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        A forbidden romance could lead a goddess to love.

      

      

      

      Kua has strict rules for her relationships, and most of them revolve around avoiding falling in love. When she finds herself entangled with a warlock belonging to a cult that wants to destroy all gods, she thinks she’s found the perfect no-strings-attached situation.

      

      Abrax longs to be free from the cult that has him in its grasp, but he doesn’t have a chance to make that a reality until they threaten the one person he’s grown to care about the most.

      

      Can the two of them work out a plan to free him without losing everything they’re not supposed to have?

      

      Kuaket is book thirty-four in the Speed Dating with the Denizens of the Underworld shared world, featuring a confident snake-shifting goddess, a warlock seeking to escape, a forbidden romance, and more.
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      Kuaket

      

      I cricked my neck and got out of bed to head over to the huge tank dominating the wall which housed my African rock python. She lifted her head as she sensed my approach and gave a greeting that she knew I’d understand.

      “Erm...Kua?”

      I turned back to the bed where Abrax reclined. “Mmm?”

      “You’re not going to feed me to your snake, are you?” 

      I snorted. “Hardly. You’re not organic enough for that.” I resisted the urge to get Pattie out of her tank and handle her. That would have to wait until Abrax left.

      He gave a nervous laugh and stretched out, drawing attention to the flickering warlock tattoos that decorated his body head to toe. There was something captivating about them, even if I knew I was supposed to see them as a warning sign.

      “You know, I had thought about kicking you out, but maybe I’ve got a better idea,” I said.

      “Oh?” He eyed the snake uneasily despite the fact she was safely in the tank and well away from him.

      I rolled my eyes. I dreaded to think he’d react if he realised I could shift into a snake just as big and deadly as this one. Presumably, he’d skipped that part of his research on me. If he’d done any at all. 

      I turned back to the tank and smiled.

      The warlock on the bed watched my every move, likely because I was completely naked and I was well aware of how much he enjoyed that show. I made my way back to him, swinging my hips in a way I knew would be hypnotising to him.

      No doubt all worries about my snake eating him had completely vanished by the time I got back to the bed.

      “What does this one mean?” I asked, tracing the warlock mark which started at his shoulder and travelled all the way to his navel.

      “I thought you didn’t want to get to know me,” Abrax asked, a slightly teasing note in his voice.

      “I’m not. I’m curious.” I lightly trailed my nail over the mark, and he sucked in a breath, the evidence of how much I was affecting him very much on show.

      “That one is a strength tattoo,” he responded. “Or it’s supposed to be. I didn’t really feel any different after I got it, so who knows if that’s true.”

      “Hmm. And this one?” I moved over to the tattoo on the other side of his chest, this one crossing over where his heart was.

      “That’s the heart tattoo. That one I did feel different after.”

      “Why?” I asked.

      “It’s the one that granted me warlock magic,” he responded. “Without it, I’d just be an ordinary human.”

      Surprise flitted through me, we hadn’t talked about this at any point during the past nine months. “Really?”

      He nodded. “That’s how the Sons of Seth get you. They promise you power that you otherwise couldn’t imagine, and then before you know it, you’re covered in warlock tattoos and able to do magic.”

      I frowned, realising just how little I actually knew about the cult he was part of. “That doesn’t make sense.”

      Abrax shrugged. “It’s how it works. I can assure you that I didn’t have magic before I entered the fold, and I do now. Though it’s limited.”

      “I thought the Sons of Seth were actual warlocks,” I admitted. “Just ones who liked to decorate themselves.”

      “Like you?” He reached out and touched the tattoo of a snake on my shoulder.

      I snorted. “Hardly, this was a drunken decision in the eighties.”

      “It’s cute.” He traced his fingers over the length of the snake’s body, his touch sending pleasant tingles throughout my entire body. 

      “Mmm, cute is what I strive for.” My voice dipped lower. 

      “I don’t think anyone’s going to be thinking that you’re cute, Kua. Sexy? Yes. Dangerous? Absolutely. Cute? Maybe not.”

      “I’d be insulted if I cared what you thought,” I murmured. 

      “Yes, I know, I’m not to forget that this is all just physical and I shouldn’t even consider that it could be something more than that.”

      “Nope. It can’t be more.” 

      “Because I’m part of a cult that wants to destroy all gods?”

      “Because more isn’t my style. If you want more, try my brother. Though Kuk seems to be all loved up at the moment.” I rolled my eyes. It was just like my brother to fall head over heels for someone he met on a dating app. So long as he didn’t try to convince me that I should be looking for the same, it was fine by me. He’d be happy with doing things his way, and I’d be happy doing things my way. 

      “I know the rules,” Abrax assured me. 

      “Good. Because if you didn’t, then I might have to start reconsidering whether I’m actually going to feed you to my snake.” 

      His gaze flitted to the tank and a hint of fear entered his eyes, though it disappeared quickly enough. He was certainly good at pretending things didn’t bother him.

      I patted his chest. “Don’t worry, if I really wanted to get rid of you forever, I’d have much better ways of doing it than feeding you to a python. Do you have any idea how long it would take her to digest you?”

      “No.”

      I looked over at Pattie as if considering it, when I was already well aware of the answer. “About a month. She’d be fed for an entire year, think of the savings that would make me in terms of snake food. Though of course, that’s only if no one comes knocking and wants to find out where you went. Then again, who knows you’re here?” Not that I’d ever do that. Very few people were worth the hassle of feeding to a snake, especially when it would involve some dismemberment. I found that ghosting was a much more effective way of ending a casual dalliance if someone got a little too insistent about the matter.  

      “I don’t know how to tell if you’re joking or not,” he said.

      My lips twisted up into a smile and all of my attention went back to him. “Don’t worry, right now, she’s not the kind of snake I’m thinking about.”

      “I like the way you think.” He trailed his fingers down my side, leaving a hint of warmth behind them.

      This might just be physical, but even I had to admit that he had an effect on me that was far greater than a lot of people had in the past. And that was worth not feeding him to a snake for.
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      Kuaket

      

      I sauntered into DeLux Café, scanning the room to see if I could spot my best friend. Despite knowing that she was coming, I was still surprised to find her waiting at one of the tables at the back.

      She spotted me and waved at me, gesturing to the bottle of wine with two glasses that she already had waiting on the table. That was perfect. The bar wasn’t as crowded as it was on speed dating night, but there were still plenty of people there.

      I weaved through the room and came to a stop in front of her.

      “Hey,” Skadi said, getting to her feet and pulling me into a hug.

      “Hi, I didn’t expect to see you so soon.”

      She chuckled. “It’s been three years, Kua.”

      “Right, yes. Time is weird.”

      “That’s what being immortal does to you,” the other goddess responded as she poured me a glass of wine and pushed it towards me.

      “So, what brings you down from your mountain?” I asked, picking up my glass and taking a sip.

      “I have a meeting and figured I might as well make a weekend of it.” She flicked her platinum blonde braid back over her shoulder. 

      “Ah, makes sense. How’s it going up there?”

      “Pretty much the same as it always is. There’s plenty of snow, the hunting is good, and the skiing is even better.”

      I let out a small laugh. “Sounds awful to me, but I know you love it.”

      “I do, I can already tell there are too many people around here for me. I don’t know how you do it.”

      “I like people.” I brushed some hair behind my ear and leaned back in my seat.

      The buzz of other conversations filled the air, but I wasn’t able to hear any of what other people were saying. Which was probably a good thing, I didn’t want other people being able to pay attention to what I was saying either.

      My gaze landed on a notice about the speed dating event happening on Wednesday. Just like it did every week. I’d have to come again, it was always a fun night.

      “You okay, Kua?” Skadi asked.

      “Sorry, just thinking.”

      “About?” She sipped her wine.

      “Oh, there’s a speed dating event they run here on Wednesdays, I was thinking that I should come. You should too if you’re still around.”

      Something akin to surprise flitted across her face, probably because I’d asked. “Definitely not.”

      “You might find someone for a bit of fun.” The attempt to convince her wasn’t going to work very well. I knew Skadi well enough to be certain she probably wasn’t looking for any kind of fling.

      She raised an eyebrow. “I thought you already had someone for that.”

      I shrugged. “I do, but you know how these things go. It’s all well and good until someone catches feelings.”

      A smile tugged at her lips. “And is that an issue?”

      “You know I don’t catch feelings,” I responded.

      “And him?”

      Without meaning it to, a snort escaped from me. “It’s not likely.”

      “Uh-oh, what’s wrong with this one?” Her amusement came through her voice.

      I rolled my eyes. “Nothing’s wrong with him. He’s perfectly fine for an evening’s fun.”

      “Mmhmm. How long?”

      “Nine months,” I murmured.

      Skadi’s eyes widened. “Nine months? Are you sure you haven’t caught feelings?”

      “I know better than that.”

      “Then why has it lasted for three times longer than normal? Don’t you normally cut these things off at the three-month mark.”

      I busied myself with topping up both of our wine glasses while I tried to think about the best way to answer that without causing too much judgement. Though Skadi wasn’t the type to act this way.

      “Kua?”

      I sighed and set the wine bottle down on the table. “He’s with the Sons of Seth.”

      “Okay...I have no idea what that’s about, but it sounds bad.”

      “I forgot that not everyone knows about them,” I responded. “They’re a cult of warlocks who seem to want to destroy all gods.”

      “Kua! That’s so reckless.”

      “But that’s why it’s so fun.” I grinned.

      My friend laughed. “So the reason you’re not worried about feelings is because you’re not supposed to go for him at all? Oh Kuaket, what are we going to do with you?”

      “There’s nothing to do. It’s good sex, and we both know where we stand.”

      “You’re just asking for trouble,” she warned me.

      “Because of the cult? I wouldn’t worry about them. As far as I know, they’ve only ever managed to kidnap one god.”

      She raised an eyebrow. “Okay, so that’s foolish enough. But what I mean is that you’re going to end up hurt if you let your guard down because you think you can’t fall for him.”

      “I’m not going to get hurt,” I promised her.

      “What does Kuk think about all of this?”

      I groaned. “About how you’d expect. Brothers are brothers even if they’re thousands of years old.”

      She let out an amused laugh. “Can you blame him? In this situation, he might be right.”

      “Because he’s always made great decisions,” I muttered, thinking back on all the times he’d been the one making huge mistakes. 

      “He’s just worried about you, Kua. There’s nothing wrong with that.”

      “And do you always listen to your family when they’re telling you what you should and shouldn’t do?”

      “Obviously not. But Kuk’s still involved in your life, maybe you should listen to him once in a while.”

      I let out an accidentally dismissive noise and picked up my wine. It wasn’t that I didn’t want to listen to Kuk, it was more that he just kept lecturing me about choices that were none of his business. As far as I could tell, I wasn’t in any danger with Abrax, not from his position with the Sons of Seth or from feelings.

      “He’s been asking me to meet his new girlfriend,” I said.

      “Kuk’s found himself a girlfriend?” She sounded about as surprised as I was when he first told me.

      I nodded. “Apparently. He met her on a dating app. He seems serious about her, so he keeps asking me to meet her.”

      “You should do it,” Skadi encouraged. “Maybe he’ll cut you some slack on the reckless decisions if you do.”

      “Hmm, maybe.” I picked up my wine and leaned back in my chair, considering what she was saying. “All right, you’ve got a point.”

      “I know I do. And I have one when I tell you to be careful with this guy you’re seeing.”

      “I will be,” I promised.

      “Good. So, dinner. I’m starving. How about we finish this and then go grab something to eat?” She gestured to the bottle of wine.

      “Sounds good.” I smiled at my best friend, enjoying her company even if we didn’t get to spend that much time together. At least I knew she could be relied on for advice, even if it wasn’t necessarily advice I wanted.
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      Abrax

      

      I stifled a yawn as I headed into the Sons of Seth headquarters, almost regretting having said yes to Kua coming over last night. But not quite. How could I regret something that was actually the highlight of my admittedly pretty dire existence?

      “Ah, Abrax, good, you’re here,” Willas said, calling my attention to him. 

      I forced a smile for my boss. “I didn’t realise you wanted to see me, sir.”

      “None of that nonsense now, you’ve been a member of the Sons of Seth for a while now. How long have you been with us?”

      “Since I was seventeen.” And I was too young to know what a stupid decision it was to trade my life for magic.

      “Ah, so fifteen years or so?”

      “Something like that,” I murmured. I hated the idea of having spent half of my life here. 

      He gestured for me to fall into step with him, and not seeing any other option, I did as he suggested. Though I was already starting to wish I hadn’t come in today.

      “I’ve been meaning to email you ever since you cancelled our last appointment to talk about your assignment,” he said.

      My blood ran cold at the words. Had he figured out that I’d done that on purpose to avoid talking about what I was supposed to be doing for the Sons of Seth?

      “How long ago did you get your assignment?” He turned down one of the soulless corridors that were common within the building. The entire place was like this, as if it was completely devoid of life. Which made sense considering the people who lived here. It had been one of the many reasons I’d jumped at the chance to leave the compound, even if it meant taking the assignment I currently had. 

      “It was about nine months ago,” I responded. And not long after that, I’d met the one bright spot in my life. 

      He nodded. “And you’ve been living outside the compound since?”

      “Yes.” It was the main reason I’d agreed in the first place. That and the fact I never expected to actually find a god, never mind ending up in the situation I was in with Kuaket.

      “And I heard you managed to get into the speed dating event at DeLux Café.”

      “Yes.” I didn’t realise they’d been monitoring me as closely as that, which wasn’t good. I didn’t want to think about what would happen to me if they worked it out.

      “Good, I’ve heard there are plenty of gods who attend the event. Have you managed to make contact with one?”

      We paused while we waited for a group of other warlocks to pass by, and I took the opportunity to try and figure out how to answer his question without lying and potentially causing more issues, while also not revealing the fact that I’d been sleeping with a goddess almost the entire time.

      “So?” Willas prompted me once they were gone.

      “I’ve met a few.”

      “Good, good.” He seemed somewhat distracted by whatever thoughts were racing around his mind.

      I stayed silent, not wanting him to probe any further into what I’d been up to outside the building. It wasn’t even whatever it was I had with Kua that I was worried about, I could plead ignorance about her status as a goddess, or explain it away easily enough.

      I was more worried he might work out that my loyalty wasn’t precisely with the Sons of Seth the way they wanted their warlocks to be. And this wasn’t exactly the kind of place where you just quit. There was only one way out, and it wasn’t one I was ready to take.

      “Well, keep it up,” Willas said. “We’re going to need a god soon.”

      I almost paused in mid-stride, but managed not to. Though I was certainly concerned that I was giving too much away. My only solace was that Willas didn’t actually seem to be paying me close attention.

      “We do?” I asked.

      He nodded. “We had one recently, but you know what happened there.”

      “I wasn’t in the building at the time,” I admitted.

      “Ah, well we caught a god not far from one of the portals, but then he escaped. A few people got fired.” The way he stressed the word left no mysteries about what exactly had happened to them. 

      It was a fate I was certain would await me if Willas discovered how far my thoughts had strayed. 

      “And it’s important that we don’t let the opportunity slip us by again,” Willas said without waiting for me to say anything else. “We need a god,” he repeated. 

      “I thought we were supposed to eschew their control.” Which was something that had confused me when I’d first been assigned the task of trying to make contact with one.

      “That’s not entirely true,” he responded.

      I frowned, a little confused about where we were in the building and what Willas was talking about. Or why he was interested in me and the assignment I’d been given. 

      He stopped by a door and pushed it open, gesturing for me to step inside.

      Nerves ricocheted around inside me as I entered the room, uncertain what I was going to find inside. Maybe I’d gotten the situation all wrong and I was about to find out exactly what happened to warlocks who left the cult.

      A bright flash almost blinded me, and I lifted my arm to try and shield myself from it. Once it was clear that nothing was attacking me, I realised there was a large ball of light hanging in the middle of the room, pulsing and filling the air.

      Something about it felt familiar, and not because of the way it was making my tattoos pulse and reminding me how it felt to use magic. It was more than that. There was something about it that felt like more than that, but I couldn’t put my finger on what it was.

      “And this is why we need the gods,” Willas said, staring into the ball of light with a power-hungry expression on his face. “It’s where our power comes from. Our magic.”

      My eyes widened. “I didn’t realise this was real.” I’d heard the whispers around the building that there was a central source of the warlock powers we were granted by the tattoos we all bore, and I supposed it did make sense that there was one. Otherwise how could a human like me be able to perform magic?

      “It’s definitely real,” he responded.

      “I don’t think I understand what this has to do with the gods.”

      He gestured to it. “This is a god.”

      I stared back at the ball of light and the sense of familiarity clicked into place.

      Kua. It felt like she did. It was subtle, but I could feel it in the way the ball of light pulsed and swirled in on itself.

      “What happened to the god?” I asked.

      Willas shrugged. “One of the former warlocks killed them.”

      An uncomfortable feeling spread through me. “The god is dead?”

      “It would be difficult for us to use their soul as a power source if they weren’t,” Willas said, his matter-of-fact tone making the words he was saying sound even worse than they already did.

      The urge to never use my magic ever again came over me. How hadn’t I realised I’d been using the power of a dead god? I almost felt sick at the thought.

      “If we already have one, why do we need another one?” I asked.

      “Expansion,” Willas responded without skipping a beat. “We’re at the limit for how many warlocks can pull power from this one source. If we want more recruits, then we’re going to need more power. Which means another god.”

      “Another god,” I echoed, thinking of all of the gods I’d met over the past few months and tried to imagine bringing one of them here to die, and I just didn’t think I could do it. Even if it was someone other than Kua.

      “Mmm.”

      “Which god was this?” I wasn’t sure I wanted to know the answer, but I asked anyway.

      “No idea. Probably some minor local deity who has already been forgotten.” Willas shrugged as if it wasn’t important, but it changed everything.

      This god had died, probably involuntarily, so that we could have power. And we just went around acting as if it was nothing and didn’t even bother to remember his name.

      I couldn’t let that happen to Kua. Or to anyone else.

      I just had no idea how to make sure that was actually the case.
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      Kuaket

      

      I loved the buzz in DeLux Café on a Wednesday night. Maybe it was just because I enjoyed the idea that everyone here was after something. There were plenty of people like my brother who were searching for a genuine connection, but I wasn’t interested in those.

      I just wanted to spend time with the people who wanted to have a good time.

      “Back again, Kuaket?” Eve said as I approached her desk to sign in.

      “You know I love it,” I responded.

      “One of these days, maybe we’ll be able to find you a match.” She said it with such earnestness that I almost believed her. 

      “Maybe.” But I doubted it. I wasn’t about to tell the vampire that though, not when I knew how excited she was about the current success rate of their events.

      I finished filling in my information and stuck a name sticker in a place where I knew it would draw the eye to my chest and sauntered over to the rows of seats, knowing that the gong was going to go at any moment and signal the start of the dates.

      I leaned back in my seat and swirled my drink around in my glass, enjoying the anticipation before the start of the vent. 

      As expected, the gong sounded and an enthusiastic wolf shifter sat down opposite me. I resisted the urge to roll my eyes, he wasn’t my type at all, but all I had to do was put up with five minutes of conversation and be on to the next guy.

      Though he wasn’t much better either. I liked it when people admired me, but the way the elf looked at me made me feel as if I was some kind of prey and he was going to chase me, and not in a fun way.

      “Ah, Kuaket,” a smooth voice said.

      I looked up to find a handsome dragon god sitting opposite me. “I didn’t realise you came to speed dating, Denwen.”

      “How can I not? Everyone seems to be coming these days. Even you’re here.” He took a sip of his drink. 

      “I come all the time.”

      His lips quirked up into a smile. “I bet you do. Is this where I should be ticking the box that tells them that they should give you my number?”

      I let out a loud laugh. “I don’t think so.”

      “Really? We could be good together,” the cocky god responded.

      “Didn’t you hear, Denwen? I’m not your type,” I said, leaning over the table.

      “I think you’re anyone’s type, Kua.”

      “Hardly. You’re here looking for love, right? A companion for your time and attention? I’m not that. I just want to have fun.”

      “A relationship can be fun,” he responded.

      “And just with that statement alone, you get a big fat cross by your name.” I pulled out my card and made a very dramatic show of putting the cross on it, even if I wasn’t planning on actually submitting it anyway. 

      “Surely everyone is looking for love?” There was a surprising amount of amusement in his voice considering my perceived rejection. 

      I rolled my eyes. “What has happened to you all? A few years ago, everyone was happy just messing around, now you’re all talking about forever and people who make your heart sing. Yawn.”

      “You’re at speed dating yourself.”

      “Yeah, ‘cause this is where all the hot single people and alcohol are.” And where my brother wasn’t. This was far from Kuk’s kind of event, something I was eternally grateful for.

      “You know, that’s the kind of thing people say right before they find the love of their lives,” Denwen warned me.

      “Wow, seriously? It’s like you don’t know me at all.”

      “We could change that with a proper date,” he offered.

      “I don’t do dates. But it was nice chatting with you.” The timer sounded, signalling that it was time for me to move on and talk to whoever was next, though I didn’t hold out for much hope as I sat down opposite a man with shockingly blue hair.

      “Hi,” he said brightly.

      I groaned inwardly and resigned myself to the next five minutes of boredom. Sure enough, there was nothing he said that caused any flicker of interest in me, though I did my best not to let that show. It wasn’t his fault that I wasn’t into him.

      I was about to give up and make my excuses to leave when I recognised the face of the next man in line. “Finally, someone who can actually understand me.”

      A weird expression crossed Abrax’s face which looked somewhat like relief. “You’re here.”

      I cocked my head to the side. “Shouldn’t I be?”

      For a moment, I thought he was going to say something, and it would almost certainly be something he shouldn’t, but instead, he chased away whatever was bothering him and leaned back in his seat, a satisfied expression on his face. “No one to your liking, Kua?”

      “No one I want to take into the back and have my way with, no.” I raked my gaze down him. 

      He raised an eyebrow, the tattoo marking his brow going with it. “Until now?”

      I glanced at the clock, relieved to see it was about to signal the end of speed dating. “I could be convinced.”

      “How would you like me to convince you?”

      “On your knees, preferably,” I responded, already feeling the frustration of the past hour slipping away. “And without saying a word.”

      He chuckled. “That can be arranged.”

      “Are you not in danger of getting the attention of the wrong person by being here?” I asked. 

      “I thought you didn’t care?” There was a hint of satisfaction in his eyes. 

      “I didn’t say I did. Maybe I just don’t want to have my plans interrupted.” 

      He chuckled. “If you say so.”

      I crossed my arms, only drawing his attention to my chest. It was accidental, but the move never failed. “I do say so.”

      “The only other goddess I sat across from tonight seemed to have no idea what my tattoos meant.”

      I raised an eyebrow. “Really?”

      He shrugged. “She asked me what they meant and why I had them. She seemed quite interested.”

      A weird feeling spread through me in response to that, but I couldn’t put the name to it. I pushed it aside. “Who was she?”

      “Said her name was Eostre or something like that. Do you know her?”

      “Of her,” I responded. “She’s a spring goddess.”

      “Ah, that explains it.”

      I narrowed my eyes at him. “Explains what?”

      “The general bubbliness, the blondeness...”

      “You noticed those things?” Eurgh, why did it sound like I was hurt by that?

      “It’s speed dating, Kua, it’s hard not to,” he pointed out. “But don’t worry, I was thinking of you the whole time.”

      “Good, or you might have had to do some begging while you’re on your knees.”

      His lips quirked up into a knowing smile. “You’ll be the only one begging,” he promised.

      A jolt of desire spread through me at his words, and I found myself wishing that the final signal would ring out so that we could go and put what he was suggesting into practice.

      “You won’t get anything of the sort from me,” I murmured, though we both knew it wasn’t true. Abrax had a way of making me do just that, no matter how much time I spent trying to deny it. That was one of the many reasons this had lasted as long as it had, when other attempts at a no-strings situation had ended quickly.

      Well, that and the fact we couldn’t be together. He was with a cult that rejected the premise of gods, and I was a goddess. It didn’t get much more impossible than that. But it kept things simple, and that was the way I liked it.

      The final call finally sounded, breaking through my thoughts and giving me the perfect way to escape the conversation. 

      I scraped my chair back. “Meet me in the usual spot.” I turned around without waiting for him to acknowledge me. I already knew he’d be there, he wouldn’t have come to speed dating at all if he didn’t want to.

      I sauntered off, removing my name tag and throwing the card I was supposed to use to indicate my interest in people in the nearest bin. I had no need of it when I already had plans with the one person I actually wanted to spend time with.
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      The corridor leading to the closed kitchens was blissfully empty, which wasn’t a surprise.

      Abrax reached out and caught my hand in his, pulling me around so he could push me against the wall. My breathing came hot and heavy as the anticipation built within me. He caged me in his arms, his gaze flitting to my lips. 

      I breathed heavily, savouring the anticipation as I waited for the inevitable.

      He looked as if he was about to say something, but instead he leaned in and pressed his lips against mine.

      I wrapped my arms around his neck and sank into the kiss, enjoying the way it lit a fire within me and made me want him.

      He pushed me more firmly against the wall and broke the kiss, trailing his lips across my cheek and nibbling on my neck in the way he knew I liked.

      I let out a small groan and leaned my head back, bearing more skin to him. He seemed hungrier than normal, as if he was trying to convince himself of something, but it was likely just my imagination.

      His hand landed on my bare leg where it met the hem of my dress. His fingertips skimmed my skin, only filling me with more need.

      “Did you wear this dress for me?” he asked.

      “What did I say about talking?” I murmured.

      “Tell me, Kua.”

      “Yes.” It felt thrilling to admit it, especially with the satisfied grin on his face, like he knew how much he was affecting me.

      “So no talking, and what else was it you told me?” There was a sparkle in his eyes, only made more striking by the pointed tattoos above them.

      He sank to his knees without me saying a word and skimmed a hand up the inside of my leg at a tantalising speed. He hitched one of my legs over his shoulder. My skirt rode up, and I knew that anyone who came around the corner would be able to see everything. But that was part of the thrill.

      “No underwear, Kua?” he asked.

      I bit my lip.

      “You didn’t even know I was going to be here.”

      “I hoped.” My voice came out huskier than I meant it to, and I hadn’t meant to reveal as much as I was sure it did. 

      All thoughts of that flitted away as he kissed the inside of my thigh, travelling ever higher and closer to where I wanted him to be.

      I let out a cry as his tongue darted out and touched the most sensitive part of me. Abrax didn’t take things slow, this wasn’t the time for that and he knew it. Two fingers joined his tongue and he pushed them into me, curling upwards and hitting the perfect spot.

      I threaded my hands into his hair, barely able to think about anything other than the way he was making me feel.

      My release crashed through me within minutes, my whole body shaking and trembling as the pleasure took over every inch of me.

      Abrax didn’t stop until he was sure I was done, and I felt an extra jolt of desire realising how well he knew my body.

      He got to his feet. “How was that for begging?” he teased.

      “Mmm, I can’t even remember what you were supposed to be begging me for,” I admitted. “But I hope you’re not done. The dress isn’t the only thing I came prepared with.” I pulled a condom out of my bra and held it out to him.

      He leaned in and nibbled my ear. “What would you have done if I hadn’t been here?” His breath tickled against my skin as he spoke.

      “Messaged you when I left.”

      “You wouldn’t have found someone else?” He took the condom from me and opened it.

      “No.”

      He froze, open condom in hand and surprise written all over his face. “Really?”

      “I haven’t been with anyone else the whole time we’ve been sleeping together,” I admitted.

      He didn’t say anything.

      “Don’t fool yourself into thinking it means anything,” I told him. 

      “Of course it doesn’t.”

      “It’s just how I like to do things,” I said. “I like fun, but I don’t need the complications of sleeping around. I thought you knew?”

      “I guess we never talked about it.”

      I shrugged. “Well, now you know. It still means nothing.” I took the condom from him and pulled it out. “Just this.”

      “This is good.” There was something in his voice that made me think he wasn’t convinced, but I was sure he’d forget as soon as we had a reminder of what was good between us.

      “Then maybe that’s what we should do.” I reached down and unbuckled his belt, freeing him with practised ease.

      He groaned as my fingers danced over him and I rolled the condom on. “Kua...”

      I didn’t wait for him to say more and crushed my lips against his. I put my arms around his neck while he slipped his hands under my legs and lifted me so I could wrap them around his waist.

      I trailed my hand down until it was between us and I guided him to me.

      A groan escaped me as he entered me, filling me in the best possible way. He put one hand on the wall beside my head and leaned my back against it so we could move.

      I completely forget everything I was possibly thinking as the need to be with him completely took over. There was something right about the way we fit together. It was no wonder that this had been going on for three times longer than any of my previous arrangements. There was something about the way he knew my body and exactly what I wanted.

      I tipped my hips, allowing him to go deeper. Abrax let out a groan and leaned his head against my shoulder.

      “Kua.” His voice came out breathy and full of need.

      “Abrax.” I didn’t expect to say his name, but it felt right to.

      The sounds of the other people in the bar barely even registered. I didn’t think I’d care if anyone walked in on the two of us right now, everything about this moment was far too consuming for that.

      Everything was about Abrax and the way it felt to be with him. Another release started building within me.

      Abrax’s hands slipped up my leg, every touch only sending me closer to the edge.

      “I’m going to...” I trailed off, digging my nails into his arms, though he probably couldn’t feel it through the fabric of his shirt.

      “Let go, Kua. I’ve got you.” His words came out barely louder than mine, but they did the trick.

      I fell over the edge into a release that was even sweeter than the previous one. I cried out, the sensations only deepening as Abrax followed me over.

      I collapsed against him, sweaty and spent, though I hoped there’d be more to come after this.

      He kissed my shoulder and straightened himself out. I did the same, brushing down my dress, though I knew I’d still need to freshen up properly.

      “Is everything all right down here?” someone called.

      The two of us shared a look, and I almost burst out laughing.

      “Everything’s fine,” I called back, not recognising the voice as anyone I knew.

      They shuffled off, leaving the two of us alone.

      “It’s a good thing they weren’t a few minutes earlier,” Abrax said, trailing his fingers up my arm.

      “They’d have had a good show if they were,” I responded. “Maybe learned a thing or two.”

      He chuckled. “And now you’re going to tell me you want a second round.”

      “A third for me.” My lips lifted up as I said it. “And that was exactly my plan. But not here. Somewhere with a bed, some good lighting, and no need for clothing.”

      “It sounds like you’re suggesting your place,” he teased.

      “Oh, I am.” I surprised myself by leaning in and giving him a small kiss. I wasn’t sure precisely what made me do it, but the moment felt right.

      Abrax gave me a strange look that wasn’t entirely unwarranted. “To your place.”

      I wasn’t sure precisely what was coming over me, but there was something nice about it, and I wanted that to stay even if it meant doing things I wouldn’t usually.
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      The Rose Hip bar was surprisingly busy for a Monday night, but that was only a good sign for the establishment. Not that I planned to spend much time here.

      I checked my phone and noticed a message from Kuk saying that he and Anise were still five minutes away. At least that would give me a chance to get a drink and situated before they arrived. I could choose the perfect spot to give myself the advantage.

      And by that, I meant an escape in case things were too awkward. It had been a long time since Kuk had introduced me to anyone, and I knew how important it was to him. The only problem was that I was no good at all of this.

      I pushed the thoughts to the side and headed to the bar to order myself a glass of wine. The bartender had it in front of me within a few minutes, clearly the efficient type if not talkative. Just my type.

      I took the glass and headed over to one of the tables, making myself comfortable. I pulled out my phone, and without thinking twice about it and pulled up my chat with Abrax, not realising what I was doing until my thumbs were hovering over the keyboard with no idea what I actually wanted to say. I shook my head and dropped the phone down on the table. This was ridiculous. I wasn’t even sure what was possessing me to want to talk to him right now. Our normal messages were just requests to come over and nothing more.

      “Come on, Kua,” I muttered to myself. “It’s just sex.” And even if I wanted it to be more, which I didn’t, there was no chance of anything. As much as I pretended to Kuk and the others that I didn’t care about the fact that Abrax was with the Sons of Seth, I was well aware that it meant there should never be anything between us. I was a goddess, the very thing his cult swore shouldn’t exist. Or wanted to destroy, or whatever it was they were actually trying to do, I wasn’t entirely clear about that.

      A loud shout came from the corner of the bar, and I looked over, but couldn’t tell what was going on.

      I sighed and scanned the rest of the room to see who else was here, my gaze landing on the familiar figure entering the bar with a woman by his side.

      It seemed my time wondering about what I was going to send to Abrax was at an end. Which could only be a good thing, this wasn’t like me and I didn’t like it one bit.

      I waved to catch Kuk’s eye. He nodded and gestured to the bar with a questioning glance. I raised my glass of wine and he nodded, seeming to work out that I didn’t actually need anything.

      The two of them approached the bar and made their order, giving me an opportunity to watch how Kuk acted with her. He put an arm around his girlfriend and she leaned in to put her hand on his chest. There was something about the gesture that made it seem so natural, and I had to admit that it made me yearn for something I wasn’t sure I had a name for.

      My thoughts were cut short by the two of them approaching the table. Kuk pulled out a chair and gestured for his girlfriend to take a seat, before sitting next to her.

      “Hey,” I said.

      “Hi,” Kuk responded. “This is Anise.”

      “Nice to meet you,” I said.

      “And this is my sister,” he told her.

      “Kuaket, right?” Anise asked, looking at me with a slightly hesitant expression on her face.

      “Most people call me Kua,” I responded.

      “And you don’t mind?”

      I shrugged. “I’ve always felt like it suits me.” I picked up my wine glass and took a sip. “This is a good bar.”

      Kuk nodded and looked at Anise. “It’s where we came on our first date.”

      “It is.” She placed a hand on his arm. “And has many fond memories.”

      “I don’t want to know,” I muttered.

      Kuk chuckled. “Nothing like that.”

      “Because you’re not me, right?” I took a drink.

      He let out a choking sound.

      “So, Kuk said you’re a witch,” I said, at a little bit of a loss for what else to say. It had been so long since I’d met someone my brother was interested in, and I’d forgotten all the small talk that I was supposed to use. The last thing I wanted was to mess this up for him. I might not want what he had, but that didn’t mean I didn’t want him to be happy.

      “Oh, yes.” She played with the charm on her necklace, seeming a little nervous about that.

      “How did he tell you he was a god?” I asked, more curious than anything else.

      “He just told me while we were messaging,” Anise responded. “Said I wouldn’t believe him.”

      “Did you?”

      “Yes, but only because I figured no one would lie about that.” She took a drink.

      “So telling her right away, brother?” I asked Kuk.

      He chuckled. “Sometimes you just know when someone’s right.”

      An image of Abrax flashed through my mind.

      “Are you seeing anyone?” Anise asked.

      “What? Me? No,” I responded far quicker than I should, dismissing all thoughts of Abrax from my mind. He meant nothing. He was just a fun diversion for lonely nights. It wasn’t as if he was good company, or knew me well, or anything like that.

      “Oh, sorry, I thought Kuk said you were.” She frowned, looking at my brother as if checking with him.

      “I don’t do relationships,” I said. “But I have someone casual.” Normally, I wouldn’t want to reveal that to someone I just met, but I didn’t want her thinking Kuk wasn’t telling the truth.

      “I see. I’ve had situations like that,” Anise responded. “Sometimes it’s just what we need.”

      “See, even she gets it,” I said to my brother.

      Kuk laughed. “I never said I didn’t get it, just that your choice of partner is a problem.”

      I shrugged. “I know what I’m doing.”

      “Do you?”

      “Don’t lecture me, Kuk,” I warned him.

      “I wasn’t planning on it,” he assured me.

      “So I guess there’s no chance that we’re going to meet this guy?” Anise asked.

      My brother snorted. “Absolutely not. I don’t think I’ve ever met any of Kua’s conquests.”

      I rolled my eyes. “That’s not true.”

      He raised an eyebrow. “So you are going to introduce us to him?”

      “Don’t hold your breath.” I picked up my wine glass and took a sip, trying not to imagine an evening where there was an extra person sitting at the table.

      Would Abrax and Kuk get on? Other than Abrax belonging to the Sons of Seth, I had to imagine they would.

      Except that this wasn’t supposed to be what I was thinking about. If anything, it was supposed to be so far from my mind that even my dreams couldn’t catch hold of it.

      I dreaded to think what would happen if that changed, it would certainly make the whole conversation a lot more complicated than I was willing for it to be.
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      The streets leading up to Kua’s apartment seemed darker and more imposing than normal. No matter where I looked, I couldn’t help but wonder if there was someone lurking who was trailing me to see where I was going and who I was running into. I wasn’t even sure why I thought that was the case, just something about how Willas had been saying things, and seemed to know what I’d been up to, had put me on edge.

      I knew that meant I should stay away from Kua, but the moment her message had come through asking if I was free tonight, I’d found myself walking out of the front door and making the short trip through the city to her home.

      A shadow passed in front of one of the buildings and I froze, only for a cat to leap down and slink around the corner.

      I was getting paranoid. No one from the Sons of Seth had any reason to suspect that I was up to anything against the cult’s interests. And even if they did find out about Kua, I could just say it was my attempt at keeping a goddess close to me.

      Even thinking the words was enough to make me physically uncomfortable, and I wasn’t sure whether it was actually something I could say if the situation called for it.

      Somehow, I’d gotten myself stuck in a difficult position. I didn’t want to give the Sons of Seth anything they wanted, especially if it meant hurting Kua, but even without that, I was uneasy about it. I doubted I could hand over anyone without feeling the immense guilt that would come with the fact I’d been actively involved in leading someone to their death.

      I rubbed my bare arm where my tattoos itched. I wasn’t entirely sure I’d be able to sit passively by and let that happen either. I just had no idea how I could stop it, or if I even could.

      It was probably a good thing that no one working for the Sons of Seth actually seemed very good at capturing gods.

      I turned the corner that led to Kua’s building and paused at the end of the street, looking at it and trying to figure out which desire was strongest. A part of me wanted to turn around and leave her alone so she could stay safe.

      But I also wanted to see her. I needed to know she was safe right now, even if I knew it made no real logical sense for me to feel that way.

      I checked around to make sure there was no one suspicious following me and hurried over to let myself into the building. The door clicked behind me, making me jump more than it should. It seemed that my conversation with Willas had gotten to me more than it should have done, even if I wanted to deny it.

      It was almost a relief to arrive outside Kua’s door and know that the person on the other side would help me forget about all of this.

      There was a part of me that wanted to tell her about what was going on, but I knew that was a potentially foolish thing to do. It wasn’t like she didn’t already know I was with the Sons of Seth, and she knew what their goal was. But there was still something within me that didn’t like keeping things from her.

      I shook my head, chasing away the thoughts and rang the doorbell.

      The door opened seconds later, revealing Kua on the other side. Relief filled me, but I raked my gaze over her just to reassure myself that she was truly okay.

      She cocked her head to the side. “Like what you see?” She placed a hand on the plunging neckline of her sheer shirt and moved it downwards, clearly pulling my attention with it.

      “Very much,” I murmured. And not just because she was gorgeous, but because she also seemed perfectly fine.

      “Good, then you’ll come in.” She stepped back, allowing me to enter.

      I stepped inside, bringing me close to her. I resisted the urge to reach out and pull her to me. As much as I wanted to kiss her right now, it wouldn’t be the kind of kiss she liked.

      “I was just ordering food. Want some?” She held up her phone, presumably as that was where she was doing the ordering.

      Surprise flitted through me. “Are you sure? We’ve never eaten together before.”

      She shrugged. “I just got back from a drink with my brother and his new girlfriend and I’m starving. So, want some?”

      “What are we getting?”

      “I’m not sure, it’s too late for much to be open, but there’s a good pasta place I like to order from.”

      “Sounds good.”

      “All right.” She tapped a few buttons and then handed her phone to me without any preamble, surprising me with how much she was clearly trusting me.

      I scrolled through the menu, tapping on a pasta dish that sounded good and handed the phone back to her.

      “We should get garlic bread too.”

      “If you want.”

      “Better than only one of us having garlic breath,” she responded. “Shall we?” She gestured to the door of what I knew to be the living room, but I’d never actually been inside.

      “Sure.” There was something strange about the whole situation. We’d never acted like this around one another, but I also liked it, perhaps it was something that had been missing from between us the entire time.

      I followed her into the living room, only mildly surprised to realise that the shared wall with the bedroom was a snake tank on this side too.

      “You really love Pattie, don’t you?” I asked, heading over to the tank and looking in. The large rock python was lounging under her warming light looking perfectly content.

      Or I was reasonably sure she looked content. I actually had no idea how to tell what a snake was thinking.

      “Don’t you love your pets?” Kua came to stand beside me, almost close enough that I could touch her.

      I hesitated for a moment, then gave in to temptation and slipped an arm around her waist. I thought she’d pull away, but instead, she put a firm hand on my chest and leaned against me.

      “I haven’t had a pet since I was ten,” I admitted softly.

      “Oh.”

      “He was a really dopey dog,” I said. “Too much leg for his body, and he’d look like he was going to fall over every time he chased a ball. He never did though.” I smiled at the memory.

      “What happened to him?”

      “Old age,” I responded. “My parents never got another dog.”

      “But you wanted one?”

      “I think so. I liked the companionship. It’s not something I’ve had much of since...” I trailed off, not knowing whether or not I should be saying any of this. We’d never really talked about anything that approached feelings and emotions, it was strange to start now, even if there was something comfortable about it.

      “Since?” she prompted.

      “You don’t want to hear it,” I murmured.

      “What if I do?” The question was almost too quiet for me to hear, but I did. And every word lit something in me.

      I looked at the woman beside me, noticing a strange vulnerability that wasn’t normally in her eyes. This was definitely a different side to the confident take-no-prisoners goddess I was used to.

      “You want to talk about our lives?” I checked, searching her face for what her real answer was going to be. Though regardless of what I thought the truth was, I wouldn’t push her if she said no.

      Kua frowned and looked back at her snake. “Maybe. I don’t know. Maybe I’m just hungry.”

      “Okay, then why don’t we eat, then you can decide what you want?” I suggested.

      She gave me a look that I hoped meant she appreciated the offer. “All right. So we’ve got half an hour before the food arrives. What should we do with that time?”

      “We could play a board game?” I joked.

      “Do I look like I own any board games?”

      “You have a Hounds and Jackals board in your bedroom,” I pointed out, glad I’d thought to look up what the board was when I hadn’t recognised it. Apparently, it was some sort of Ancient Egyptian game that had fallen out of fashion. “But I was just kidding.”

      “Nope. You said we were going to play a board game, so now that’s exactly what we’re going to do. How does strip Monopoly sound?” There was a twinkle in her eye as she suggested it.

      “Like I don’t think either of us are wearing enough clothes.”

      She laughed, a great sound that made my heart constrict and made me want to hear it more. I wasn’t sure I’d ever experienced Kua like this before.

      “Strip battleships then,” she said.

      “I don’t know how serious you are.”

      “Very.” She went up on her toes and kissed my cheek. “I’ll get the game, you should get the bottle of wine from the fridge and two glasses.”

      “Sure.” I didn’t know what to make of this, but I also wasn’t about to say no to it. The idea of doing something as mundane as a board game with her was nice, even if it did involve stripping.
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      I pushed my empty plate away from me and let out a satisfied sigh. I really did love the pasta from this place.

      “All right, I have to admit, that place is good,” Abrax said, seeming to be just as happy with his food.

      “It is. Now where were we?”

      “What?” He gave me a funny look.

      “With our game, I believe I’d nearly won.” I raked my gaze over him, pleased that he hadn’t put any of his clothing back on when the food arrived. “What have you got left? Your boxers and a single sock? I can win in two moves.” I pulled my battleship board back towards me and studied the map.

      He chuckled. “I never expected you to be this into board games.”

      “I’m into anything if there’s a prize at the end.”

      He raised an eyebrow. “There’s a prize?”

      “Oh yes. Winner gets to choose.”

      He chuckled. “And if you lose?”

      “I’m not going to. But if I did, then I’d hope your choice of prize would be just as fun as mine.”

      “All right, then I think your ship is on E7,” he said.

      “Nope. It’s not. Lose the sock.”

      He caught my gaze and took it off, throwing it over to where the rest of his clothes had piled up.

      “G4,” I said.

      “Not even close.”

      “All right, what am I losing?”

      “The jeans. I can’t believe you’re still wearing them.” He leaned back on the sofa and appraised me with a look that said just how much he was enjoying this.

      “You know there’s no sexy way to take off jeans, right?” I got to my feet and unpopped the button so I could start slipping them down.

      “You should have thought about that before you wore them.”

      “I wore them to go meet my brother and his girlfriend,” I pointed out. “I wasn’t thinking about how sexy I’d look getting them off.” I wiggled out of them, feeling the heat of his gaze on me despite my insistence that I didn’t think this was sexy. There was something about the way Abrax looked at me that always made me feel desirable.

      I kicked them off, making an exaggerated show of sitting back down now I was only in my underwear.

      “D6,” he said.

      “Oh, you hit me that time.”

      “Then you know what to do.”

      I laughed and reached behind me to unclip my bra, adding it to the pile beside me. “So it’s all down to whether I get this one right or wrong,” I mused.

      “So it seems.”

      Though from the expression on his face, I didn’t think I needed to worry about which of us won. I leaned forward, using my arms to press my breasts together as I did. “E9.”

      “Hit. I guess that’s me naked.”

      “I guess it is. And me as the battleship master.”

      He chuckled and got to his feet, removing his boxers and getting gloriously naked. “So, what’s your prize, Kua?”

      The way he said my name sent a pleasant shiver of anticipation down my spine. “Hmmm let’s see...” I made my way over to him and leaned over until our faces were only inches apart.

      His eyes became hazy with desire and his gaze drifted down to my lips. “I could make some suggestions,” he murmured.

      “No need.” I straddled him, bringing us closer together.

      Abrax brushed my hair from my shoulder, his touch leaving a trail of sensation behind it.

      I closed the gap between us and pressed my lips against his. Despite the desire building within me, there was something different about this kiss, but I couldn’t work out precisely what it was.

      We broke apart, both of us breathing heavily despite the fact we hadn’t done anything yet. Abrax pushed gently against my shoulders until I was lying down on the sofa with him over me.

      He leaned in and kissed my neck, lingering only for a moment before travelling down my body. One of his fingers brushed against my nipple, making a small moan escape me. He replaced it with his tongue, swirling around and flicking it in a way that made my toes curl.

      I wanted to grab hold of his head and push him where I wanted him to go the most, but I held back. I wanted to see what he’d do next, and was enjoying the attention he was already giving me.

      He moved to my other nipple and I arched up, pushing against him. Despite the fact I was nowhere near a release, there was a warm and fuzzy feeling throughout me.

      Soft kisses trailed their way down my stomach, almost tickling, but not quite, until he got to the band of my panties. He traced it with his tongue and I let out a groan. Normally, he didn’t tease me this much. It was mostly about getting to the point and getting as much pleasure out of the situation as possible. This was different in a way I hadn’t experienced in a very long time.

      He pulled back and hooked his fingers under the strap of my panties, drawing them down my legs and throwing them to the floor.

      I thought he’d go back to what he’d been doing before, but Abrax seemed to have other ideas.

      He pressed a kiss against my ankle and proceeded to make his way up my leg with tantalising slowness. Every touch sent tingles through my entire body and there was something almost reverent about it, even if it was taking longer for him to get where I most wanted him.

      My legs parted further almost of their own accord, causing him to chuckle softly. The sound reverberated through me, but it didn’t hasten his journey up my body.

      The brush of hot breath against my inner thigh made me squirm as I considered where he’d be soon. I needed his touch more than I’d ever needed anything before.

      “Abrax,” I murmured, unsure why I was saying his name, or if it was some kind of plea.

      He looked up, his gaze meeting mine. Something passed between us, but I wasn’t sure I had a name for what it was. It was just something.

      I bit my lip and he held my gaze as his fingers brushed against my entrance. A gasp escaped from me and I lifted my hips, silently begging him for more.

      Unsurprisingly, he listened and pushed his fingers inside me.

      I gripped the blanket on the sofa, bunching it up in an attempt to rid myself of some of the tension building within me. His head dipped back down and the moment his tongue joined his fingers in worshipping me, I was completely gone. Everything became a swirl of sensation and I couldn’t tell what was happening well.

      “I’m going to...” I murmured.

      To my surprise, he pulled back, his fingers barely moving and his kisses moving to my hip.

      A frustrated groan came from me. I had a dozen questions, but couldn’t think of a way to ask any of them.

      “Trust me, Kua,” he murmured against my skin, looking up to meet my gaze.

      I nodded. I did trust him. I wasn’t sure when it had happened, or why, but I could feel it in every part of my body. I trusted him. Not just about sex either, even if that made no sense.

      He continued his path of kisses, making me realise that he was keeping me on the edge without pushing me to a release. There was a certain pleasure in it, and not one that I’d experienced before. As if the refusal to give in was heightening the sensations.

      After a few moments, he moved his attention back to my centre, swirling his tongue around and pushing me higher. Having realised what he was doing, I did my best not to let go until it was almost too much. I tugged on his hair and felt him smile against me at his realisation that I was playing along just the way he wanted me to.

      I lost count of how many times he did the same thing. Three, maybe four. All I knew was that each time sent me higher and closer to the edge. It should have been frustrating, but it really wasn’t. It just made me want more.

      This wasn’t me. Usually, I wanted what I wanted, and I certainly wouldn’t let someone else be this in control of my pleasure. But I liked it.

      No. I loved it.

      I gasped, realising that I was almost over the edge. I tugged on Abrax’s hair, trying to warn him about what was to happen. Unlike the other times I’d done that, he didn’t pull back, if anything, he increased the speed at which he was using his tongue, and moving his fingers within me.

      Everything started to feel very fuzzy as I tipped over the edge. I was dimly aware of noises escaping me, but I had no control over anything. There was no rhyme or reason for any of my responses. It was just sensation everywhere.

      My body began to shake, but Abrax didn’t stop. He became more determined to keep me going.

      I collapsed back onto the sofa, gasping for breath as the pleasure subsided, even if I could still feel the echo of it through every inch of me.

      Abrax sat back and looked over me with an understandably satisfied expression on his face. “A good enough prize?” His lips quirked up into a grin.

      “Mmhmm. I think we should play more board games in the future.” If that was going to be the result, then I was perfectly content with that. 

      He chuckled, and leaned over to kiss me.

      I think it was meant to be a quick one, but I had other ideas, tangling my hand in his hair and biting his bottom lip gently,

      He groaned into my mouth, shifting so I could feel him against my leg.

      “What if I win next time?” he murmured against my lips. 

      “Then I’m sure I can think of something.” I reached down between us and took him in my hand, stroking back and forth and seeing the desire flood his eyes in response. “Maybe I should return the favour?” Even the idea of it filled me with desire.

      He moaned and leaned his head against my shoulder. “That might not be in your best interest.”

      “Are you sure?” I considered the best way to change our positions as I continued to touch him. 

      “Kua, even if you keep doing what you’re doing, I’m going to finish before we can do more.”

      “We’ve got all night,” I responded. I let go of him and pushed on his shoulders until he sat up.

      One look at his face said it all. He wanted what I was suggesting, he was just protesting because it wasn’t something we usually did. 

      “All night,” I reminded him. “Unless you have somewhere else to go?”

      “I don’t.”

      “Great.” I got up and went to stand between his legs.

      He shuffled forward and placed a hand on my hip, tracing his fingers in patterns I couldn’t discern.

      I leaned in and brushed my lips against his. Despite the fact we were both naked, and the pleasure still coursing through my system, there was something tender about the kiss, and it made me want more of it.

      And it made me want to make him feel just as good as he’d done for me, even if I didn’t want to examine why I felt that way. 

      I broke the kiss and sank to my knees, feeling a new kind of pleasure grow within me. I wasn’t sure where it was coming from, but the desire to make him feel good was all-consuming. 

      I smoothed my hands up his thigh, enjoying the feel of the powerful muscles beneath. The tattoos that decorated his chest continued down here, and I knew from several examinations that they covered his entire body. 

      Abrax’s breathing became laboured and I looked up to meet his gaze. His eyes burned with need, and I knew there wouldn’t be any protests. 

      I kept my gaze trained on his and I took him back in my hand again. He let out a groan and leaned back against the wall. 

      A surge of satisfaction travelled through me, and I was determined to make the most of it. I leaned in and took him in my mouth. 

      I pressed my tongue against the underside of him, having very little doubt that it would drive him crazy. 

      His hand rested on my head, his fingers tangling in my hair, though he didn’t do anything to control my movements. Either he was too lost in how it all felt, or he was worried I’d spook. 

      As much as I wanted to, I didn’t think there was going to be any way to make this last as long for him as he had for me, but maybe that was something we’d be able to work on in the future. I certainly hoped so because I certainly liked the way he was responded to me. 

      “Kua,” he murmured, his voice hoarse in a way I recognised from all of the times we’d done other things. 

      If anything, the satisfaction within me only grew. How had I not known this would make me feel so good?

      He tugged on my hair, probably to tell me that it was time to stop if I didn’t want him to finish. 

      But I did. 

      He made a sound that was almost like he was trying to say my name, but it didn’t come out right. His fingers tightened in my hair as he tipped over the edge. I didn’t stop what I was doing, seeing it through until the very end. It wasn’t until he collapsed back against the sofa that I got up from my position on my knees. 

      I didn’t give any thought to what I was doing and sat back on the sofa next to him, leaning against his chest. He put an arm around me, and I had to admit to enjoying the closeness more than I thought I would.

      “You didn’t have to do that,” he murmured.

      “I wanted to,” I promised. “It was good.”

      “It’s always good,” he responded.

      “Yes.” But this time had been different, at least for me. I just couldn’t put my finger on precisely why that was, or what had changed between us.

      I supposed it didn’t matter so long as we were still comfortable.

      “We should get some drinks and move to the bedroom,” I suggested.

      “Sounds good.” He kissed the top of my head, causing both of us to freeze as we considered what it meant. But we didn’t say anything. I didn’t think either of us wanted to mess with what was in the air.

      Especially me. I’d never felt like this before and I wasn’t really sure what to do with it. I clearly just needed to give myself some time to work through it, and then I’d be able to talk to Abrax about it and see where it left us.

      Hopefully, not with parting ways.
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      Abrax traced the snake tattoo on my shoulder with a lazy finger. I closed my eyes and enjoyed the moment, thinking about how much more intimate it felt. More so than normal.

      “You know, I think tonight’s the first time I’ve ever been in your living room. We normally spend our time in here.” He gestured up to the ceiling of my bedroom.

      “I’ve never had sex in here before either,” I admitted.

      “You haven’t?” His surprise came through his voice.

      “Normally the bed works well enough,” I responded. “And I haven’t lived here that long. Three or four years, I think. It’s hard to keep track after a bit.”

      “So tonight was a first?”

      “Mmm. And I have so few of those left,” I quipped.

      Abrax chuckled, the sound vibrating through me. “Any others I can help with?”

      “Nope.” Because I still wasn’t the relationship type.

      I didn’t think.

      I pushed the thought aside. It didn’t matter that my head was full of confusing and conflicting thoughts about Abrax right now. Even if I decided that I did want something with him, which I didn’t, it wasn’t actually possible considering our diametrically opposing views.

      “I like my life the way it is.” I didn’t realise I was going to say the words out loud until they were in the open.

      “I hate mine.”

      I shifted positions so I could look at him better, my heart hurting a little at the pained expression on his face. “What?”

      I didn’t think he was going to say anything else, but then he sighed and laid back on the bed. “With the Sons of Seth, I hate it. I took an assignment just so I could live outside the compound, and it’s only ended up with me hating it even more.”

      “I had no idea.”

      He shrugged. “I guess we’ve never really talked about personal stuff.”

      “We don’t have to, if you don’t want. We can just...” I trailed my hand down his chest, giving him an easy out if he wanted one despite the fact I was curious.

      I guessed I didn’t really mind which option he took.

      He caught my hand before it slipped under the blanket, giving me the answer even without saying any words. Was it strange that I knew him well enough to recognise that?

      “I don’t really know how to talk about this though,” Abrax said.

      “I could ask questions?” I suggested.

      Abrax thought about it for a moment, then gave a small nod.

      Great. My suggestion was a good one, but I didn’t actually have a list prepared. “Why did you join the Sons of Seth?” It was the only thing I could think of that might start the conversation he clearly wanted to have.

      “I should have expected that one,” he responded.

      “You don’t have to tell me.”

      “I know.” He rubbed a hand over his face. Even if he hadn’t said that he wasn’t sure how to talk about this, I’d have known that it was the first time from his body language. He clearly had no idea how to talk about any of this. I wished I could make it easier.

      “I was seventeen and the recruiter who found me said that I could have magic and a place to stay. I laughed at him at first. But then I ended up agreeing anyway,” he said.

      “And that’s when you got these?” I traced the tattoo over his left shoulder.

      “Just this one.” He took my hand and drew it over the tattoo that crossed his heart. “The others came later.”

      “Did it hurt?” I didn’t move my fingers away from his skin, enjoying the connection even if it made the conversation even more intimate.

      He winced. “A lot. I screamed. And afterwards, I could feel magic. It was the weirdest sensation I’ve ever experienced.”

      “I’m sorry.” 

      “Don’t be, it isn’t like you did this to me.” 

      We lapsed into silence while I considered my next question. “What do the Sons of Seth know about gods?” It was something I’d never really thought to ask. And I’d been actively avoiding knowing.

      “Very little, I think. But I haven’t been privy to much information on it until recently.” There was something in his tone that made it feel like that was part of the reason for his disillusionment.

      “Honestly, it’s so complex that I don’t think anyone really understands it,” I said. “I barely remember the start, just that it was me and Kuk.”

      “So, is your brother actually your brother?”

      I nodded. “He’s been my twin for several thousand years. It’s a hard bond to shake even if he likes to lecture me about my decisions. You’re the latest thing he likes to tell me off about.”

      “No doubt because I’m with the Sons of Seth.”

      “It doesn’t exactly make you the best choice of bed partner for a goddess,” I pointed out. “Aren’t you trying to kill all the gods or something like that?”

      “Not me personally,” he pointed out. “And I didn’t know that until about five years into the situation I’d found myself in. And I only found out last week that...” He trailed off and became visibly uncomfortable.

      “That?” I prompted, not knowing what he was going to say or if he was even going to. I wouldn’t blame him for not wanting to tell me, this was definitely the most in-depth conversation the two of us had ever had.

      He cleared his throat. “I shouldn’t say.”

      “But you want to?”

      His eyes searched mine and I could tell that he really did.

      “I can keep a secret,” I promised.

      “I know you can. But you shouldn’t. Not this one.”

      I blinked a few times. “You want me to tell your secret?”

      “You’ll have no choice but to tell someone else.”

      I bit my lip. “All right, tell me. Then I’ll decide what to do with the information.”

      “Our magic comes from a dead god.”

      I blinked a few times as the words sank in. It was a hard thing to get my head around. I’d never actually seen or felt Abrax do magic, and he’d mentioned being human at one point. If that was true for all of the warlocks with the Sons of Seth, then I supposed it made sense that the power came from a god.

      “Kua? Say something?” The pained look on his face said how worried he was about this.

      “Sorry, I was just processing,” I responded. “So the Sons of Seth’s power comes from a dead god?”

      He nodded.

      “Do you know which one?”

      “No. I asked, but my supervisor either didn’t know, or wouldn’t tell me. Which made it worse. I didn’t know I was using a dead god’s power, but now that I do, it feels extra wrong not knowing their name.”

      The despair on his face hurt my heart, and made it rather easy not to be angry at him, which admittedly surprised me.

      “And now I don’t know what to do. I was already uncomfortable with what I was being asked to do. And now...” He took a deep breath. “There’s no leaving, you know?”

      “I can guess.” I’d seen enough cults come and go over the years in order to know how they’d deal with people leaving.

      “So what do I do? I don’t want to do what they told me to, but I can’t say no without losing everything and putting you in danger.”

      “Me?” I echoed.

      His eyes widened, as if he’d caught himself saying something he shouldn’t.

      I went up onto my knees, the blanket falling away and leaving me completely naked in front of him.

      Not that he noticed. Which said a lot, I looked great naked.

      “Abrax? What has any of this got to do with me?”

      He met my gaze, a pained expression on his face, and understanding dawned on me.

      “You were sent to find a god,” I answered for him.

      “Yes.”

      “So everything between us was a lie?” As much as I hated it, there was hurt in my voice. And in my heart. I thought I’d found someone who understood me, but really all he’d been doing was trying to keep me sweet so he could have easy access.

      “What? No, Kua. None of it was a lie.” He sat up and reached out to take my hands in his.

      I considered pulling away, but I didn’t want to. I wanted him to prove that what he was saying was the truth, even if there was a part of me that knew it was wiser to pull away and have nothing to do with him.

      “When I agreed to the assignment, I didn’t actually think I’d ever find a god. I think a part of me didn’t believe that you were all walking among us as if you weren’t, well, gods.”

      “There are plenty of stories about us doing that,” I pointed out, still not completely certain about how this was going to go and whether it was safe to be talking about this.

      “They were just stories from long ago to me. I’d never seen any evidence that they were true.”

      I nodded, understanding where he was coming from. I barely remembered being human, and it was a very different time when I had been one. But maybe if I’d been in his position, I wouldn’t have believed in gods either.

      “I don’t know what to do, Kua. And I know this is probably way outside the realms of what we agreed we could talk about, but I have no one to turn to. No one to help me work out what to do.”

      “That’s okay. I’m here.” The words slipped out before I realised they were going to, along with the realisation that I wasn’t as angry at him as I should be about all of this.

      “You’re being very calm about it.”

      I leaned back and stared at the ceiling. “I guess I’ve always known who you were. It’s not a surprise that you’re with the Sons of Seth. But I can tell you’re telling the truth, that you don’t want this.”

      “I don’t,” he agreed. “I want to be free of them. But I don’t know any way that can make that happen.”

      “Could you remove your tattoos?”

      “I don’t know. Maybe? I don’t know anyone who has ever tried. For all I know, it could kill me.”

      “Ah, probably not something you want.”

      “No. I might not like my life as a whole, but there are bits I wouldn’t want to lose.” The way he looked at me made my heart flutter, though I wasn’t entirely sure why. “Let’s not talk about it.”

      I nodded. “If that’s what you want.”

      “What I want is you.”

      I laughed. “You’re insatiable.”

      “You’re the one who promised we had all night,” he pointed out.

      “Mmm, so I did.” I leaned in and brushed my lips against his, but I couldn’t shake the strange feeling from within me. There was more to this than there seemed to be at first glance, though I wasn’t ready to face precisely what that was.
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      A loud knock sounded on my front door, pausing me in my tracks on the way to the kitchen to get more snacks for Kuk and his girlfriend.

      “Kua? Is everything all right?” My brother appeared in the doorway of the living room.

      “It’s not me.” I glanced towards the door where the pounding continued. Deep within me, I knew that something was wrong, even if I had no idea what it was.

      As if drawn to the sound by some kind of magic, I drifted towards the door.

      “Kua...”

      “It’s fine,” I dismissed my brother, looking through the peephole and letting out a small gasp.

      My fingers trembled as I undid the lock, pulling the door open. A panicked-looking Abrax wobbled on the other side, covered in blood and clearly looking as if he’d just found himself in some kind of trouble. “Kua...”

      “Get inside,” I said, grabbing hold of his arm and pulling him in. 

      He dropped the bag he was holding, barely able to keep his eyes open. A large cut on his face was oozing blood, running along the edge of his tattoo almost as if someone had used them as a guide for their knife. 

      “Can you get a doctor?” I looked at my brother.

      “Is that a good idea?” He eyed the other man warily.

      “Get a doctor, Kuk.” My voice came out so low that it almost startled me.

      “Do it,” Anise said from where she’d appeared beside him. “I’ll help Kua.”

      I flashed the witch a grateful smile as she came forward and helped prop up Abrax, who didn’t seem able to say much.

      “Where are we taking him?” she asked.

      “To my bedroom.” I was already starting to set off down the corridor. I wasn’t sure what Kuk was doing, but hopefully he’d listen and get Abrax the help he needed.

      I grunted as we reached the bed. I meant to lay Abrax down gently, but he kind of just flopped onto the bed, clearly not quite conscious.

      “We need to get his clothes off.” I fumbled with the buttons of his shirt, my hands shaking, though I didn’t quite know why.

      Anise placed a hand on my arm. “Let me,” she said softly.

      I frowned and looked at her, noticing the magic already pooling on her hands. I gave her a small nod and stepped back, worrying on my lip as I did. I had no idea what had happened to cause this, only that something truly horrible had happened.

      Magic ran over Abrax’s body and his clothes disappeared, folding themselves neatly at the end of the bed. If my thoughts weren’t so consumed by the man clearly suffering in my bed, I’d have been more impressed by the magic.

      “I’ll get some water,” Anise said.

      Without meaning to, I sank to my knees beside the bed and brushed some of his hair off his face. “What happened?” I asked.

      Unsurprisingly, he didn’t answer.

      “It doesn’t matter what happened, I’m going to fix it,” I said.

      He made a small noise, but I wasn’t sure exactly what it meant.

      Anise returned with a bowl of warm water and a cloth, holding them out to me. I took them wordlessly and started cleaning some of the cuts I could see. I was sure the doctor would tell me I’d done the wrong thing, but I couldn’t stand the thought of him lying here covered in blood and dirt.

      I was almost done with his chest when the sound of the front door opening caught my attention. I looked up, both relieved and somewhat surprised to find Kuk with a man I didn’t recognise.

      “This is Doctor Jones,” he said.

      I nodded and got to my feet, only noticing the cramp in my leg as I did. Clearly, I’d been kneeling for too long. “Thank you for coming, doctor.”

      The man nodded and headed over to Abrax, seemingly already briefed by Kuk.

      “I’m going to go make everyone some drinks,” Anise said, slipping out of the room.

      I headed over to my brother and gave him an uneasy smile. “Thank you.”

      “What’s going on, Kua?” he asked.

      I looked over at Abrax. “I don’t know. He hasn’t said anything. I don’t understand what happened, he was fine when he left me this morning...”

      Kuk raised an eyebrow. “I don’t mean why has he been beaten up,” he responded. “What’s going on with you?”

      “Oh, I’m just worried. What if he’s really hurt?”

      “What if this is all some elaborate trap?” he snapped. “Have you thought about that? He could be here to take you to the Sons of Seth headquarters. You know what they’re like.”

      “Abrax isn’t like that,” I said with certainty.

      Kuk ran a hand over his face. “You’re normally much smarter than this.”

      “And you’re usually more compassionate,” I responded sharply. “He’s hurt.”

      Kuk stared at me, bewilderment all over his face.

      “It’s not a trap, okay? I trust him. He told me everything last week.” I didn’t add that he’d spent almost every night here since.

      “What is there to tell above and beyond the fact he’s part of a cult that wants to destroy us, Kua?”

      “It’s complicated,” I murmured.

      Something like understanding dawned on my brother’s face. “You love him, don’t you?”

      I blinked a few times, trying to process the words my brother was saying. “Love him?” Without meaning to, I glanced back at the bed where the doctor was clearly tending to Abrax’s wounds.

      “You’re not doing this for no reason, Kua.” His face and tone softened. “Just, don’t be blinded by it. Okay? What he stands for is still dangerous, even if you think he’s a good person.”

      “He doesn’t stand for it,” I whispered, my voice cracking and my eyes stinging slightly, though I wasn’t sure why. “He hates it.”

      “And he’s the one who told you that?” His scepticism was clear in his expression, but I wasn’t going to let that deter me.

      “Yes.”

      “And you believed him?”

      “Of course I believed him. You don’t understand...” And maybe I didn’t either. But I knew that what Abrax had told me was the truth, every word of it.

      “I do,” Kuk promised. “How can I help?” From his expression, I could tell he didn’t think there was any reasoning with me, but right now, I didn’t care about that. Not when Abrax was clearly hurt.

      “Tell Seth I want to talk to him.”

      Kuk’s eyebrows flew up. “Seth?”

      “Yes. He’s the one they named their cult after, he’s the one who can help undo this.” It helped that I knew Abrax wanted out. Maybe Seth could help with that in some way. It was the only solution I’d managed to come up with over the past week that didn’t just involve blowing up the entire building. “Will you tell him I want to talk?”

      “Sure, but I don’t think he’ll be able to do much. He hasn’t managed to do anything about the Sons of Seth yet.”

      I nodded. I knew that, but it didn’t hurt to try.

      The doctor cleared his throat and I pulled myself away from my brother to head over in that direction.

      “Most of the injuries seem to be surface level,” the doctor said. “But he’s exhausted in a way I’ve only ever seen in witches who have used too much magic.”

      “Oh.” My gaze flitted to Abrax’s tattoos. Had they done something that drained him with those? I didn’t like to think of the consequences if that was possible. “Is there anything I need to do to help him heal?”

      “Keep him well rested and comfortable. Contact me if there are any further complications.”

      “Thank you. And your discretion would be appreciated, Doctor Jones.”

      “It’s what I’m known for.” The way he smiled made me think there was something sinister about his words, but I knew Kuk wouldn’t have brought an untrustworthy doctor into my home. “I’ll leave you to it.”

      “Kuk will see you out,” I said, nodding to my brother.

      He returned it and gestured to the doctor to follow him.

      I perched on the bed and took Abrax’s hand in mine, smoothing my thumb over his skin. “Oh, Abrax.”

      His eyes cracked open and met mine, pain lingering in them. “Your brother is right.”

      “He doesn’t know what he’s talking about,” I responded, hoping he hadn’t heard all of the conversation I’d had with Kuk.

      “This could be a trap,” Abrax croaked.

      “But not one of your making,” I responded. “So don’t worry about it. I can take care of myself.”

      For a moment, it looked like he was going to argue, but he really didn’t have the energy for it.

      “Sleep,” I told him. “We’ll talk in the morning.” I leaned in and kissed his forehead, trying not to think about what that meant.

      I got to my feet and found my brother watching me with a strange expression on his face.

      “Don’t say a word,” I warned him as I brushed past, planning to go and find Anise and the drinks she was making. I could certainly use one.
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      I groaned and opened my eyes, confused about where I was until the events of last night came flooding back to me.

      “Hey.”

      I turned, wincing as it pressed on the bruise on my side. “Kua?”

      She looked at me with more concern in her eyes than I think anyone had ever had when it came to me, even when I was a kid. She reached out and brushed a thumb across my face. “Are you hungry?”

      “More confused than anything,” I admitted, trying to sit up.

      “Here.” She grabbed a pillow and put it behind my back. I leaned on it.

      “Why am I naked?”

      “Oh, you have Kuk’s girlfriend to thank for that,” she responded, rearranging herself on the bed so that she could look at me better. “She’s a witch and used magic to undress you without moving you after you collapsed on the bed.”

      “Ah. We’re in your room.”

      “Where else did you think I’d put you?”

      “I don’t know, the spare room? The sofa?”

      She snorted. “Should I worry that you have such a low opinion of me that you think I’d put you on the sofa in the state you were in?”

      “What? No, that’s not what I meant.”

      Her face softened. “I know. And I also know what you’re really asking.” She sighed and leaned against the headboard. “I don’t know why I brought you here and not to the spare room. I wasn’t thinking, I was just worried.”

      Warmth spread through me at her admission. “Thank you for helping.”

      “Of course.” She hesitated. “What happened?”

      “I think someone at the Sons of Seth might have figured out I’m not entirely sympathetic to their cause.”

      She bit her lip. “That’s not good.”

      “No.”

      “So they beat you up?”

      “I think that was just to drive the point home,” I admitted. “The first thing they did was tell me they knew about you.”

      “Me?”

      I nodded. “That we’d been spending time together.”

      “Ah, I see.”

      I took a deep breath, hating what I had to say next, especially with the vague recollection of what her brother had said to her last night. “They told me I have four days to bring you to them.”

      “Right.” She took a shaky breath. “What did you say?”

      “I wasn’t given a chance to say anything, that’s when they did this.” I gestured to my face. “I think as a reminder of what will happen if I don’t obey them.”

      “So you came here.”

      “I shouldn’t have. I don’t know what I was thinking. I’m sorry, Kua. I’ll...” I trailed off because I had no idea what to actually do.

      To my surprise, she reached out and took my hand in hers. “I’m glad you came here.”

      “Even if it puts you in danger?”

      She shrugged. “If they know about me, then I’m already in danger,” she pointed out. “And it’s not as if I wasn’t aware of what the Sons of Seth wanted, even if I didn’t know why they wanted it. And I already knew you were a member, none of it is news to me.”

      “I still shouldn’t...”

      “Abrax, no,” she said softly. “I’m glad you’re safe, and that you can rest here.”

      “You’re a good nurse, did you know that?” This side of her wasn’t something I was used to seeing, but it was nice.

      “Would it surprise you if I said yes?” She shuffled closer.

      “Let’s guess? You thought you were indestructible, so you’ve worked as a military nurse?” I guessed.

      She chuckled. “I’m not indestructible, and I’ve never considered myself to be. But yes, I’ve worked as a nurse in a few warzones.”

      “You’re full of surprises.”

      “Not if you managed to guess that I’d done that,” she responded. “Either I’m more predictable than I think I am, or you just know me well.” There was a strange expression on her face.

      “Does that scare you?”

      “More than the Sons of Seth,” she responded.

      I laughed, regretting it instantly.

      “Hey, be careful.” She placed a hand on my chest, trailing a hand over my tattoo. “What did they do to your magic?”

      “My magic?”

      Kua nodded. “The doctor said that you were exhausted in a way he’d only seen witches after they used too much magic.”

      I frowned, trying to think back to what had actually happened. “I don’t know.”

      “Can you still use magic? Maybe they put a block on you or something?” She bit her lip, but not in the way that she normally did when she was trying to turn me on, it was more like she was trying to stop herself from getting too upset.

      “I don’t know, and I don’t exactly want to try.” I glanced at my hands and the lines inked on them. “It’s not right.”

      Understanding dawned on her face. “That’s all right. So the doctor’s orders were that you’re supposed to rest and keep your wounds clean. So that’s what we’re going to do. We should watch a movie or something.” She shifted on the bed to grab the TV remote.

      I stared at her, a little confused by what was happening. “We don’t watch movies together.”

      “We don’t have dinner or play board games either,” she pointed out. “What do you think? Action? Rom-com? Historical? Though I’m not going to lie, if you want something historical then you’re probably going to have to listen to me complain about all the inaccuracies.”

      I chuckled. “That sounds kind of fun.”

      “All right, then let’s go with this one.” She clicked on a show and settled beside me, shuffling close enough that I could put my arm around her.

      “Did you miss the part where they gave me a four-day deadline to hand you over?” I asked, the knowledge never having been far from my mind, even when I was stumbling here in a semi-conscious state.

      “Of course not. But that means we’ve got at least three and a half days to come up with a plan.”

      “That’s not enough time...”

      She turned to meet my gaze, hers full of something that almost looked like protectiveness. “No plan will work if you don’t have time to heal,” she said firmly. “So that’s what you’re going to focus on. Besides, Seth’s coming over tonight and we can talk to him.”

      “Seth as in...”

      “God of chaos and storms, the one your cult is named after but doesn’t listen to. That Seth.”

      “I know it makes sense that he’s real, especially when I know other gods are, but it’s still weird to think of.”

      “Let’s guess? Because he’s a big, well-known god, and I’m just, well me.”

      Guilt filled me in response. “That’s not what I meant.”

      She shrugged and leaned against my shoulder. “It’s fine. Especially because it’s the truth. I’m a barely-known goddess, but it’s fine, I like it that way. It leads to a lot fewer expectations.”

      I supposed that made sense, but it did nothing to alleviate my guilt over what I’d implied.

      “He’s coming over at five. So for the next six hours, you’re going to stay in bed and rest. After that, we can start worrying about a plan. Okay?”

      “Okay,” I repeated, feeling a rush of affection for her. “Kua?”

      “Yes?” There was something on her face that echoed how I was feeling inside, but I wasn’t sure I could put it into words.

      “I...” I cleared my throat. “I really appreciate what you’re doing.”

      A genuine smile spread over her face, but I couldn’t ignore the hint of disappointment in her eyes. “You’d do the same for me.” She leaned in and kissed my cheek.

      I already knew I couldn’t give her up to the Sons of Seth, but this only went to make my resolve more certain. I didn’t care what they did to me, so long as she got to carry on living the life she wanted to.
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      I paced back and forth, trying not to feel too nervous about the ensuing conversation. Especially considering I’d been so dismissive of everyone trying to get me involved with the whole Sons of Seth issue before. But I guessed this time was different.

      The doorbell rang and I hurried to get it, pulling open the door to find Kuk and Anise on the other side, accompanied by Seth and the goddess he was currently seeing.

      “Come in,” I said.

      “Kua,” Seth said with a nod of his head. “I don’t know if you’ve met Menhit before.” He gestured to the gorgeous woman beside him. 

      “I think we’ve met a few times.” I gave her what I hoped was a friendly smile. 

      “We have,” the Nubian war goddess responded. 

      “We’re through the door at the end. There are refreshments on the table.” I directed them to the living room, ignoring the unease settling within me. 

      I shut the door behind Menhit, clicking the key in the lock and making sure that it was secure. I’d never had a problem with break-ins, but considering what Abrax had said about the Sons of Seth knowing about the two of us, I didn’t want to take any chances.

      Weird tension filled the living room the moment I stepped inside, and I started to wonder whether this was a good idea. 

      “This is Abrax,” I said, gesturing to the warlock. “Abrax, this is Seth and Menhit,” I introduced the two gods.

      He gave them a tight smile and a nod of his head.

      “And you might vaguely recall my brother, Kuk, and his girlfriend Anise,” I continued. 

      My brother glared from his position over by the window.

      “Thank you for your assistance last night,” Abrax said to the witch.

      “You’re welcome,” Anise responded with a sweet smile. It was probably a good thing she was here with Kuk even if she wasn’t exactly as involved with the situation as the rest of us.

      “Why did you ask us here, Kuaket?” Seth asked.

      It hadn’t escaped my notice that nobody had touched the drinks and snacks I’d put out. Which wasn’t surprising. I didn’t know what Kuk had told the other gods in regard to the situation, probably very little.

      I resisted the urge to pace back and forth, knowing that I had to stay as calm as possible. “Abrax has been given four days to take me to the Sons of Seth headquarters.” There was no point waiting to tell them that part.

      “What happens if he doesn’t?” Menhit asked.

      “They weren’t precisely clear about that,” Abrax responded. “But given how important loyalty is to them, I’m guessing they’ll kill me.”

      My stomach clenched hard at the response. I hated the idea that he was in so much danger.

      “Why do they want her?” the war goddess asked.

      Abrax looked visibly uncomfortable. “The core that provides the magic for the Sons of Seth comes from the soul of a dead god.”

      “And they want another one,” I added, though it was probably unnecessary.

      “Interesting,” Seth mused.

      “Not interesting, horrifying. They want to make my sister into their new power source.” Kuk’s anger came through his voice.

      “I don’t think they have to have me,” I pointed out.

      “They do, and it’s all because of him.” He looked pointedly at Abrax.

      “There’s something we can do to destroy the god’s soul, right?” I asked Seth and Menhit, purposefully ignoring my brother and his insinuations. Even if he was right about the reasons they were interested in me, it wouldn’t help us with the situation to fixate on blame.

      Seth nodded. “There are.”

      “Great. Then we just need to do that and our problem is solved.” Though there was something awful about suggesting the death of the soul, even if the god was already dead.

      “To do that, we’d need to get inside the headquarters,” Menhit said.

      “Abrax could do it,” Anise suggested. “He can walk right in without anyone thinking twice about it.”

      “No,” I said at the same time as my brother.

      We exchanged a glance.

      “I’m not putting him in danger like that,” I said. “If he goes back in alone, they’ll probably kill him.”

      Kuk stared at me with disbelief on his face. “Why is that your problem and not the fact we won’t be able to trust him?”

      “He’s right,” Abrax said, taking me by surprise.

      “That you’re not trustworthy? Of course he isn’t right,” I said firmly. “I trust you.” It was a bold statement to make in front of three other gods, but I didn’t hesitate to make it. This was only going to work if I could convince them that I had the right idea.

      “We don’t know how much control the Sons of Seth have over my magic. You said yourself that I was exhausted when I arrived last night. Say I was able to walk in without them caring. What then? They’ll notice when I’m around the room with the core. No sorry, the god’s soul. Don’t you think they’ll do something to stop me then?”

      I bit my lip. He was right, but that didn’t give us many options. “What if you took me in?”

      “What?”

      “Well, they’ve given you a deadline, right? Take me in. They’re expecting it anyway. Tell them that they beat some sense into you, and that you know handing me over is the right thing to do.”

      “Kua, no,” Abrax said, his face contorting into something that looked like pain. “I can’t.”

      “It’s the easiest way into the building,” I pointed out.

      “Kua, this is ridiculous,” Kuk said. “You can’t just walk in.”

      I shrugged, looking between the two men. “Why not? Bastet did it.”

      “Bastet shifted and ran in the side door,” Menhit said from the other side of the room. “She also had amulets that stopped the magic suppression spells from working on her.”

      “I probably have the right amulets in my bedroom.” I gestured in that direction unnecessarily. “So I make sure I’m wearing them when I walk in, and I should still be able to use my magic. We can make two plans, one where Abrax is able to help, and one where he isn’t. All I’ll have to do is get out of the room he locks me in, and get to the god room.”

      “So you don’t trust him enough to help, but you trust him enough to take you there?” Kuk asked.

      “Why are you being so difficult?” I snapped at my brother. “I do trust him. It’s the rest of the cult I don’t trust. What if they decide they’re done with him and lock him up? Or worse. I’m not being untrustworthy, I’m just trying to make sure all of our bases are covered. We probably have one shot at this.”

      “She’s right,” Menhit said. “This is the best opportunity we’ve had to actually get inside the Sons of Seth headquarters.”

      “Mmm, they weren’t very forthcoming with me when I asked for a tour,” Seth said, having kept surprisingly quiet. Or maybe not, he’d always been known as the reclusive type, I was somewhat surprised he’d agreed to meet me so quickly. No doubt that was Kuk’s doing.

      “So this is the best option.” I looked at Abrax.

      He didn’t look particularly pleased about the way things were going. “It’s not my choice,” he said finally.

      “Then I’m doing it,” I said firmly. “We should do it on Wednesday.”

      “All right, why?” Seth asked.

      “Because that’s the four-day deadline, and the Sons of Seth already know that Abrax met me at the speed dating event. So let’s have him take me from there. If I’m also seen flirting with some other people, that would also add to the idea that Abrax has had a change of heart.” I felt guilty even suggesting that last part but pushed it to the side. I had nothing to feel guilty about. If I wanted to flirt with people, I could. I just didn’t want to.

      “Sounds good,” Menhit responded. “I’ll ask Bastet what amulets she took and send you a list.”

      “Thanks. What about what I need to destroy the soul?”

      “I’ll sort that for you,” Seth said. “I’ll come meet you at speed dating and give you what you need.”

      “You’re going to go speed dating?” I tried to hide my amusement at the idea.

      “I will be at speed dating, I am not going speed dating,” he stressed.

      Menhit chuckled. “Once was enough for you, huh?”

      “I’d say it was almost more than enough,” he muttered.

      I frowned, looking between the two of them and wondering what I was missing. Everyone knew they were together, but very few people seemed to have any clue about how they got together in the first place.

      “I’ll meet you there,” he promised. “But we should get going if I only have two days to get this sorted.” He got to his feet, and Menhit followed.

      “I’ll see you Wednesday,” I responded.

      He gave me a tight smile. “Let’s hope this works.”

      I nodded and the two of them left.

      “I hope you know what you’re doing,” Kuk said, glaring past me to where Abrax was sitting.

      “Oh, knock it off. We’re six thousand-ish years old, I don’t need you going all big brother on me. Especially considering you’re not older than me.”

      “You can’t play the ten minutes older card after this long, Kua.”

      I rolled my eyes.

      “Abrax, why don’t we give them a minute?” Anise said. “I can try some healing spells on you if you want? I don’t know any complicated ones, but they might help a bit.”

      The warlock looked between me and Kuk and then nodded. “All right.”

      “You can use my room,” I said.

      The two of them disappeared, leaving me alone with Kuk.

      I crossed my arms. “Get it all out now so we can move on.”

      “I’m just confused, Kua. You’ve not cared about anything any of the gods have been up to, and now you suddenly do? How has he convinced you to do this.”

      “He hasn’t convinced me to do anything,” I pointed out. “He was the one agreeing with you that this was a foolish idea.”

      “And is that why you’re doing it? Because we’ve told you not to?”

      “Wow, seriously? Is that what you think of me?” Hurt raced through me despite the fact I knew I shouldn’t let it get to me at all. “You want to know why I’m doing this? I’m doing it because that man in the other room made a terrible decision when he was too young to know better, and he deserves to be free of that.”

      Kuk’s expression changed and he stared at me in disbelief. “I was right.”

      “What?”

      “You are in love with him.”

      “I don’t do love.”

      “We both know that’s a lie,” he responded.

      I rolled my eyes. “You can’t judge me on the past.”

      “We’re all made up of our pasts,” he pointed out. “And you’re not denying how you feel either, you’re just avoiding it.”

      “I don’t know how I feel, okay? I feel something. But I don’t have a name for it, and I don’t think it’s love.”

      “So why are you going to walk into a dangerous situation for this man?”

      I opened my mouth to answer, but shut it again when I realised I didn’t have a good one.

      “I thought as much.”

      “Wouldn’t you do the same for Anise?” I asked quietly.

      “Anise isn’t trying to kill us.”

      “Neither is Abrax,” I pointed out. “In fact, he’s told us the first useful information we’ve had about the Sons of Seth, hasn’t he? I know I haven’t been paying much attention, but if we knew more, it wouldn’t have taken until now to sort it.”

      Kuk sighed. “I actually don’t know. Maybe Seth knows more and isn’t telling us, but I doubt it.”

      “So start appreciating what we do know and support me in doing this. I’m not going to change my mind.”

      “I know you’re not. But that doesn’t change the fact I’m worried you’re going to be going in there alone,” he responded. 

      “I won’t be alone, Abrax will be with me.”

      “And you really trust him to have your best interests at heart?”

      “Yes.” The answer was instant and rang through me with a surprising amount of strength.

      I had no idea what would happen on Wednesday, but I was certain I wouldn’t have to face it alone, even if that was something I’d never have believed possible for me to feel even a few months ago.
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      I was half surprised that Kuk actually left my flat and didn’t hang around to keep an eye on things or whatever he thought was necessary given the situation. I could half understand his problem with Abrax, but none of it took into account the man himself and was all focused on something from his past.

      I pushed the thought from my mind and made my way into the bedroom, setting a glass of water down on my side of the bed, not even realising until that moment that I had a side of the bed.

      The door to the ensuite bathroom opened and Abrax stepped out, a towel wrapped around his waist.

      “Anise did a good job,” I said, making my way over to him and tracing my fingers over one of the cuts on his chest.

      “A much better job than anything the Sons of Seth can do,” he admitted. “I hadn’t realised how limited our magic was until I saw her in action.”

      “I suppose it makes sense. Gods are powerful, but not that powerful. Spreading one god’s magic through as many people as the Sons of Seth have won’t result in much power.”

      “That makes sense,” he responded. “I’d just never thought of it.”

      “I’m pretty sure they’re doing that on purpose. You said they kept you living in the compound, right? So they’re clearly trying to keep you away from the paranormal world so you don’t work any of this out.”

      “Or so that we don’t realise gods are people.” He slipped his arms around me. “I don’t know about this, Kua.”

      “About how the Sons of Seth work?”

      “About taking you in. I know it makes sense, but there’s so much that could go wrong. What if they decide to drain your magic right away?”

      “I guess we don’t. But it seems unlikely. They didn’t try to drain Ptah straight away when he was taken.”

      “Which means they’ll probably move faster when I bring you in,” he pointed out.

      I reached up and put my arms around his neck. “I trust you, Abrax. I know you won’t put me in any more danger than you have to.”

      “That’s still too much. I don’t know what I’d do if you weren’t...”

      My heart constricted at the words he wasn’t quite saying out loud. I hadn’t even realised I wanted to hear them.

      Abrax cleared his throat, looking at me with an intense expression in his eyes that I didn’t have a name for. “I don’t want to live in a world where you’re not.”

      “And I don’t want you to be trapped by them,” I responded. “I know the Sons of Seth are a problem, but that’s really not why I want to help.”

      “Then why are you doing this?”

      “Because of you.” My words came out as barely a whisper. I hadn’t even realised I was going to say them until they were out in the world. I’d never had anyone who impacted me the way he did.

      “Kua...”

      “It’s okay, we don’t need to say anything else,” I said, cutting him off before we got to anything dangerously close to a confession. “And you’re not going to convince me to change my mind.”

      Abrax chuckled. “I’d never even try.”

      “Because I’m stubborn?”

      “Because you’re brave.”

      I smoothed my hand over his chest. “Then we’re a good match.”

      He raised an eyebrow. “You think I’m brave?”

      “I know you’re brave. You wouldn’t be here if you weren’t.”

      Surprise crossed his face, and he lifted a hand to brush some hair out of my eyes.

      “You’re the bravest person I’ve ever met.”

      “Which is probably a lot of people,” he guessed.

      I shrugged. “A fair few, though I can safely say that I’ve never counted. But I do know that you’re one of my favourites.”

      “Why, Kua, I think you might be getting sentimental in your old age.”

      “Watch who you’re calling old,” I murmured.

      “What? No come back on the sentimental?”

      “I don’t think I have a convincing one considering I said I’d let you take me into the headquarters of a cult that wants to kill me.” I looked up at him, trying not to let all of my vulnerability show on my face.

      “You could be doing that for self-preservation.”

      I shrugged. “I’d just move if that was the case. Spend a year or so in Purgatory, and then move on to another country. Losing the Sons of Seth is easy enough.”

      “Then why are you doing it?”

      “Because you matter to me.” My voice cracked. I sighed and looked away. “I’m no good at this.”

      “At what, Kua?” His voice dipped, inviting and hopeful.

      “Talking about my feelings.”

      “I think you’re doing great,” he responded. “And it’s not like I have much experience with it either.”

      “I guess that’s true.” I traced my fingers over his chest, but it felt different than it had before. I took a deep breath. “I’m not indifferent to you.”

      He chuckled. “I believe you’ve been a little obvious about that.”

      I bit my bottom lip, thinking back over everything from the last day or so. “Maybe. Kuk thinks...” I trailed off, unable to say the words.

      “It doesn’t matter what your brother thinks,” Abrax responded. “It only matters what you think, and what you’re ready for.”

      “I’m ready for you to be free from the Sons of Seth,” I responded.

      “I wouldn’t mind that myself,” he murmured.

      “I’ll make it happen.” I cupped his cheek in my hand.

      “If anyone can, it’s you,” he responded. “But I’m going to worry about you every moment you’re in there.”

      “I’ll be fine.”

      From his expression, I could tell he wasn’t entirely convinced that it was going to be okay. But that wasn’t anything that could be helped. I’d be worried about the reverse was how things were going to happen.

      “And somehow, we have to wait at least another forty-eight hours for this to be over,” he said.

      “That’s okay, there are plenty of ways to pass the time,” I responded.

      He raised an eyebrow. “Oh?”

      “I have a lot of board games.”

      He laughed. “That wasn’t where I saw you going with that one.”

      “You’re injured, and even if Anise has helped, you need time to heal.”

      “I’m feeling more than up to the task,” he murmured.

      I laughed and put my hand flat on his chest. “Maybe tomorrow. But for tonight, you’re going to rest. And tell me what you want to eat so I can order it.”

      “So cooking is where you draw the line?” he teased.

      “Trust me, if I cooked for you, you’d understand. That’s not a skill I have.”

      “Surprising.”

      I shrugged. “All right, let me just feed Pattie, then we should get comfortable.” I went up on my toes and pressed a kiss against his lips before pulling away to sort out my snake.

      It was only as I walked away that I realised how much I liked being so casual with him.

      And that I had no idea what to actually do about that.
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      DeLux Café was as packed as ever for speed dating, but the atmosphere felt different to me, probably because for the first time ever, I wasn’t here to meet someone.

      Or more accurately, I was here to meet someone. Several people, actually. Though bringing down the Sons of Seth by walking right in the front door was a different kind of fun than I was normally looking for.

      I scanned the room, hoping to find Abrax already here, but he didn’t seem to be. I caught Seth’s gaze, but quickly looked away. We were supposed to be acting like we had nothing to do with one another just in case there were spies here trying to make sure Abrax was doing what he was supposed to. The last thing we wanted was for them to figure out what we were up to.

      Though I supposed there was very little chance that they knew Abrax had told me about the situation, unless they’d bugged my apartment. But if that was the case, then we were in big trouble anyway.

      I made my way over to the sign-in desk, feeling more nervous than normal even as I went through the familiar motions. Between that, and avoiding the bar, I was hoping no one managed to figure out that I was acting suspiciously.

      The bell signalling the start of speed dating rang out and I headed over to take my seat, nerves fluttering through me. I barely even registered the first few people I talked to until I sat down opposite a very uncomfortable-looking Seth.

      “Finally,” he muttered.

      “Not having fun?” I asked.

      “You know I’m not. People are going to start talking about whether Menhit and I are having issues.”

      “Nah, they’re more likely to think you’re looking for a third or something,” I responded.

      “That’s not helpful, Kua.”

      “Well this is the only way we could think of doing this without drawing a lot of attention,” I pointed out. “So what have you got for me?”

      “Here.” He handed me a small pouch of something.

      I took it from him and slipped it into my bra without looking at it so I didn’t draw any more attention to it than necessary. “What am I doing with it?”

      “You just have to get it to the core and sprinkle it on. That should do the trick.”

      I frowned as I tried to work out exactly what he’d given me. “That’s it?”

      “I didn’t think you’d want to do a whole ceremony while inside an enemy building,” he pointed out.

      “Fair enough.” I took a deep breath. “Will it work?”

      His expression told me everything.

      “Right, so do it, hope for the best, and get out of there as quickly as possible once I’m done,” I said.

      “Even if we knew for sure it would work, that would be for the best,” he reminded me. “So yes. Get in, do what you have to, get out.”

      “Got it.” Despite questioning whether it should be as easy as that, I was glad it was. I didn’t lack confidence, but I didn’t want to linger in the Sons of Seth building for any longer than I had to.

      The signal for the end of our turn came and I rose to my feet to move on to my next mini-date.

      “Good luck, Kua.”

      “Thanks.” I waved to him and moved on to the next date, trying not to fidget and do my best to make small talk.

      I checked the clock to see how long it was until the end of the session, relieved to see that I only had to get through two more dates.

      I sat down opposite my next date.

      “Hello, Kua.”

      “Abrax.” I couldn’t help the relief in my voice. I looked around to make sure no one was paying us any attention and leaned in. “What are you doing here?”

      “Well, the plan is that I’m supposed to capture you here, right? So what better way to convince anyone watching that I’m doing that than by acting completely normal.”

      “I guess we should make sure we’re caught sneaking around then,” I responded.

      “The only difference is that we need to make sure we’re seen,” he said.

      “From all of the lectures people have given me over the past nine months, I don’t think that’ll be an issue,” I muttered.

      “I’m sorry about that.”

      “No, you’re not.” My lips twisted up into a smile despite the seriousness of the evening. “And neither am I, it was fun.”

      “It was,” he agreed.

      “But I’m okay with things changing.” The words came out as barely a whisper.

      Abrax reached out and touched my hand, but neither of us said anything else.

      The end of our turn came and I got up, only remembering as I did that I needed to make this as obvious as I could. “Meet me in the usual spot,” I announced loudly.

      “You’re the boss,” he responded, leaning back in his chair.

      The way he was acting might seem like it was normal, but I could see the difference in the set of his mouth and the fear in his eyes.

      I wished there was a way to reassure him that this was all going to be okay, but I didn’t think it was safe to do that here, not when there was so much on the line.

      As much as I wanted to stay and talk to him more, I knew I had to continue through the motions of the evening. No one could know that the way I felt about him had changed. What we were planning was already dangerous enough, and the Sons of Seth were already using me against him, we couldn’t give them more to use against us.

      The man opposite me flashed me a toothy smile. “Aren’t you a sight for sore eyes?”

      I raised an eyebrow. “Not even a hello?”

      “There’s limited time to find out who we are,” he pointed out. “So I’m just going straight for the flirting.”

      “Ah.” I waited for the part of me that liked this kind of thing to appear, but it didn’t. Instead, I found myself searching for any hint of tattoos on his skin to indicate he was a spy of some kind, which was probably unkind of me. But I was convinced that there was one in the room.

      My gaze slipped to Abrax in the next seat over, and I caught him in the middle of looking in my direction. A small thrill travelled through me at the attention, like there was a secret between us.

      Which I supposed there was.

      “I think that’s the end of our date,” the man opposite said, calling my attention properly back to it.

      “Oh, so it is.”

      “Hopefully, I’ll get to see you again sometime soon,” he said.

      “Maybe.” I got to my feet and smiled at him, but I didn’t think it reached my eyes.

      He made a big show of ticking my name on his sheet, which was only going to lead to disappointment on his part, but there was no helping that.

      I stepped away from the line of chairs and made my way over to the entrance to the corridor that led to the kitchens. I leaned against the wall and made eye contact with Abrax, hoping it was enough for whoever was spying on us. If they believed that Abrax was seducing me away from DeLux Café, then it should keep him safe once we were in the Sons of Seth headquarters.

      A small thrill spread through me as he got to me and leaned in.

      “Are you ready?” he whispered.

      I nodded. “You?”

      “Not even slightly. But I know we have to do this.”

      I swallowed hard, trying not to feel as nervous as I currently was. I trusted Abrax, more than I think I’d ever trusted anyone before. It was terrifying and exhilarating all at the same time.

      “We’ll be okay,” I promised, brushing my fingers against his.

      “I wish I had your confidence.”

      “I have enough for us both,” I responded.

      Abrax chuckled, but there was very little actual amusement in the sound. “We should...” He gestured towards the corridor.

      I nodded. “Let’s go.” I turned, remembering only at the last minute that I was supposed to be acting as if this was a normal hook-up and not Abrax fake god-napping me.

      I swung my hips and looked over my shoulder to give him a smile that I hoped could be interpreted as seductive, but was probably just uneasy.

      It seemed like I was more nervous about this than I wanted to admit, even to myself.
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      Despite knowing that I was in safe hands, my stomach began twisting into knots with every bump in the road. I cricked my neck, and tried to get comfortable, but the cuffs around my wrists were making that difficult.

      As was the gag. Abrax hadn’t tied it particularly tight, but it was trapping the bitter taste of the substance he was supposed to have used to subdue me on my lips. And that stuff tasted vile, I was glad we’d only decided to dab some on my mouth in case one of the other warlocks came close enough to smell it rather than having to drink the stuff.

      The van came to a stop, and there was a sick feeling in my stomach as I realised we must have arrived. This wasn’t entirely how I’d pictured going into the Sons of Seth headquarters. There was more walking involved in that, but considering Abrax had been given some surprisingly explicit instructions along with his abducting-a-god kit, it was better to do it this way.

      Even if it left things more open to going wrong.

      I heard Abrax get out of the van and slam the door shut. Voices sounded almost immediately, proving that every precaution we’d taken was worthwhile. People were already assessing the situation and making sure that he’d actually done what he said he would.

      The double doors of the back of the van opened, letting light inside and making me wince. At least that would add to the idea that I was drugged even when I wasn’t.

      Abrax’s emotionless face peered inside, not giving away any of the thoughts beneath the surface. But I knew it was all an act. I knew him and none of what he’d said to me was a lie. I knew it.

      “Ah, Abrax, you’ve returned,” a dark-haired man said as he approached the back of the van and looked in.

      “I have.” He stepped to the side so the man could see me.

      I resisted the urge to glare at him, knowing I wasn’t supposed to be able to. Even so, the hatred towards this man rose within me. I didn’t need to ask in order to work out who this man was, I could tell from the way Abrax tensed around him.

      “And you fulfilled your mission,” the man said.

      Abrax cleared his throat. “I did, sir.”

      “How did you manage it?”

      “I’ve spent the last nine months gaining her trust so that it would be easy to get her alone.”

      My heart squeezed even though I knew it was a lie.

      Or that I thought it was a lie. There was a chance that I was the one he was tricking here.

      No, I couldn’t let myself go down that path. He’d just have drugged me if he was going to betray me. It would have been easier, and he’d have been able to remove the amulets I was wearing at the same time.

      I just had to keep faith. I trusted Abrax. He wasn’t about to betray me to the Sons of Seth, even if it would be the easiest thing for him to do right now.

      “Where should I take her?” Abrax asked.

      “There’s a room prepared for her,” he responded. “But you’re expected on the first floor.”

      Fear shot through me at the man’s words. Being separated from Abrax was a possibility we’d planned for, but that didn’t make the idea appealing. Anything could happen to him when he was inside the building.

      “All right.” There was something weird in Abrax’s voice, but I couldn’t put my finger on what it was, either he was concerned that we were being separated too, or he was worried that he wasn’t going to get back in their good graces after all.

      “Anything else we should know?”

      “She had this on her.” He held out the decoy amulet we’d decided to use.

      The man in front of him snatched it free and turned it over in his hands. “What does it do?”

      Abrax shrugged. “No idea. I thought she’d get suspicious if I asked, but I didn’t want it interfering with the suppression spells. Not after last time.”

      The man chuffed, clearly not impressed by the reminder of everything that happened with Ptah. I didn’t blame him to an extent. What had happened there was incredibly embarrassing for a cult that claimed to be as powerful as they were.

      “Anything else on her?” the man asked.

      “I took a knife from her when I loaded her into the van, but I didn’t see anything else at the time.” A clever response. He wasn’t lying and saying he’d searched me, but he was also carefully avoiding saying he hadn’t. If we were lucky, they’d just assume that he had searched me and we wouldn’t have any problems.

      If they did decide to search me, then it was going to be an issue. I had no idea if there was going to be another way for me to kill the god’s soul. But I’d cross that bridge if it came to it. Right now, I was more concerned by the fact I was gagged and cuffed in the back of a van, unable to go anywhere.

      “Put the blindfold on her,” the man by Abrax said.

      Abrax nodded and headed towards me. I struggled with my bonds a little, trying to still appear groggy from what he was supposed to have dosed me with.

      He met my gaze, but I couldn’t read the expression in his eyes. Without saying anything, he lifted the blindfold and tied it behind my head. Though even without being able to feel it, I could tell that his knot needed work. I’d have to teach him how to do a better one if we ever needed a blindfold again.

      All of my thoughts fled as I realised how cut off I felt without the use of my hands, eyes, or mouth. At least I could still feel my magic coursing through me. If it came to it, I could shift into a snake and get out of everything within a few seconds.

      Though doing that before I was alone would defeat the entire point of our plan even if it felt foolish to let this just happen to me.

      Abrax’s hands touched the cuffs around my wrists.

      “What are you doing?” Willas demanded.

      “Checking they’re on right,” Abrax responded gruffly.

      “Be quick about it.”

      Fingers slipped into my palm along with something small and cold. Understanding dawned on me.

      Abrax had slipped me the key to my cuffs. I tightened my grasp, brushing my fingers against his as I did. I wished we could say something to one another, but with no way of knowing who was listening, I knew we couldn’t.

      “Done,” Abrax said, stepping back.

      “Good. Take her away.”

      Arms scooped me up from the back of the van. My entire body went into fight mode and it was all I could do to hold back the desire to struggle. But I was supposed to be drugged right now and revealing that I wasn’t could have dire consequences for Abrax, something I wasn’t willing to risk. He was in enough danger as it was.

      I tried to count the steps as the man carrying me made his way into the building, but it was virtually impossible to without the use of all of my senses. I just had to hope Abrax would be able to figure out where they’d taken me otherwise I was going to end up using a lot of my time trying to figure out where I was.

      This plan was starting to sound a little more foolish than I’d first thought.

      It wasn’t until the man set me down on what felt like a prison cot that I realised we’d reached our destination. The clunk of a door closing and the scrape of the key in the lock followed.

      I sucked in a breath and listened as intently as I could to try and work out if there was someone in the room with me. Hearing nothing, I gave in to the urge to shift, using my magic to shake my restraints as I did, while keeping my clothes firmly on my body, including the multitude of useful items I had stashed in them.

      My body contorted until it was in the form of a large python. I surveyed the room, flicking my tongue. Thankfully, my judgement had been sound, and there was no one else here with me. All I had to do now was figure out how to get out of here, find Abrax, and then destroy the soul of a god.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER 16

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      Abrax

      

      A pit of dread opened in my stomach as I watched one of the other warlocks disappear into the building with Kua. I’d naively hoped that we wouldn’t get separated as soon as we arrived, but I should have known that was going to happen.

      Willas clapped me on the back, making me jump. “You did the right thing, Abrax.”

      “Thanks,” I mumbled.

      “I’m glad. I was worried you were going to try and abandon us.”

      My stomach twisted into knots. I’d suspected he hadn’t believed me before, but this all but confirmed it. “I was always playing the long game,” I lied. Though maybe it actually wasn’t a lie. I was playing the long game, just not one the Sons of Seth would be very pleased with.

      “So it seems. And I have to say, it’s been more effective than everyone else we’ve sent out. None of them have managed to bring a god back.”

      “I’m glad to be of service.” I hated every word.

      “Good. Now get some rest. There’s a room on the first floor waiting for you.”

      I nodded, not commenting on the fact that I wasn’t being allowed to return to my lodgings outside headquarters. Though at least that would make it easier to get back to Kua.

      The only problem was working out where she was. I guessed my best bet was to start in the rooms around the core and go from there.

      “Anyway, I should get going, but excellent work, Abrax,” Willas said. “I’ll make sure that the superiors know that you’ve honoured your promises to us.”

      “Thanks.”

      There was something on his face that made me wonder whether that was actually true. I suspected not. If they hadn’t trusted me to bring Kua in before, then I doubted they’d start trusting me now. I was tainted goods as far as the Sons of Seth were concerned, and if I stayed here, I was almost certainly going to end up dead before the morning.

      Luckily, we planned on being long gone by then. If everything went to plan, anyway.

      I made my way inside the building, but ignored the instructions to go to the first floor. I had no idea what was waiting for me there, but I had a bad feeling about it and I’d rather not find out.

      Instead, I kept going until I was close to where the core was kept. They had to have put Kua around here.

      A couple of voices sounded, and I pressed myself back against a wall. The warlock who had carried Kua inside strode past, not even noticing me. But at least that meant she was probably somewhere close and would no doubt already be trying to get out of wherever they were holding her. I wasn’t entirely sure how she was going to do that, but I knew her well enough to be certain she’d give it a go.

      Not that it helped allay any of my worries about what was happening right now.

      Satisfied that I was clear to enter the corridor, I pushed open the door and stepped inside, wincing as it squeaked.

      I was about to make my way towards the first room when movement from a little way down caught my eye. At first, I dismissed it as nothing, but then I saw it again. A tiny grey snake against the wall.

      “Kua?” I whispered.

      In an instant, the snake changed in front of me and retook the form of the one person I really wanted to see.

      “Hey,” she said.

      “You made it out.”

      “I did. Thanks for the key.” She leaned in and kissed my cheek.

      “You didn’t need it, did you?”

      She chuckled. “No, but it was appreciated all the same. And if they’d searched me and found the other amulets, maybe I would.”

      I nodded, trying not to think of all the things that could have gone wrong.

      Kua’s gaze looked up and down me. “They haven’t done anything to you?” Her voice shook, revealing the very real concern she seemed to have.

      “No, they didn’t do anything,” I promised. “I’m not sure that would be true if I’d gone to the room they prepared for me though. What about you?”

      She shook her head. “Just locked me in a room. The idiots didn’t even search me.”

      “What would you have done if they did?”

      She shrugged. “Not sure. Turned into a snake and bitten them.”

      “You couldn’t do that much damage, you’re only small.” I hated the idea of her tiny snake body up against the warlock who had taken her.

      Her lips quirked up in amusement. “I can shift into any kind of snake I want.”

      “And you chose a tiny grey snake?”

      “Of course. Less noticeable. If it helps, I turned into a python to actually get out of the room they locked me in, I just changed once I was out of it.”

      “That does help,” I assured her, thinking of how formidable I’d found Pattie the first time I went to Kua’s flat. If she could shift into a snake like that, then I knew she’d be fine. “We should get moving though. I don’t know how long we’ve actually got until they notice I’m not where I’m supposed to be.”

      “How long do you think it’ll be?”

      “Half an hour if we’re lucky.”

      “So not long enough,” she responded. “How far away from the soul are we?”

      “Not far. This way.” I grabbed hold of her arm and tugged her down the corridor, knowing we needed to get going if we were going to manage this.

      Neither of us said anything as we made our way down the dull grey corridors that I hated even more than I had used to in the past. It was safe to say that I never wanted to come back here once I was free of the place.

      “Here.” I gestured to a turn, only to stop in my tracks at the sight of two guards waiting at the end of the corridor, though thankfully, they had their backs to us.

      I should have considered that they’d do something to protect the core while Kua was in the building.

      “I can’t use magic without them noticing.” Though if I was honest, I wasn’t even sure what magic I’d be able to use to get us past them.

      “Then it’s a good job you have me,” Kua responded.

      “What...”

      Before I could ask, she raised her hand and a small amount of black smoke rose from her fingers into the air. The lights above us flickered before completely extinguishing, plunging the hallway into darkness.

      Apparently, no one had ever thought to install emergency lighting.

      “Hey, what happened?” one of the men shouted.

      “Bulbs must have blown,” another answered. “I’ll send a message down to maintenance and they’ll be here to sort it.”

      “We can’t leave the corridor unguarded,” the first man said.

      “We’re still here,” his companion responded. Light illuminated his face, presumably as he sent the message.

      “Come on,” Kua whispered to me, grabbing my hand and pulling me down the corridor.

      My heart pounded, but I didn’t say a word, knowing that this was a huge risk. Hopefully, if it came to it, she’d be able to shift into a snake to avoid detection, though I realised I couldn’t voice that thought to her without alerting the other warlocks to the fact we were here.

      The two warlocks were still grumbling to one another about the power outage, giving us the perfect chance to scoot past without them noticing.

      I barely breathed until we were around the corner and out of sight.

      “What did you do?” I whispered once I realised it was safe.

      “Goddess of darkness, remember? It comes with some perks.”

      “Like making the lights go out?” I hadn’t realised she had control over that kind of magic.

      “I can make them come back on too.” She did something and the lights in the adjoining corridor flickered back on. “Now they’ll spend some time wondering about what’s wrong with them and won’t assume that someone used it as a diversion.

      “Handy,” I murmured.

      “I know. Now, let’s get to the soul.”

      I nodded and headed down the corridor, trepidation building with every step I took.

      After we did this, my entire life would change. Hopefully for the better.
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      The moment I stepped into the room containing the dead god’s soul, my own began to ache. I stood and stared at the bright light pulsing in the middle of the room, a little in awe of its power.

      “Kua?”

      “Sorry, it’s just beautiful.” I reached out a hand to see if I could touch it, but the soul recoiled. “I didn’t realise it would look like this.”

      “Do you think all souls look like this?”

      “I don’t know,” I admitted. “But I’d like to think so.” The idea that this was resting inside all of us was kind of beautiful.

      Except for the fact that this god had been killed in order to fuel a cult of warlocks who wanted to destroy all of godkind. Though at least that goal kind of made sense now.

      “Do you know who they are?” Abrax asked.

      I looked at him, surprised to find a pained and sad expression on his face as he looked at the soul.

      “No, I don’t recognise the way they feel, but that doesn’t mean anything. This could be my best friend and I might not recognise it outside of her body.”

      “You have a best friend?”

      “Of course I do.” I looked into the soul again. What would Skadi want me to do if this was her?

      It was a silly question. She’d tell me that I was a fool for not killing the soul already.

      I reached into my bra and pulled out the bag Seth gave me. I opened it, surprised to only find a fine black powder inside it.

      “What is it?” Abrax asked, looking over my shoulder.

      “No idea,” I responded. “I didn’t have a chance to really ask.” 

      “And we probably don’t want to know,” he muttered. 

      I nodded, seeing exactly what he meant. “But Seth said this would work, so we’re just going to have to trust him.” I stepped closer to the soul, feeling like I should be saying something to it.

      “I’m sorry this was done to you,” Abrax said before I could say anything myself. “And I’m sorry I used some of your magic. I didn’t know what I was doing, and it’s something that will haunt me for the rest of my life.”

      I reached out and put a comforting hand on his arm, hoping he realised that I didn’t judge him for any of what had happened to him. He’d made a decision when he was seventeen, and I couldn’t judge him on a version of himself from fifteen years ago.

      “I don’t know if you can hear us,” I said to the dead god. “But we’re sorry that we have to do this.” I opened the pouch further and sprinkled the powder over the glowing ball of light.

      It flickered and dimmed almost instantly.

      “Is that it?” Abrax asked.

      “No idea, Seth didn’t give me very detailed instructions, this isn’t the most elaborately thought out plan in existence.”

      “So what do we do now?”

      “Get out of here and hope for the best,” I responded.

      An alarm blared through the room, making us both jump. Lights flashed and a siren blared, making it impossible to ignore.

      “What’s the quickest way out of the building?” I asked him.

      “The front door.”

      “Then let’s go.” I turned to leave the room, knowing that every minute was going to matter right now.

      “We can’t just walk out of the front door.”

      I shrugged. “Why not? The alarms going off and that should be enough to distract anyone. No one will be paying us any attention.”

      “There are cameras.”

      “And by the time they check those, if they even do, we’ll be in Purgatory and they won’t be able to do anything to us.” If we hadn’t destroyed the god’s soul properly then there could still be issues because of that, but we should be safe once we were properly through the portals and at my flat in Purgatory. Hopefully, Kuk had done what I asked and gotten it ready for us while I was here.

      “I don’t think it’s a good idea...”

      “If someone tries to catch us, I’ll turn into a cobra and start spitting venom everywhere,” I promised.

      He gave me a look that I wasn’t entirely sure meant he believed me. Or that he did, but he was mildly horrified by the idea.

      Thankfully, he didn’t waste more time on that and headed for the door. I followed him, only pausing to look back at the god’s soul. Parts of it had turned black where the powder had touched it, and I didn’t need to wait to know what was happening. It was dying. Though I wasn’t sure whether that was even possible considering the god the soul belonged to was already dead, but the sentiment was still the same. The soul was collapsing in on itself.

      So long as this was the only soul the Sons of Seth had, our problems would be solved.

      If it wasn’t...

      “Kua.” The mild panic in Abrax’s voice cut through my thoughts and I turned away, leaving the soul to its final fate.

      As much as I felt for whoever it was who had ended up like this, I knew I couldn’t focus on it too much. Not until we were far away from here and safely in Purgatory where the Sons of Seth wouldn’t be able to follow.

      “Which way?” I asked Abrax.

      He gestured to the left just as shouts started from deeper into the building. The alarm continued to blare, and I was hopeful that the ensuing panic would help mask us getting out of here. We really should have come up with a better plan for that.

      Abrax grabbed my arm and tugged hard, pulling me into a small alcove.

      I frowned. “Wh-”

      He cut me off with a hand over my mouth just as a handful of warlocks rushed past. I hadn’t even noticed they were there.

      “What’s happening, sir?” a voice I didn’t know asked.

      “Not sure.” I recognised the second voice as belonging to the man who had been talking to Abrax outside the van. “Did Abrax arrive at the first floor?”

      “Not according to reports.”

      The man groaned. “This is all his doing. No doubt the goddess he brought in is on the loose too.”

      “We haven’t sent anyone to check on her,” the first man responded.

      “Why not? Get that done.” It was clear from the man’s tone that he wasn’t impressed.

      “Yes, sir!” The hurried stamp of boots heading in the other direction followed the words.

      We waited for a couple more moments, both of us barely breathing as we tried to work out whether we were alone.

      “Stay here,” Abrax whispered.

      “But...”

      “Kua.” He gave me a stern look.

      I rolled my eyes. “I can shift,” I reminded him, already pulling forth the magic before he’d had a chance to respond.

      My body shrunk and became a small grey snake again, allowing me to peek around the corner and make sure that we weren’t about to get caught.

      I slithered out further, looking both ways up and down the corridor before shifting back into my normal form. “All clear.”

      “That was reckless,” Abrax murmured.

      I shrugged. “It worked. And really, this whole plan was reckless. Now, where’s the front door?”

      “Down those stairs.” He pointed to the double doors at the end of the corridor.

      “All right, then let’s go. I want to be out of here.”

      He nodded.

      I reached out and took his hand in mine, giving it a squeeze. As much as this had been a bit reckless, I was glad it was him I was doing it with.
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      The morning light was different than normal, and it took me a moment to realise it was because I was in Purgatory and I just wasn’t used to it.

      I rolled over, but Kua’s side of the bed was already empty and there was faint clattering from the direction of what I assumed was the kitchen. This whole place was foreign to me, I hadn’t even realised she had a flat in Purgatory until a few days ago.

      I threw off the duvet and made my way over to the window to look out. Before me was what looked like a normal town, except that nothing was normal about it. I was sure I’d learn more about what went on here as time passed. We’d be spending a couple of weeks down here just to make sure the Sons of Seth were actually dealt with and weren’t about to come and collect the debt they no doubt felt we now owed them.

      Those thoughts were going to plague me for a long time to come, no matter how much I wanted to believe we succeeded. I closed my eyes and tried to work out if I could sense any magic within me. I didn’t think so, but I hadn’t spent enough time contemplating it to know for sure.

      Maybe other people would be able to tell.

      I turned from the window and opened my eyes, catching sight of myself in the mirror and staring in shock. I lifted my hand to touch my face, surprised to find completely unblemished skin there without a hint of the tattoos that had marked me as a member of the Sons of Seth for the past fifteen years.

      I stepped closer to the mirror, examining every inch of skin I could see and finding nothing.

      My tattoos were completely gone. Which probably answered the question about the magic too. I let out a laugh.

      Gone.

      It was gone.

      Which meant that not only had we succeeded in getting out of headquarters, but we’d succeeded in our task.

      I smiled as I made my way out of the bedroom and followed the noises coming from the kitchen. I paused in the doorway, watching Kua as she half-danced around the kitchen while making herself some coffee.

      She turned, a wide smile crossing her face as she looked at me.

      “Morning,” I said. 

      “Afternoon,” she responded. “It’s already gone two. We slept for a long time.”

      “I’m not surprised, yesterday was stressful.”

      “At least it was also successful,” she responded. “Coffee?” She held up a cup.

      I nodded.

      “Great, I’ll put one on.” She put the cup under the coffee machine spout and pressed the button to make the first cup. “I’m glad it worked.”

      “You don’t seem surprised.”

      “I noticed your tattoos were gone when I woke up,” she responded. “I’ve had time to get used to the idea.”

      “Oh.” I touched my face, though I couldn’t feel anything different about it. The tattoos had never been raised. “What do you think it means?”

      Kua shrugged and finished making the coffee. “We can’t know for sure until we’ve talked to someone who knows more than we do, but I’m guessing it means that we were successful and the god’s soul is now gone. If your magic was always coming from it, then it makes sense that’s gone too.”

      “I guess I didn’t expect my tattoos to be gone along with it.”

      “You said they were made with magical ink, right?”

      I nodded.

      “Then I guess that’s why. They’ve disappeared because the magic binding them to your skin has gone.”

      “I feel very human.”

      “You are human,” she pointed out.

      “I know. But it’s weird, not to have magic.”

      “You could do something about it? We could find you a vampire.” She hopped up on the counter and pulled me to her until I was standing between her legs. Her fingers began to trace where my tattoos used to be, as if from memory.

      “Right now, I think I need to feel human for a bit. It’s weird, but I need to gain that back before I do anything drastic. I rushed into the decision to join the Sons of Seth, I shouldn’t rush this.”

      “I understand.” Her fingers went back to tracing patterns on my skin. “So, what happens now?”

      “What do you mean?”

      She took a deep breath. “Well, you kind of turned your back on the cult that’s controlled you for fifteen years for me.”

      I chuckled. “I was already half out the door.”

      She shuffled on the side, and I realised what she was actually getting at.

      “What are you trying to say, Kua?” I asked, leaning in so we were closer.

      “I don’t know.” She bit her lip, looking strangely vulnerable for the woman I knew to be fearless. “No, I do know. I mean, I risked my life to help free you from the cult you were trying to escape.”

      “You could pretend you did that for the good of gods everywhere,” I pointed out.

      “I could, but we’d both know it was a lie.” She sighed. “I’m no good at this.”

      “I’m not either,” I assured her. “I’ve not exactly had much experience when it comes to relationships.”

      “At least that makes us even,” she responded. “But what I guess I’m trying to say, but badly, is that...eurgh, why is this so hard?”

      “Because you don’t like being vulnerable.”

      “And I avoid commitment. But it doesn’t look like I’ve done a good job at that here.”

      “Probably because you assumed that you didn’t have to avoid anything. Until last night, I was part of a cult that wanted to destroy gods, that’s about as far from commitment as you can get.”

      She let out a laugh. “So what you’re saying is that I feel like this because it didn’t matter if I felt like this anyway.”

      “Exactly.”

      She cocked her head to the side and seemed to contemplate something. “All right, that actually helps.” She took a deep breath. “I’m more than just not indifferent to you, Abrax. I-” She swallowed hard. 

      My heart constricted, filling me with the knowledge I’d been fighting, especially for the past few days, but if I was realistic with myself, it had been much longer. “I know how you feel.” 

      “I didn’t finish what I was saying.” She glanced away. “I don’t know if I can.” 

      “That’s okay,” I assured her. “We’ve got time.” 

      “I guess we do.” 

      “And I feel the same,” I whispered. “Even if neither of us can say it.”

      I didn’t miss the relief that flitted over her face, only to be replaced an instant later by her normal confidence. “So, I’m guessing we’ve got about three hours until people come to check on us...”

      “Just enough time to play a round of battleships,” I teased.

      “Hmm, how about we skip straight to the winner’s reward.” She pulled me closer, leaning in until her lips were hovering close to mine.

      “I think I’d be okay with that,” I murmured.

      “Good.” She wrapped her arms around my neck and kissed me deeply.

      Something about this kiss felt different than all the ones before, and it made me realise that the difference was us. Or more accurately, it was the emotions we’d finally both given names to. This wasn’t some meaningless thing between us, it wasn’t even a friendly physical thing, it was so much more.

      And now that I was free of the Sons of Seth, we could properly explore what that was, even if neither of us had been prepared for it.
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      The atmosphere in DeLux Café was electric, which wasn’t a surprise considering it was a Wednesday night. I wasn’t even sure why we’d even chosen speed dating night in order to meet up, but I supposed it wasn’t too bad if everyone was here.

      My brother waved me over to the table he was occupying with a few of the other gods we knew and I lifted my hand in response, ready to head over.

      I sauntered through the crowd, only pausing when Denwen said hello. I flashed the dragon god a smile. “How are you doing?” I asked.

      “Not bad, just here for speed dating. What about you?”

      “Oh, not tonight.” Or any time soon given the way I felt around Abrax, but I didn’t add that part out loud. He didn’t need to know about my feelings.

      Surprise flitted across the god’s face. “You’re not taking part in speed dating tonight? Don’t tell me even you’ve managed to find someone here?”

      I glanced over to where Abrax was getting drinks at the bar. “I did.” And technically, I could even say that I’d met him at a speed dating event, though the circumstances surrounding that were more complicated than that considering that Abrax was here to try and trap a god. Thankfully, with his tattoos gone, there was no way for anyone to even guess that if they didn’t already know.

      He whistled. “Now if there’s proof that this thing is working, then it’s standing right in front of me.”

      “Stranger things have happened.”

      “I’m not so sure about that,” he joked. “Anyway, I should get going because I do want to meet someone. Have a great night.”

      “You too, I hope you find someone,” I said.

      “Thanks, Kua.” He waved and headed over to the sign-up table.

      A hand on my lower back made me jump until I recognised the touch, and the smell of the man behind me.

      “What was that about?” Abrax asked.

      “Just an old friend.”

      “Should I be jealous?”

      I snorted. “Hardly.”

      “Good to know.” He leaned in and kissed my cheek.

      I took my glass of wine from him and took his hand, leading him over to the table where Kuk and the others were sitting.

      “Are you going to introduce us?” Menhit asked from beside Seth.

      “Oh, sorry, do you remember Abrax?” I gestured to him needlessly.

      The other goddess’ surprise was evident on her face. “But...”

      I pulled out a chair and took a seat, while Abrax did the same next to me. “Seth’s powder worked rather well, don’t you think?”

      “It removed your tattoos too?” Seth asked.

      “It happened overnight, we think because the god’s soul died,” I said, drinking some of my wine.

      “Huh, fascinating. I guess that does leave us with the problem of not being able to recognise former members of the Sons of Seth now,” my brother mused.

      “I don’t think that’ll actually be an issue,” Abrax said. “For the most part, the warlocks were all foot soldiers. I imagine many of them felt a lot like I did about the things that were being done. It’s only the top members who are completely fanatical. But I don’t think they really knew what they were doing when it came to actually making a new core.”

      “Even though they tried to do that to Kua?” Kuk asked.

      “I don’t know,” Abrax responded. “I actually didn’t know much, but I can give you all the information I do have just in case.”

      Seth nodded. “You should do that. I doubt it’s going to be much of an issue.”

      “We’re staying in Purgatory for a few weeks, we can set up a time for the two of you to talk about it,” I suggested.

      “Maybe we should have dinner,” Menhit suggested. “Are you free on Friday?”

      “We don’t really have any plans,” I admitted. “I work from home anyway, and Abrax doesn’t exactly have a job right now.” I took a sip of my drink, realising I’d almost finished it already.

      “I probably need to change that,” he said.

      I slipped a hand under the table and gave his leg a gentle squeeze. “One thing at a time.”

      He gave me a smile that made my heart flutter and every worry disappear into nothingness. I wasn’t sure precisely what it was about him that made me feel like this, but there was no doubt that he did.

      “Oh, I’m going to pick up Pattie tomorrow to bring her to your flat,” Kuk said. “Is there anything else you need?”

      “There are a few things, I can make you a list?”

      He nodded. “Just send it over.”

      “Thanks, Kuk, I appreciate it.” If I’d had more time, I’d have moved Pattie to my flat in Purgatory before we went into the Sons of Seth headquarters, but at least I knew she was well-fed and perfectly safe. I’d still feel better once my snake was with me again.

      The bell rang to signal the start of speed dating and the distant chatter of all of the voices filled the room.

      I half-expected to feel as if I was missing out, but that didn’t come. Instead, everything going around my head centred on how happy I was to be sitting by Abrax with other people knowing we were together and having no worries about tomorrow.

      “Should we get another drink?” Abrax asked, gesturing to my almost empty glass.

      I nodded and rose to my feet, excusing myself to the rest of the table.

      Abrax’s hand on my lower back was a welcome addition, and I leaned back into his touch, enjoying how casual the affection was between us, even if it was new. It seemed that this was something I’d been missing for a long time without even realising it.

      We made our way to the bar, but the staff were busy and not paying any attention to us.

      I turned in Abrax’s arms, bringing us face to face.

      “Missing speed dating?” he asked.

      “Not even slightly,” I responded. “The only person I’d have wanted to see tonight is you.”

      “Why Kua, you really have changed,” he teased.

      “Not that much.” I grabbed his hand and pulled him towards the corridor to the kitchen, forgetting all about the drinks we were going to order, we could get them later. Being officially together didn’t mean that we couldn’t have a little fun still. If anything, it was just as exciting to think about.

      He followed me until we were further down, then spun me so I was against the wall. He leaned in, his lips hovering above mine.

      “Kiss me,” I murmured.

      “Every day,” he promised, closing the gap between us and pressing his lips against mine.

      I wrapped my arms around his neck and sank into the moment, realising that I couldn’t wait to experience this same thing for months, years, and decades to come.

      Somehow, despite not being convinced I’d never want something like this, and now I couldn’t imagine wanting anything else. And with Abrax free from the Sons of Seth, it meant that we could take all the time we wanted without having to worry about something tearing us apart.

      And I couldn’t wait to discover what that meant.
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