It seems the gods infernal have grown too emboldened as we all feared they might, and now war is inevitable. Tell Finn I said hello, and Bron…” 
 
    “Yes?” Geala asked, forcing an amused look onto her face as she waited for my next word. She knew Bron and I loved to pick on one another.  
 
    “Tell him he is a clot.”  
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    XVIII 
 
    Cymru 
 
    Gliceas, Finn, Bron, and I had been gathering in the hall of meeting for a couple of days with the cities top-ranking military officers. Anon even showed a couple of times.  
 
    “So we are agreed that 2,000 men can be recruited by the end of next week?” I asked the officers. They nodded confidently. 
 
    “So few!” Finn lamented. 
 
    “The men of the city are exhausted from the many actions and campaigns that Laochas led.” One of the generals explained. “The population is diminished, and the might of Cahtair Neamhai is all but depleted.” 
 
    “It’s not nearly enough,” Gliceas said to them. “We don’t know if we can count on any support from the other pantheons in this or not. You will have to recruit more.” 
 
    “We will do our best,” the general replied, looking a bit bewildered by the demand, “But surely, you don’t expect us to field children and old men.” 
 
    Gliceas, Finn, and Bron looked to me.  
 
    “We will do what we must to preserve this city,” I responded, “but let’s see what able bodies we can gather first before we come to that.”  
 
    We broke for the evening, and I was surprised to see Gaela hanging around outside. Finn and Bron went over to her first, and she passed on some greetings that apparently Ashandira had for the brothers when she visited earlier. To be honest, I hadn’t heard the goddess of Pavitshara was even here. I, meanwhile, had several lingering conversations, and was sure I would miss her, but when they finally broke up, she was still waiting in the hall for me.  
 
    “Gaela,” I said as I allowed a pleasant smile to spread across my face.  
 
    “I just wanted to say hello,” she said to me as I approached her. “It’s a good thing what you are doing for the city. I’ve had time to think it over and I agree with you.” 
 
    “Tell that to my mother,” I replied. “She is convinced she will lose her husband and both her children in this.” 
 
    “I think you should realize that could very well happen if she is truly unfortunate, and have some compassion for what is being asked of her.” 
 
    I looked down at her as she fell into step beside me while we made our way up the hallway. She had the most gorgeous green eyes, like pools of jade. 
 
    “There was a conversation we were having when Obscuros appeared,” I reminded her. “What was it you were going to say. ‘You and Pakhet had been together for centuries, she was your first love, but…’” 
 
    “You have a good memory. We were having that conversation, weren’t we?” Gaela replied with a wry smile.  
 
    “I wouldn’t forget something like that,” I replied.  
 
    “No, I suppose you wouldn’t,” she said as she stopped and faced me. “I was going to say that although Pakhet and I will always be together, we have both taken other lovers from time to time. However, I wonder, with you making your preparations for war if now is the best time. Wouldn’t want you to get distracted and all…” 
 
    Enough of this, I thought to myself. Without another word, leaned in and I kissed her. My lips pressed against hers and our tongues looped around one another. Then I stepped back and looked her in the eye, and she smiled.  
 
    “That was nice,” she said. 
 
    “You’re certain Pakhet won’t become jealous?” I asked her. 
 
    “My experience has been that it’s the other lover who grows jealous of Pakhet, even when we have brought them into bed with the both of us. But you wouldn’t go and do something so ugly as jealousy, now would you?” 
 
    “No, I wouldn’t,” I responded. I had no idea how hard that promise would one day become to keep.  
 
    She took me by the hand, and led me to her bedchamber. Then she reached up, unbuttoned her dress, and let the garment fall to the floor. She stood before me naked, and looked up into my eyes, expecting me to do the same. I reached down but began to fumble with my belt buckle, and you would not believe it had actually grown stuck. The clasp had somehow become jammed, and no matter how hard I tried I couldn’t get it to open. For a moment it seemed as if reality itself was against our dalliance. If only I had taken it as a warning, things might have turned out differently. 
 
    “Let me see it,” she offered. She took hold of it, and gently lifted the clasp away from the buckle. “There, it just required a woman’s touch.” 
 
    After joining her in her state of undress, I eased her down on the bed and climbed on top of her. We kissed more, and began to touch and knead and rub. There was an odd sweetness to her vinegary musk, and before too long, we were both ready to be joined in the flesh. As I entered into her, I saw her eyes grow alight with energy while her hips started to rock in concert with mine. We came together and drew apart repeatedly to the rhythmic timing of our love.  But there was a hunger in her motion, her hips and her eyes both betrayed a lust for more, so I pressed into her harder and faster. And even still she let me know through the unspoken hunger in her eyes that she still desired even more. Soon I was ramming into her as hard and as fast as I could go and her bed was rocking violently against the wall of her bedroom. She began to cry out in ecstasy as the muscles in her stomach began to spasm and jerk, and then her legs began to shake. And at last I exploded inside her. I fell on top of her. We were both panting from the exertion, and were glistening with sweat, but she smiled at me, her green eyes looking into my soul as she leaned over and kissed me.  
 
    “I’m glad you told me how you felt,” Gaela said softly. “I mean, I knew how you felt, but I’m glad you said it nonetheless.” 
 
    I put my arm around her and she nestled comfortably next to me. I was also glad I had come forward with the truth of my feelings, and hoped I would be able to survive what was to come so that I could come back to her. 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    XIX 
 
    Mendacius 
 
    I am Mendacius. I am the god of greed. Greed gets a bad rap. Greed allows for the building of big things. Big buildings, big organizations, big societies, and my underworld which is called Baratrum is a big place.  
 
    What’s that you say? I’m not the god of greed, I’m the god of lies? Alright, you caught me, but I had you going there for a second didn’t I? The place I described is actually Orcarium. Maybe someday, you might get to hear Avaricius tell you about it… if I ever let him get a word in edgewise. But Avaricius is as boring as… pick any god celestial, and insert their name here. I’m the real fun. Baratrum is the realm of lies, and the funny thing about it is that if you get the person receiving the lie to buy into it so completely that it becomes a part of their identity, that person will bend over backwards to willingly keep believing it. For instance, I tell everybody that Baratrum is a place of freedom… a never-ending party in the underworld. In reality, just let one of them try to leave and they will discover how much of a prison it actually is. But don’t tell them that or they will tear you to bits so that they can keep believing that they are free.  A well-placed lie can be a truly beautiful and frightening thing to behold. 
 
    Lying for me is natural. It’s natural for instance that I try to convince you that I’m the Dalai Llama… I do a great impression of the Dalai Llama, by the way. I’ve even got the official robes, which he traded me in exchange for helping get him out of that troublesome golden urn mess. Don’t believe me? I’ll be more than happy to show you the robes… See this is an important lesson about lies and liars, the best crafted lies have the truth woven into them so that they can’t be objectively disproved. I’ve just told you two things; first, I have the robes of a 19th century Dalai Llama, which I do, they’re on display in my palace. And second, I also told you that he traded them to me in exchange for getting him out of a troublesome situation with the Chinese government. Since nobody from that time period is still alive to dispute my story… And the few poor souls of the dead who might remember are here under my power, and I could simply silence them by having their mouths permanently sealed shut with a needle and a well-placed surgical suture you have no choice but to accept that I am telling you the truth. That last bit about all the souls of the dead being under my power here in Baratum was another lie, of course, but just try disproving it! What actually happened is much simpler and straightforward. I stole the Dalai Llama’s robes right out of his foot locker. Isn’t lying fun? 
 
    I stood looking in the mirror, dressed in black dress shirt and slacks, and I turned up the collar as I began to tie my necktie. Once I had completed the knot, I turned the collar back down, put on my coat, and buttoned it. Dressed now head to toe in my customary all black, I donned my black laurel wreath crown and then went downstairs, cutting through empty conference rooms, and a fully-manned command center. Eventually I found an oblong room with a long walkway leading to a raised dais at the far end of it with a fine ebony throne highlighted by a golden laurel wreath carved and painted into the chair. I walked past rows of guards armed with submachine guns and equipped with black body armor standing rigid at perfect attention. They had better be at perfect attention, or I would happily have them hauled away, flayed, and then executed. As I sat down on my throne, it wasn’t long before I had company. Impieta appeared behind my throne, as she is known to do, and Morta appeared at the far end of the room, her footsteps echoing through the room as she approached. 
 
    “Out!” I ordered my guards. As one, they turned and marched out of the chamber. “What is this?” I asked the two goddesses infernal once the door to the throne room had been shut. 
 
    “It’s about the message that Odicius relayed to us” Morta said as Impieta propped an arm over the top of my throne and leaned against it beside me, facing the goddess of death. “The daughter of Torano says she’s coming for us, and she’s far more powerful than we could possibly have suspected, although neither of us understand how that could be.”   
 
    “The whole Torano caper really hasn’t worked out at all like we planned. We had hoped to steal Torano’s power and split it…” I replied, and before you ask, of course I didn’t split it with them evenly even though I told them I did. I kept a larger portion of the power for myself. Come on, remember who you’re talking to! Anyway, we intended to split Torano’s power… “in order use it to topple Maledictus. Infernus is the crown jewel of the underworld, and that creepy bastard has lorded it over the rest of us long enough.” 
 
    “But unfortunately, when we took Torano’s power, we were all surprised at how little of it we received; and now some pathetic little godling calling herself the fate consequential says she’s going to hold us to account for our actions? Don’t make me laugh!” I responded. “Odicius is a fool!”  
 
    “That pathetic little godling forehead flicked Odicious into a wall!” Impieta reminded me.  
 
    “That must have been something to watch. Shame I missed it, actually.” I responded. Odicius is no pushover. He was a powerful god of war when he was part of Torano’s pantheon. Now he had become an even more powerful prince of the underworld. “That this upstart could abuse him like that is… impressive… perhaps even worrisome. But she’s still just a godling, and no matter how she pulled it off, it couldn’t be more than some parlor trick with smoke and mirrors. Afterall there’s no way an immature, freshly hatched god-chick could contain that kind of power without being consumed by it.” 
 
    “No,” I continued. “This godling, this little Torano-spawn is nothing more than a distraction… a busy little bee buzzing about… an irritant!” The real danger here was Maledictus. What happens if he finds out that we were all scheming against him? What would he do? I know what he could do, but in this instance, there is a big difference between could and would. This is the underworld after all, and schemes and maneuvers amongst princes are commonplace. He would understand that right? Of course, he would. 
 
    You know the old saying you can’t con a conman? Well neither can you lie to a liar, sometimes especially when that liar is yourself. I knew just as well as the both of them that if Maledictus ever found out, he wouldn’t be understanding and magnanimous about it at all, he would be a raging, vengeful psychopath. 
 
    “Take. This. Seriously.” Morta growled. “We need a plan, or we will all burn together.” 
 
    We will all burn together was of course a reference to Maledictus and his realm Infernus. It was as uncomfortable as the name suggests. 
 
    I stood and walked to a window nearby, clasping my hands behind my back as I surveyed my city. Baratrum rose like a field of grasping towers reaching for the darkened ceiling of the cavernous depths. Down below people hustled and bustled, going about their miserable petty lives oblivious to the truth that they were all slaves.    
 
    It was a masterful stroke. A lie told on the grandest of scales, and like I said before, they would fight viciously to continue believing it… even in the face of being confronted with the truth. I could not, I would not allow Maledictus to destroy what I have built. Instead, I would craft another masterful lie just in case the accursed one decided to show up at my doorstep, demanding an explanation. Yes, another masterful lie that he would have no choice but to believe. 
 
    “Fine,” I said as I turned to face them. “Then let’s bait her. Let’s invite her here where the 6 of us will ambush her. Afterall, if Torano couldn’t stand up to our assault, what hope can she have?” 
 
    “Won’t that risk drawing the attention of Maledictus away from… whatever foul thing Maledictus does?” Impieta asked. “I mean, that was the whole reason we met in the material realm in the first place was to avoid him learning about our plot.” 
 
    “That’s just a risk we will have to take. But even if it does, we certainly can’t make any move against him now. No, I will just need to think up a rationale that he will believe…” 
 
    “You mean a lie?” Morta asked, tilting her head as a smile spread slowly across her lips. 
 
    “A masterful lie!” I corrected. 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    XX 
 
    Cymru 
 
    By week’s end, I had received messages from both Pakhet and Joramu that they would be joining us on the battlefield, and Cathair Neamhai received some very distinguished guests who all arrived for our war council dressed in very traditional garb as was the custom. Pakhet arrived with Aten, the sun god and king of Akheteru, and her sister Nef. Aten was a bronze-skinned man with eyes that burned like the fire of the sun. He wore a pharaoh’s crown of gold and lapis lazuli, and a wide jeweled collar. Two golden falcons with fire rubies in their eyes, rose up from his belt, their wings crossing over his chest and reaching the bottom of his collar. Nef was surprisingly small and slender for her enormous reputation. The war goddess of Akheteru wore a featureless helmet of lapis lazuli painted over gold, with only her brown eyes visible beneath. Aside from her helm she wore simpler raiment, a garment of white linen that crisscrossed over her chest, was slit up her hips for ease of movement, and clasped about her waist with a golden belt. Her infamous sword was a great khopesh which stood as tall as a man, and which she handled with expert ease. Pakhet, meanwhile, came dressed in a wide jeweled golden collar with what was essentially something very similar to a white linen bikini top, and a separate skirt wrapped tightly around her hips like a sheath. She also wore a golden belt with a long flap that hung down the front of her legs decorated with golden hieroglyphs etched on lapus.  
 
    With Joramu came his brother Jocard, the god of strength, and Buntu, the Komoro sun god. Together, Torano, Aten, and Buntu had together comprised what was called “the triumvirate of the sky” which was intended to set apart the three great skyfathers of the celestial pantheons. Buntu wore a red headdress decked with a fan of black feathers at the front. He too wore a wide collar like the Akheteru gods in attendance, but his was of a hard thick leather decorated in a pattern of diamonds within diamonds of alternating red and black and tan rather than gold and set with stones. He also had the skin and head of a leopard cast over the collar on one side as it hung down over his shoulder, and layered loincloths of black and red, and more leopard skin which was bound by a tight cord around his waist. Joramu’s brother Jocard, meanwhile, wore a striped skullcap, and layered loincloths. His huge chest and thighs were bared and they were impressive, and his fists seemed like they were as big as my head. I found myself with a new appreciation and respect for Joramu if he fought alongside that lumbering figure of a man. From what I understood he too would be a force to be reckoned with on the battlefield. Joramu himself, meanwhile, came dressed in similar tribal raiment as his brother in green and tan.  
 
    “We expect to have 2,200 soldiers ready to go tomorrow,” I said as we stood before a map spread across the table. Baratrum was a modern city of skyscrapers and paved streets nestled against a cliff face on its back side. The other three sides were protected by a 20-foot thick wall set with 3 wide gates, but the gate at the front of the city was the most used, and the most easily accessible. Aten and Buntu both scanned the plan we had laid out indicating where we would position troops when we stormed the gates of Baratrum. “We were planning to embark as soon as we are mustered, but…” 
 
    “Do not hesitate on my account,” Aten offered. “My 10,000 charioteers, and 4,000 rifles are ready at a moment’s notice…” 
 
    “As are my warriors,” Buntu added. “We have 1,500 rifles, and 1,000 rhinoceros-mounted cavalry. If you wish to march to war tomorrow, then we shall meet you upon the field.” 
 
    “Thank you,” I said. 
 
    “Your plan appears to be solid.” Aten offered, “You have covered all access points to the city, and cut off any means of escape. Mendacius will not know what has hit him. But allow me to place my rifles here on this ridge, he indicated with his forefinger on a spot on the map. This will give us a greater range of fire.” 
 
    “I can’t take sole credit for the plan,” I replied. “It’s the result of all of us locking ourselves here and arguing for a week. And I agree, your rifles will have a better view from that ridge.” 
 
    “Nef,” Aten asked to the silent figure at his side, “what think you of this plan?” 
 
    “I think laying siege to the city is going to be a long solution that will require much patience, and in the end it might not work. Mendacius is no fool. His army is well trained, well supplied, and well-matched to the full might of our combined forces. In addition, he will also have a well-stocked store of emergency supplies, which will make the siege into a battle of wills. The first one to blink loses. I suggest instead that we use a portal to move forces inside the city to prevent the gates from being raised against us as the rest of our armies take the field.”  
 
    “Who should lead such a force?” Buntu asked. 
 
    “I will,” Nef responded.  
 
    “That would certainly give Mendacius reason to panic,” Joramu offered.  
 
    “What forces would you need?” I asked. 
 
    “I will take the gate with 400 rifles,” Nef replied, “so long as reaching the gate to give us relief is the first objective of our charioteers.” 
 
    Nef looked to her father, and he nodded in reply.  
 
    “Are you sure you can hold it with so few?” I asked her. She wordlessly looked back at me and nodded. I was trying to decipher the look I saw in her eyes as they peered out to me through the eyeholes of her helmet. She did not reply with words, but the ferocity in her gaze told me everything I needed to know.  
 
    “Well then, unless there are any more alterations or amendments, I think we have our plan.” I offered. 
 
    “Akheteru is pleased that you are taking action in light of what has happened, young horned one. We called Torano friend, and we will not abandon his people in this time of need. That is why we have come.” 
 
    “It will be an honor to stand beside you,” I responded. 
 
    With that, Aten and his delegation turned and departed, then Buntu approached. He placed his hand on my shoulder, and took my hand and placed it on his. He looked into my eyes and smiled. “Joramu tells me he is training you in the ways of sword and firearm. I would be pleased to offer what knowledge I can give you as well. But, if you want a true master of war to teach you, the one you must pursue is Nef. She is perhaps the greatest of all warriors. With her blade, she might be a match for any god, and that is not because of the power of her weapon, but because of her skill with it.” 
 
    “Thank you,” I replied. “I will talk to Nef.” 
 
    “I would be pleased to call you friend horned god of the wilds,” Buntu offered then. 
 
    “And I am pleased to call you friend as well.” 
 
    And with that, Buntu, Joramu, and Jocard also departed, followed by our own officers and generals, leaving myself, Gliceas, Finn, and Bron. 
 
    “You were very diplomatic, Cymru,” Gliceas said. “I’m impressed. You represented us well.” 
 
    “Will our plan get the job done?” I asked as I gathered up my map. “That’s what I really care about.” 
 
    “Maybe the question you should be asking, is what do we do with Mendacius if we should capture him?” Finn asked in reply.  
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    XXI 
 
    Finn 
 
    Morning had finally arrived. Like I suppose any person about to go into battle, I didn’t sleep a wink. Not that I so much feared for my own life, but I feared for my city, and my family. 
 
    War is always a risk, and no matter how much you prepare for it, anything can happen when you take to the battlefield. It also generally tends to bring about profound consequences which change the course of events. That’s why I was up all night with anxiety. 
 
    We opened a golden portal and our forces began to move out onto the Field of Falsehoods, an empty plain that stood beyond the walls of the city. Once we arrived, we found that our Koromo allies had already arrived and arrayed themselves on the field, and a few brief moments later, the Akheteru began to arrive through their own portals. Accompanied by Pakhet, Joramu and Jocard, the two kings approached where Bron, Gliceas and I stood with Cymru, who retained command of this whole affair. 
 
    “Are we ready to begin?” Buntu asked as we could already hear panicked calls going out from the walls of the city. 
 
    “Is Nef in position?” Cymru asked Aten. 
 
    “She awaits the order,” the king of Akheteru responded. 
 
    “Tell her the order is given,” Cymru replied, “and begin the advance of your chariots to support them.” 
 
    Now there is something you should really understand about these chariots. They are not some two-wheeled contraption pulled by a horse that you see in old movies. These are armed vehicles…. ferocious machinery…. The chariots have no horse, they need no horse, but they do have machine guns. They speed forward, hovering above the landscape, each giving a platform for heavier weapons or as many as a half dozen riflemen as they went, and Aten had 10,000 of them at his disposal. 
 
    As the order went out, a series of smaller golden portals opened up inside the city and atop the main gate as Akheteru riflemen clad in camouflaged fatigues emerged, and opened fire on the defenders of the city. A blazing gunfight followed, but as Nef appeared atop the gate, she lept into the fray, her blade effortlessly cutting men down left and right all around her, and splattering the blood of the fallen everywhere. Even from here, I could see the light of the dawning sun gleaming off that beautiful and terrible weapon.    
 
    And as she sprang into action, so did a portion of the chariots. Their engines blazed as they rushed forward for the gate.  
 
    Nef fought like a tornado atop the wall, spinning this way, then that, cutting men down all around her as her attack prevented the city’s defenders from closing the gate. Truly, every bit of her lofty reputation was deserved. But when one of the Baratrum soldiers lined her up in his sights and fired a 3-round burst from his machine gun, suddenly the Akheteru war goddess turned and her blade flashed out faster than the eye could see, slicing all 3 bullets right down the center.  
 
    The soldier stood there dumbfounded as she then leapt at him and impaled him on her blade.  
 
    And that’s when the first of the chariots came speeding in through the gate as the riflemen that rode them began firing and taking out the defenders of the gate. 
 
    Aten stood calmly beside Cymru as they watched, his hands clasped patiently behind his back as he was garbed in his pharaonic gear. This seemed so well rehearsed I couldn’t help but remember that they had done it before… many times.  
 
    “The slayer is in top form this day,” Buntu offered across to Aten. 
 
    “Yes,” one sun god replied to the other. “She has been very much looking forward to this…” 
 
    He looked over at Buntu, “she gets restless when there is nobody to fight.” 
 
    We had all heard the stories of Nef. She had dominated one field after another, and was a big reason why Akheteru was the power it was when it came to warfare. But not a lot was known about her off the battlefield. I found myself wondering what that restlessness that Aten had alluded to looked like, and as I looked over at Cymru, I realized I wasn’t the only one wondering. 
 
    “She’s amazing!” he said shaking his head in disbelief as she slew the last of the defenders atop the wall and then lept down the 150-foot drop to continue the fight on the ground.  
 
    But then reinforcements began to arrive from another post within the city nearby, and Nef’s troops and the small portion of circling chariots that supported them began to face greater resistance. 
 
    “They reacted faster than we hoped they would,” I observed. “Perhaps I should take a force and ride to her support.” 
 
    Cymru looked over at me and nodded, then Joramu came and stood next to me. “Allow me to offer you a ride, my friend,” he said as he gestured at rank upon rank of armed mounted cavalry that sat patiently atop large, burly, snorting armored rhinoceros. 
 
    I smiled and nodded as I took my handheld submachineguns. This was going to be fun! I mounted up on the rhino next to Joramu’s and we charged forth. The sounds of our column of charging rhinos rumbled across the plane. They were nowhere near as fast as the chariots, but they were powerful and as the enemy heard us coming, they began to line up inside the gate to try to cut us off from our allies. Our rhinos plowed right through and over them as we opened fire, guns blazing. And with that charge, we let the defenders of Baratrum know that we were just as determined to take this gate and keep it as they were to defend it. 
 
    

  

 
   
       
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    XXII 
 
    Mendacius 
 
    It was morning, and the city was still quiet. Little could I suspect that would not last long. I was awakened by my chamberlain, who informed me there was a “situation” and I was needed in the command center downstairs. 
 
    I rushed through my morning routine, and sped down to the command center. There, my generals informed me enemy soldiers had mustered against us on the field of falsehoods outside the city walls. 
 
    “How could this happen?” I demanded of my generals. 
 
    “They arrived through portals more than half an hour ago,” one of my lead generals replied, “and they are fighting our forces for control of the main gate. It’s a smaller force led by Nef, the Akheteru goddess of war.” 
 
    I stood there stunned. Nef was perhaps the most accomplished warrior in the history of… well… warfare. Her skill with that treacherous blade was legendary… a blade that could discern a lie from the truth. It was my very bane! 
 
    “Commit more to the defense of the gate!” I barked. “Flood them with bodies until they are buried by the dead! And bring me Nef!” 
 
    “Right away, my Prince!” the general responded before he turned to his subordinates and then he too started barking orders to them. 
 
    Flustered and agitated, I left the command center, and went to my throne room. I needed to cool my head. I had anticipated that the Deithe Neamhai might retaliate in some way. I didn’t think that without Torano they would have it in them to raise a force against me and get the Akheteru to join them! 
 
    “Out!” I shouted, gesturing wildly at my guards. as I entered the throne room and marched toward my chair of black and gold. “All of you out! Do something useful like see to the defense of the main gate! And don’t let me look upon your faces again until the attack has been repelled!” 
 
    “You shouldn’t be so quick to send your guards away,” Impieta said as she again came walking out from behind my throne. “You never know what might happen during the chaos of a battle.” 
 
    I did not reply. I sat and I glowered as Morta, Obscuros, Odicius, and Avaricius all appeared as if walking out of thin air. But then Impieta asked me something that made me realize that something here was quite… off. 
 
    “Why have you called for us?” She asked. 
 
    With furrowed brow and flare-eyed gaze, I turned and I looked at her.  
 
    “Ask me that again,” I prompted. 
 
    Her eyes narrowed, uncertain. I stood, growing quite angry with her and I shouted. 
 
    “Ask me that again!” I demanded in a rage. “I want to make certain I’ve heard you correctly!” 
 
    “Why did you send for us?” She repeated. I saw a flash in her hand, and I realized it was a knife or some kind of shiv.  
 
    “You should already know the answer to that question, Impieta!” I spat. I looked over at Morta, and she looked as confused and uncertain of the exchange as Impieta did. “Were not you and Morta here before me two days ago? It was you who convinced me to take… to take…” 
 
    There was another presence in the room with us. A pale slender woman clad in a cloak with a mantle of raven feathers on the shoulders. As she reached up and pulled back her hood revealing her short red hair, I could see that she had the most frightful eyes… darker even that the depths of the empty hood of Obscuros. 
 
    “It was you!” I hissed to her. 
 
    “Yes, Mendacius,” she replied unflinchingly. “It was. Neither Impieta, nor Morta visited you the day before yesterday. It was my little trick to bring you all together in one place. Oh, and you wouldn’t believe who has sought me out since that meeting.” 
 
    A dark portal opened with a boom, and out of it stepped an imposing figure. He wore a black mantle, a black hood rising from it, and two twisting horns rose from either side of a black iron crown he wore. Terrifying eyes burning red with malevolence glowed within the shadowy depths beneath his hood, and his divine aura was a burning aethereal wreath of fire that rose off his form. We, all of us wanted to take a step back as we saw him, but none of us actually could. We were all overpowered and petrified by his ghastly presence, for we were standing before none other than Maledictus himself. 
 
    But after the initial moment of shock, I was able to compartmentalize, push past the fear, and get my brain to start working on this predicament. 
 
    “You convincingly misled me into believing that I was conversing with Impieta and Morta, and now I am to believe that this is Maledictus? How do I know he is not just another mirage you have conjured, Torano-spawn?” 
 
    Then Maledictus walked over to me. He stood towering as he loomed over me, those terrible red eyes burning into my very soul. I had felt the horrible supernatural weight of his stare many times. If this was an illusion… it was a convincing one. 
 
    “So,” the ruler of Infernus said, his deep voice booming throughout the chamber, “You 6 conspired to overthrow me…” 
 
    Then Maledictus did something very… unexpected. He stepped around me, and he took a seat… in my throne. How dare he? I swallowed back my rage, realizing that this was one who could incinerate me in an instant… if it was indeed really him. 
 
    Impieta warily circled around the throne, careful to keep her distance from the ruler of Infernus as she came to stand beside me. 
 
    “Fools!” his voice boomed through the chamber, and we felt the impact of the word washing against us like a sudden crashing tide. “You have all been played by Torano! My hated nemesis, how I loathe him… came to me some weeks ago and we made a bargain! In exchange for warning me of your scheme, I agreed to not hinder his avenger, and not allow any escalation of the inevitable war that would result from your ill-conceived actions. Not even this fledgling child is aware of the fullness of his plan, but I am. Being forced into a having to barter with that preening thunder-clad prima donna like some cheap merchant because of your imbecility; the indignity of it!” he cried as he pounded his burning fist against the armrest of my throne.  
 
    “You have all displayed stunning ineptitude! None of you are fit to rule! So, I give you all over to her to do with you what she will while I take my entertainment in watching it be done!” 
 
    With wide eyes, we all looked over to the fire-topped raven feather-clad maiden goddess with wide eyes… and do you know what she did with all our eyes on her? She smiled. But there was no warmth in that expression. It was a smile of anticipation, a vengeful, maniacal smile that a cosmological arbiter allows to be displayed before sentencing the damned.

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    XXIII 
 
    Cymru 
 
    The fight for the front gate was beginning to spread. The defenders of Baratrum committed heavily to its defense. It was Jocard who pointed out they even seemed to be pulling soldiers off other portions of the wall to rush them to the fighting. With Finn, Joramu, and Nef all doing battle at the gate we still had an edge, but as all those reinforcements started to arrive that advantage seemed to be dissipating. 
 
    Aten and Buntu both approached me from either side. “If they are weakening their defense across the rest of the city to try to hold the gate against us, then we need to make them pay for that decision,” Aten began. 
 
    “Order a full attack on the rest of the city,” Buntu urged. “If we cannot break through the main gate, we will do so elsewhere because they have overcommitted.” 
 
    “Shouldn’t we keep a reserve?” I asked, “just in case we need to send more to the main gate to bail out Finn, Joramu, and Nef?” 
 
    “They are capable of taking care of themselves,” Aten responded. “This is our opportunity to break the defense of the city.” 
 
    “Bron!” I called. 
 
    The burly brown-haired god of strength came forward. 
 
    “Order all forces to attack,” I said.  
 
    “At last!” Bron replied with an eager nod. 
 
    The order spread across our lines as they were positioned around the city, and horn blasts went out on all 3 sides as our lines surged forth. The largest division of our forces were the sun chariots, and they swarmed forward. The sun chariots could only hover, they couldn’t lift up and over the wall, and they were useless outside it, so instead they crashed through the open front gate and swarmed into the melee beyond. On the sides, riflemen from Cathair Neamhai, Akheteru, and the Komoro tribe converged on the city walls in a wave, bringing with them long ladders to scale up to the tops of them. As they crashed up against those walls like a wave and the ladders went up, the real fighting began.  
 
    Gliceas and I stayed back with Aten and Buntu and we were guarded by a small force of about 500 men. Bron and Jocard accompanied the assault. But it didn’t take long to see that scaling the wall was proving costly. That’s the thing about barriers. Even with a much smaller force, you still have the advantage.  
 
    As the swirl of fighting went on beyond the gate, I could see Finn, Joramu, and Nef fighting ferociously. The trio came together fighting back-to-back-to-back as defenders of Baratrum swarmed all around them. Even the sun chariots could not blunt their assault. If our assault on the main gate failed, then we lost. It was starting to look desperate. I couldn’t believe it, but the tide of battle seemed to be turning against us. 
 
    “Sir!” one of the soldiers who had been assigned to guarding the rear called out to me. He pointed up onto a ridge nearby, where a single figure seemed to be approaching, riding on the back of a very large elephant. 
 
    “What in the…” I muttered.  
 
    “Go,” Aten said to both Buntu and myself. “Receive him. I will continue to monitor the situation.” 
 
    Buntu and I both made our way toward this strange visitor who was approaching in the middle of a pitched battle. But he seemed to have no intention of approaching the gate. He was heading right for us. As he drew closer, and we could begin to make out his features, we saw a purple-skinned man sitting atop the white elephant. Both were decked out in gold and jewels and bright colors.  
 
    “Greetings!” he called as he finally drew near. “I see you have started the party without us!” 
 
    A wide smile spread across Buntu’s face. “He is Vinaash, god of destruction, and herald of Vishantu.” 
 
    I turned and faced him. “To what do we owe the pleasure herald of Vishantu?”  
 
    “Regretfully, Vishantu couldn’t be present today,” Vinaash replied, “But he has sent you the next best thing…” 
 
    “What is that?” Buntu asked. “What has the god of wisdom sent?” 
 
    “Muat,” he replied as his eyes went to the gate. “She should be appearing any moment.” 
 
    And then another golden portal opened in the midst of the melee at the gate, and the green-skinned, skull mask-wearing, many-armed goddess of war and death appeared. She had 8 arms, and each of them carried a blade, and her red eyes were filled with battle lust. She began carving her way through the enemy ranks as a swarm of fatigue-clad turban wearing soldiers came pouring out of the portal behind her. 
 
    Vinaash dismounted off his elephant, and settled in beside Buntu, and we watched as more and more riflemen came pouring out of the portal. 
 
    “How many soldiers did Vishantu send?” I asked Vinaash from the other side of Buntu.  
 
    The god of destruction smiled, and his moustache spread as he did so. “Vishantu looked into the well of eternity, and he saw the importance of this day. He has 10,000 soldiers ready to fight.” 
 
    “Look!” Aten cried as he pointed back to the city. More portals began to open atop the walls of the city, and more soldiers began to rush forward from there, gunning their enemies down all around them.  
 
    Before long, the defenders of the city began to break, and their ranks turned and retreated, fleeing inward. The walls had been taken. We advanced inside, as our forces pushed further in, and the gods all came together. Muat reached up and took off her mask, and transformed into Ashandira.  
 
    “Greetings to you, horned master of the hunt,” she said with a smile and a slight incline of her head. I nodded back warmly in reply.  
 
    “Well, we’ve taken the gates, and control all access to the city,” Nef began as she looked at me. “Are we staying with the plan and pushing to the palace next?” 
 
    “That’s right,” I replied with a nod, then I turned to all the assembled gods. “We want to capture Mendacius, but if he makes capture impossible then we will do what we must.” 
 
    All the gods nodded silently. Many wore grim faces. For all of us, the thought of killing another god was a dark thought to entertain. 
 
    As we pushed inward toward the center of the city where the palace was located, we encountered pockets of resistance, and machine gun fire rang out, echoing throughout the cavern. While the fighting did slow our forces down at locations throughout the city, We gods were able to mount up on sun chariots and make our way directly to the palace with some of our forces intact. The doors had been barricaded, but we were able to batter them open, and soon we were marching through the vestibule, and into the main hall. There didn’t seem to be any soldiers we encountered here. They apparently had all been committed to the defense of the gate. We did encounter some resistance from the officers we captured in his command center, but we continued pushing toward the back of the palace, where his throne room was located.  
 
    When we approached the throne room, we could all sense a presence within it. Someone or something was inside. Whoever or whatever it was, it was somebody powerful… and terrible. 
 
    

  

 
   
          
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    XXIV 
 
    Morganthe 
 
    My eyes flashed white with lightning as I stalked toward my prey, the 6 gods infernal that conspired to murder Torano.  
 
    “You will not take me you ginger hatchling!” Odicius shouted. He lashed out at me with Torano’s lightning, a smug look of overconfidence on his face as he did so. But as his lighting struck me, and I began to absorb it into myself his expression changed to one of surprise and confusion. He had no idea that he had already stepped in it, and I was about to rub it in. 
 
    As he went to cease his attack, he found that he couldn’t and discovered that I was drawing his power out of him and drinking it into himself. 
 
    “I… I… make it stop!” he cried as the other 5 gods stepped warily away from him, abandoning him to the fate he had chosen for himself by his overconfidence. 
 
    Once the last ounce of Torano’s power had been taken from him, he stood there looking at his empty hands as he pieced together what just happened.  
 
    “You’ve… you’ve taken the power of Torano back from me! How could you do it without an orb? How?” 
 
    “The will of Torano!” Maledictus answered, his voice booming through the room with a certain perverse joy in it. “Now, avenger, finish him! Kill Odicius! Take your vengeance upon him for his role in your father’s death, and begin your descent to become my goddess infernal of Vengeance!” 
 
    My eyes aglow with Torano’s power, they flashed over at the great adversary where he sat on the throne of Mendacius. He could sense my resistance. 
 
    “I will sweeten the deal for you,” Maledictus purred softly. “Not only will you have your choice of underworlds to rule, you will also become my consort. You will have a role in shaping reality… a form of power you would never taste following in the footsteps of your father…” 
 
    Just then, the doors burst open, and Cymru marched into the room, flanked by Aten, Buntu, Jocard, Finn, Bron, Joramu, Pakhet, Nef, Ashandira, Vinaash, and a large mixed group of soldiers.  
 
    “Morganthe?” Finn asked. “What’s going on here?” 
 
    “Excellent!” Maledictus said as he stood from the throne of Mendacius, clasping his hands behind his back. “More gods to witness the fall of Torano’s hand-picked Avenger! Go on child, kill Odicius and these other murderers, and complete our compact!” 
 
    “What compact?” Cymru asked his wide eyes shooting over my way for an explanation. 
 
    I looked at Maledictus, the power of Torano thundering in my eyes. “We have no compact,” I answered. “You made an agreement with Torano and you have fulfilled it.” 
 
    Maledictus walked confidently toward me, his hands still clasped behind his back. “But I can sense the pull of oblivion on you. You want to take your vengeance upon these for the death of your father. Do you deny it?” 
 
    I searched my heart. He was right. My eyes shot to the floor. “I cannot deny it.” 
 
    “Then give in to that desire. Surrender yourself fully to the role your father appointed you to fulfill. Don’t deny your destiny…” 
 
    Destiny. Yes, I was set on this path from the very beginning wasn’t I? Born to a goddess of nature, to be a goddess of death, wasn’t a fall into darkness inevitable? I never asked to sit in judgment over the souls of the dead, forced to consider every evil thing every person who came to stand before me had ever done. Had nobody considered the effect that would have on me? How I would become embittered by being forced to look upon so much evil? Instead, I could descend down into darkness and become a goddess of vengeance. I could kill without consequence, murder with impunity, let my darker nature rule. I, the goddess who’d always denied herself in favor of always avoiding bad choices could abandon caution and live a life free and fully fulfilled, as Destiny had always intended…  
 
    Destiny. That word swirled around in my mind, and its presence forced me to recall everything I had endured since being brought to the celestial realm. The near certainty that I would be consumed by the well of eternity, and yet the choice to confront that eventuality anyway in an effort to deny Anon her victory; the choice to take up this mantle as Torano’s avenger voluntarily doing Cuilithe’s dark work… then I realized it… despite Maledictus’s best efforts to convince me this was some preordained eventuality that was birthed in the mind of Torano, this was nothing but another choice being presented to me. 
 
    My eyes snapped back up to meet his. “You would dictate destiny to a goddess of destiny?” I shot back. “You would tell one who can see all ends, the fate consequential, the embodiment of choice that my path is inevitable? This predetermined fall into darkness you are trying to speak over me like some twisted prophecy is nothing but a head trip. I hold the power here; the power of choice. If I choose to defy you there is literally nothing you can do about it without breaking your agreement with my father. So, I ask you faithless and accursed one, are you prepared to do that by impeding Torano’s chosen avenger?” 
 
    Maledictus loomed over me, and his eyes narrowed. “I will keep my agreement with Torano to the very letter this time, avenger, but only because it is in my interests to do so.” 
 
    “Then allow me to take the power of Torano back from them,” I replied. 
 
    “And then?” 
 
    “And then as far as I’m concerned you can have them. Do whatever you will with them. We shall call it justice done for taking the life of the father of the skies.” 
 
    As if amused by this suggestion, Maledictus cocked his head at me and I could see the 6 gods infernal behind him gesturing frantically. Being given over to Maledictus was the last thing they wanted. 
 
    “I accept,” he replied, his booming voice echoing throughout the room.” 
 
    “You’re just going to give them to Maledictus?” Cymru protested.  
 
    “Why don’t you tell my brother and his allies what will happen to them, ruler of Infernus?” I said to Maledictus as my eyes locked onto Cymru. 
 
    “They will be placed in the care of my servant Cruciatus, the god of torture, for my eternal entertainment.” Maledictus replied. 
 
    “Is this acceptable for you, brother?” I asked. 
 
    Cymru was clearly uncomfortable with me dealing with Maledictus, and from the looks of his allies so were the rest of them, but this was the role I had accepted. 
 
    “Very well,” Cymru responded, sighing and shaking his head. “Make sure they suffer,” he said to Maledictus. 
 
    “I shall,” he rumbled back. “Make sure you remove your armies from the underworld immediately, unless you want to face my legions.” 
 
    Nef brandished her blade, and Ashendira put on her mask and transformed into Muat. The both of them came to the fore, and the room tensed instantly. 
 
    “No!” Cymru called as he thrust his arms out to both sides, interrupting the advance of the two goddesses toward the great adversary. “Our quarrel here is not with Maledictus. Not today. We will be gone from this place promptly, as soon as Morganthe retrieves what she came for.” 
 
    And so, I drew the power of Torano out of the remaining 5 gods infernal who’d murdered him, and we withdrew. When at last we left, I took one look back at Mendacius. The look of overwhelmed helplessness on his face… I almost found myself pitying him. But then I remembered I am the embodiment of choice, the fate consequential, and this was the fate he had chosen for himself.

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    XXV 
 
    Torano 
 
    Accompanied by Anon, Cymru, and Sylvanna, Morganthe again descended down to the well of eternity, and returned to Cuilithe the power that had been taken from me, and the power that she had been imbued with. With the responsibility of avenging me lifted off her shoulders, she reverted back to her normal self.  
 
    “Don’t you think it’s time to show yourself, Torano?” Cuilithe called as my power swirled within the vortex in the well.  
 
    I came, stepping out of the shadows of the room. Anon looked unimpressed as her eyebrow raised, but Sylvanna and her children all looked at me like I was a ghost.  
 
    “I couldn’t be more proud of what you both have done for me,” I said to Morganthe and Cymru. “Cymru, you have emerged as a true god of war, and Morganthe, how you trapped Mendacius was truly masterful! You conned the greatest con of them all!”  
 
    Sylvanna stepped forward in disbelief. “Torano?” She said, barely above a whisper, “Is that really you?” 
 
    I spread my arms and she walked forward, placing herself within my grasp. I hugged her as she wept into my shoulder. “I’m sorry for my deception, my love… Trust me when I say it was necessary.” 
 
    Sylvanna continued to weep as she beat on my chest with her fists while Cymru and Morganthe looked at each other, still in bewildered disbelief. 
 
     “You tricked us?” Morganthe asked as she stepped forward. “You and Cuilithe both? If taking vengeance for your death was a lie, then what was all this about?”  
 
    As Sylvanna stepped out of my grasp, I faced my young daughter. “I will tell you,” I replied. “After all you have done for me, I owe you that much. After receiving Joramu’s warning, I travelled to London, and I eavesdropped in on the plans of Mendacius and his co-conspirators. Yes, they planned to murder me, take my power, and use it to overthrow Maledictus. Then they planned to launch an all-out war against the pantheons of the celestial realm, and I’m sure you’re aware what that might mean… the end of all existence. So, I conferred with the light of eternity, and we set in motion a plan to head them off before their goals could take shape. I deposited the vast majority of my power into the well to be wielded by whomever Cuilithe called to itself to avenge me, and I let the attack happen, allowing Mendacius and his co-conspirators to steal a token of my power, playing along and letting them think they had succeeded in killing me.” 
 
    “Not even a poisonous underworld substance like embittered profanus can resist the healing power of the well,” I continued. “I want you both to know, children that what you have done was done in the service of life, and the continuity of existence, and I am so proud of you both.” 
 
    And so, I reclaimed my power from the well, order was restored and the truth made known; Mendacius and his co-conspirators had failed. Morganthe and Cymru were the saviors of Cathair Neamhai, and were given places of honor, with Cymru to my right as my temporal strength, and Morganthe at my left as my spiritual strength. We celebrated with a new holiday of remembrance so that nobody in Cathair Neamhai would ever forget their contributions.  
 
    And in Infernus, Mendacius was shackled and held beneath the whip of Cruciatus, a hulking mound of muscle and cruelty who took great pleasure in the suffering of those placed in his keeping.  
 
    “Morganthe, I will not be denied my vengeance, this is not over between us!” Mendacius muttered between biting blows of the lash, his back bleeding profusely. 
 
    And as Maledictus watched the torture from his horned throne of black iron, and obsidian flanked on either side by piles of the skulls of his vanquished enemies, which he collected as mementos and reminders, he too had grown distracted from the repeated crack of the whip. Ironic that his mind had wandered to the same subject. “Morganthe… Such great potential for darkness I can taste it! I will be keeping my eye on you, very closely. You will be my consort, and out of your womb I shall birth creation anew!” 
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