
  
    
      
    
  


  
    
      The Secret Gods

      The Full Collection

    

    
      
        G. Bailey

      

    

  


  
    Contents


    
    
      
        Join Bailey’s Pack to chat with me!

      

      
        Description of Imprisoned Gods

      

    

    
      
        Chapter 1

      

      
        Chapter 2

      

      
        Chapter 3

      

      
        Chapter 4

      

      
        Chapter 5

      

      
        Chapter 6

      

      
        Chapter 7

      

      
        Chapter 8

      

      
        Chapter 9

      

      
        Chapter 10

      

      
        Chapter 11

      

      
        Chapter 12

      

      
        Chapter 13

      

      
        Chapter 14

      

      
        Chapter 15

      

      
        Chapter 16

      

      
        Chapter 17

      

      
        Chapter 18

      

      
        Chapter 19

      

      
        Chapter 20

      

      
        Chapter 21

      

      
        Chapter 22

      

      
        Chapter 23

      

      
        Chapter 24

      

      
        Chapter 25

      

      
        Chapter 26

      

      
        Chapter 27

      

      
        Chapter 28

      

      
        Chapter 29

      

      
        Chapter 30

      

      
        Chapter 31

      

      
        Epilogue

      

      
        Description of Chosen Gods

      

      
        Prologue

      

      
        Chapter 32

      

      
        Chapter 33

      

      
        Chapter 34

      

      
        Chapter 35

      

      
        Chapter 36

      

      
        Chapter 37

      

      
        Chapter 38

      

      
        Chapter 39

      

      
        Chapter 40

      

      
        Chapter 41

      

      
        Chapter 42

      

      
        Chapter 43

      

      
        Chapter 44

      

      
        Chapter 45

      

      
        Chapter 46

      

      
        Chapter 47

      

      
        Chapter 48

      

      
        Chapter 49

      

      
        Chapter 50

      

      
        Epilogue

      

      
        Description of Storm Gods

      

      
        Chapter 51

      

      
        Chapter 52

      

      
        Chapter 53

      

      
        Chapter 54

      

      
        Chapter 55

      

      
        Chapter 56

      

      
        Chapter 57

      

      
        Chapter 58

      

      
        Chapter 59

      

      
        Chapter 60

      

      
        Chapter 61

      

      
        Chapter 62

      

      
        Chapter 63

      

      
        Chapter 64

      

      
        Chapter 65

      

      
        Chapter 66

      

      
        Chapter 67

      

      
        Chapter 68

      

      
        Chapter 69

      

      
        Chapter 70

      

      
        71. Bonus Epilogue

      

      
        Epilogue

      

      
        Note From The Author.

      

      
        About the Author

      

      
        Other Books by G. Bailey

      

      
        Description of Runes of Truth

      

      
        72. Bonus Read

      

    

    

  


  
    
      
        
        Imprisoned Gods © 2020 G. Bailey

        This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents either are the products of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, businesses, companies, events, or locales is entirely coincidental.

      

      

      

      
        
        All Rights Reserved. No part of this book may be reproduced or used in any manner without the express written permission of the publisher except for the use of brief quotations in a book review.

      

      

      

      
        
        This eBook is licensed for your personal enjoyment only. This Book may not be re-sold or given away to other people. If you would like to share this book with another person, please purchase an additional copy for each recipient.

        Edits by Helayna Trask

        Cover Design by Daqri Combs

      

      

      [image: Vellum flower icon] Created with Vellum

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Join Bailey’s Pack to chat with me!

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

      
        
        Join my Facebook group, Bailey’s Pack to say hello!

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        For all those who believe in karma. What goes around, comes around.
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        Gods can’t escape their fate...but they can try to run.

      

        

      
        My name is Karma and I’m a goddess.

        But not a very good one according to, well, everyone.

        Between accidental mishaps on the job, the talking family goat, and a necklace full of dangerous charms…trouble was always going to find me.

      

        

      
        But I never expected to be locked away in the gods' correction prison for accidentally killing a higher god.

        Which is literally the only rule gods have.

        Between the sexy justice god twins who want me locked away and a storm god who holds too many secrets in his dark eyes, prison isn’t all that bad.

      

        

      
        Until fate catches up with me…and there is nowhere to hide.

      

        

      
        Imprisoned Gods is a full length 80,000+ words Urban Fantasy RH Romance.  RH means where there is more than one love interest. Book one of Three. 17+.
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      After pushing my best friends shoulder, shouting her name and even playing loud music, she still snores like I’m not here. Time to bring out the big cards then. Filling a glass with water, I walk back to her and slowly drop a little bit on her face. I chuckle as she coughs like I just attempted to drown her or something, letting out a tiny scream and rolling off the side of her single bed, pulling the red sheets off with her.

      “Karma, have you lost your god damn mind?!” she shouts, huffing and puffing as she sits up, wiping her face.

      “You told me to do it! Remember?” I say, reminding her of what she asked me yesterday. “ ‘If I don’t wake up for the job interview, you have full permission to pour ice cold water over my face to get my lazy ass up,’ ” I mimic her voice as she still glares at me.

      “Did you even try to wake me up the normal way?” she asks as she stands up, picking up her bedsheets as she does.

      “Nope, but I have coffee,” I say, knowing that will distract her into forgiving me. I’m pretty sure my bestie, Mads, has been addicted to coffee since I’ve known her. We met in school when we were both eight years old. Mads grins, running past me to the cup of coffee in the travel mug on her counter. She sighs as she takes a long sip and then goes to grab a towel.

      “Why is this job interview so feckin’ important?” I ask her, sitting on her messy bed as she towel dries her hair.

      “Unlike some people, we don’t all live rent free in our parents’ house and have no job, Karma,” she sarcastically states, though I know she doesn’t mean it in a nasty way. I do have a job, not one that she could ever find out about though. I couldn’t even imagine telling Mads I’m a goddess of karma and get paid in pure gold to deliver karma to the world. I also don’t think she would believe me if I said I hide my box of gold at the end of a rainbow, as rainbows are the safest bank storage in the magical world. Don’t even get me started on how protective our family leprechaun is. My mum went all literal by naming me what my family’s job is. My brothers all have normal names, but oh no, mum and dad had to choose Karma for me. I’m named after my great ancestor, the original karma goddess.

      “I will get a job, you know, when I run out of money,” I say, which will be never because being a karma god is a job I will have to do until I die. The higher gods make sure we are well paid though, better than any human job could pay us, to make sure we would never leave our work. I know there have been gods and goddesses who have left—or tried to—only to find themselves thrown into the gods’ correctional facility. I shudder. That place is worse than any nightmare a god of dreams could give you.

      “You are so lucky,” she says with a longing sigh, disappearing into her wardrobe to get dressed. Mads doesn’t have family, and her foster parents let her runaway to Dublin at fifteen, and they never looked for her. She kept in contact with me though, only as I wouldn’t let her just disappear on me. Decent friends are hard to come by and even better if they don’t ask too many questions like her. Mads has worked a million jobs to keep her tiny studio flat and food on her table, and I admire her for it. I really hope she gets the job today; I know there isn’t much food in her fridge, and she won’t let me help her out with money. I push my curly, waist-length red hair behind my ear as I stand up and go to the mirror as I wait for her. I glance down at my black leather leggings and black vest top that shows a little bit of my stomach off.

      “You still look like a sexy Irish Barbie doll, don’t worry,” Mads jokes, and I turn to grin at her, seeing her smart work uniform that suits her curves, long blonde hair which she has pulled up into a bun. We are both Irish, though somehow Mads has a stronger accent than I do, and her curse word list is pretty impressively mixed between British and Irish words.

      “Coming from the actual Barbie doll with big boobs,” I reply, because she damn well looks like one of those little feckers she used to steal from me as a kid. “Though you look great, and you will be fine today.”

      “What are your plans for today?” she asks, and I glance down at my hand, seeing the name John Markson in black ink tattooed on the back. I flip my hand over, seeing the black Celtic circle knot in my palm, which when touched will take me to wherever John Markson is so I can deliver his karma. When the ink is black, it’s my favourite kind of karma to deliver. The bad kind. Usually I ignore the ones that are gold, because I’m not the type to give good things to people all the time. My brothers and parents are much better at those jobs.

      “I have a date with a John Markson,” I say as honestly as I can. It won’t be a date, more of a bad surprise depending on what I can sense he hates the most. It will be funny either way.

      “Sounds like fun,” she says, winking at me before grabbing her bag and leaving her apartment. I turn my hand over and press the mark, disappearing into a puff of green dust.
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      When I reappear, shaking the green dust off my clothes, I look around at the street that I’m in. Each house is a good distance apart and filled with massive mansions protected by big metal gates stopping anyone from getting in. I’m taking a wild guess the house right in front of me is my guy, judging by the fact it is the biggest on the row. Usually, rich guys need a good dose of bad karma because they are born dickheads. That isn’t always the case, but years of this job have taught me those born with a silver spoon in their mouths tend to think they can do what they want with no consequences.

      I walk across the street, pull the mailbox in the brick wall open, and look for a name on the letters inside. John Markson. Perfect. I shove the letters back in before going to the gate and pulling my necklace out of my top. I flip past the lucky charms until I find the magic key charm and press the key against the metal gate. It glows purple for a second before the gate swings open. This is going to be easy. I love my lucky charm necklace; there is not much that my charms can’t do. Each charm was a birthday gift from my parents over the years. The important ones are on my necklace, and the less important ones are on an ankle bracelet of mine. All twenty of them have been useful somehow over the years, or they have got me into trouble somehow. Either way, my necklace keeps things fun.

      I walk up the expansive driveway, admiring the flower beds that my mum would adore. I pass some very nice cars that I have no idea what they are, but man, would one of my brothers love them. I jog up the rest of the driveway, which is straight uphill, and I'm out of breath by the time I get to the top of it. Maybe I should go to some of those cardio classes with Mads. I straighten up once I get my breath back and look at the posh manor house. There is loud music coming from inside, and two motorbikes are parked outside the house in pride position. Clearly this guy loves his bikes, maybe his fear is they get stolen or something. I could make them disappear for sure.

      I walk up to the front door and turn the handle to find that it is open. That’s some good luck right there. I try not to whistle as I sneak into the white tiled entrance hall and see the white walls with a surfboard hanging on the wall by the stairs. The place is posh, like the kind of house a celebrity would live in. Everything from the vase of vivid flowers in the middle of the entrance hall to the art deco painting of a beach on the one wall makes me think this guy has a lot of money.

      I follow the noise of the music and pause outside a closed door, knowing I don’t need to make him aware I’m here. Sometimes it is better to get a feel for the karma I need to deliver rather than actually working out if the person is a good guy or not. I close my eyes, calling on my karma powers to sense if the guy I want is in there and what exactly he is scared of. It doesn't take more than a second to feel him close, close enough for his deepest fear to slip into my mind. I get an image of bees, dozens of bees attacking a child that I bet was him when he was younger. Well, this should be funny. Bees are highly intelligent insects, and I like them. They won’t attack you unless you piss them off first or attack their home. Luckily, there is another way to get them to attack someone. I flip through my charms, finding the animal calling one which looks like a fox, and grin. A swarm of bees is pretty bad karma if you are scared of them. I lift the charm to my lips and press a kiss onto the silver metal.

      "I call a swarm of bees to help me in my time of need. A man is due a karma kiss. Come to me, it is my only wish," I finish off my call, and the charm glows a bright green before rapidly fading. Thank god I'm good at rhyming, considering half the charms will only work with a rhyme for some odd reason. I'm pretty sure it's because my parents got the charms second hand at a magic stall at the magical market. Though we have money that would be considered a good amount for humans, it is pennies to the rest of the magical world. We are on what they call minimum wage that simple gods and goddesses like us get paid to make the world keep going, but it is a hell of a lot of money. I cross my arms, leaning against the side of the door as I listen to his god awful choice in music. It’s now time to wait for my handiwork to play out. Usually the bees don’t take too long to get here, and my family will be hella impressed that I did a job without messing it up as usual.

      I freeze as the door opens in front of me, and a man walks out, holding a pair of keys in his hand. Crap, this is my guy, and there is no way I can let him get in a car right now, but I also can’t explain why I’m in his house. I wait until he walks out the door before running after him, pushing the door open and jogging outside to see him get on the back of a motorbike. Double shite. That little eegit is going to get himself killed…and I will get the bloody blame.

      "Stop!" I shout, but the sound of his engine’s revving hides my shout, and he speeds off down the road. I glance over at the spare bike resting on the side and know I don't have a choice at this point. I need to catch up with him and make sure he is on the ground when those bees come. I can't let another guy get away without bad karma because he is too injured, and then have to call my family for help. A swarm of bees attacking him while he is on a bike is only going to cause a big problem for me.

      I run to the bike, swinging my leg over it, and turn the key. Thank god for that bad boy dating stage I had at eighteen. Darren, the dickface, as I decided to name him, may have slept with my science teacher, but at least he taught me how to ride his bike before I found out. I quickly speed down the driveway, just sliding through the closing doors before they shut on me. That might have hurt otherwise. The wind whips against my ears, no doubt making my hair more wavy and messy. I swing the bike to the left, turning down the street where I can see John disappearing into the distance. I speed up, trying to chase him as he heads onto another road and disappears around a corner.

      I speed around the corner of the empty road just in time to see a swarm of bees fly straight into John on the bike. The helmet does little to hide his pure panic as the swarm attacks him. He screams and lets go of the handles of the bike to no doubt pull the helmet off where the bees must have gotten inside. The bike rapidly turns, heading straight into a barrier of the cliff. Like it’s a damn movie, everything slows as John is flung off the bike as it crashes into the barrier, and he goes flying into the air over the very large and steep cliff. I slam on the brakes on my bike in a panic, letting it fall to the ground as I set off running to the barrier, expecting to see a flat and very dead John at the bottom of the cliff. I breathe out a sigh of relief when instead I see John holding onto a branch, hanging over a very dirty looking pond at the bottom of the cliff. It’s one hell of a drop, though. Poor John is having a very bad day.

      "HELP!" he screams at me. “Please help me!”

      "Yep, I'm coming!" I shout back at him, climbing onto the barrier and getting to the other side. I pull my charms out, finding the one for rope. It’s a plain flat circle, but if you look closely, you can see the never ending rope that is tied inside it. I shake the circle sphere a few times, pretending that John’s screams aren’t getting louder and more desperate. I glance down at him, seeing his beefy arms that make his head look ridiculously small in comparison. It’s okay, he can hold himself up for sure. The sphere spreads out into a bigger flat circle after a few shakes. I reach into the silver shimmering liquid inside the circle to pull out a long piece of magic rope that will never end. John continues to scream, like that is helping anybody, as I tie the rope to the barrier and the other part around my waist.

      "For the love of gods, can you be quiet? I need a moment of silence to talk myself into this as I don't like heights," I shout to John, who doesn't seem to care one bit as he continues to scream. I shake my head, wondering why I'm bothering when I could leave the douchebag to fall into the pond. It looks deep enough for him survive the fall. Possibly. No, I’m the better person, and I can’t just walk away from this when I’m pretty sure this is all my fault. Or at least that is how my family will see it when they find out. I turn myself around while muttering about how high the drop is before forcing myself to start walking down the rocks, lowering myself on the rope as I go. I don't know how long it is before I get near John, and he straightaway grabs my ankle. The grip is so strong that I cry out from his weight.

      "Wait a second, don't do that!" I shout at him, trying to shake him off as he pulls on my leg, trying to climb up me. I'm no rope, dude. The idiot lets go of the branch altogether, wrapping both his arms around my legs, and the rope drops us a tad. I scream, trying to shake him off as the rope slips from my hands, cutting into them as I desperately try to hold his weight up with mine. This is not what I had planned. What kind of feckin’ gobshite is he? He is going to kill us both.

      "Do I look like a bodybuilder who can hold your weight as well as my own, you feckin' eegit!" I shout at John, who is screaming and shaking as he holds onto my legs, completely ignoring me. My first hand slips just before I can do nothing but shriek as the rope falls from my hands, somehow letting me fall through the rope tied around my stomach. As I fall through the cold air, I brace myself to hit the pond water just as someone slams into me. I open my eyes, seeing my brother floating in the air above me, struggling to hold us all up with a shiny barrier of blue light. He holds a spear in his hand, and the tip glows the same blue as the barrier. My brother and his magical stick to the rescue again.

      "Karma Maria Kismet. Give me your friggin’ hand." Ah crap. I smile up at Peyton as he shouts his demand, sounding just like mum when she is mad as hell. I reach up, slamming my hand into his just as John, the moron, pulls hard on my leg as he screams. My leg slams through the magical barricade, my hand slipping from Peyton’s, and there is nothing to stop us as we all fall into the dirty water. I swim up to the surface, gasping air into my lungs as I wipe my eyes to see John come up right in front of me. He screams as he sees me, like I’m not the person that just tried to save his sorry ass. How ungrateful. A second later, my brother’s head appears out of the water to my right, and he looks like he just wants to murder me. Fair enough, I can’t actually blame him.

      "Hey, bro...how are you?" I awkwardly ask. “I see you had a haircut…”

      "Why am I always saving your arse, Karma?" he asks, glaring at me before swimming towards the edge of the pond. After a while, I see that Peyton pulls himself out of the pond and shakes his long red hair of the green water before crossing his arms. I shrug before turning around and swimming to the end of the pond, a bit away from him as I’m not stupid, and pulling myself out. My clothes are ruined, and I hold in a squeal as I pull out a small fish from my hair and throw it back in the pond.

      "I didn't need any help. The pond broke our fall," I point out as I see Pey looking at me like I should be saying sorry or thank you. I don’t know which one he expects, but he isn’t getting either.

      "Y-you were flying!" John shouts, saving me from having to say anything at all. John screams at Peyton as he gets out of the water and then starts running into the forest in front of us. I look at Peyton, and we both burst into laughter, neither one us able to stop laughing for a little bit.

      “See, it’s not all bad. Just a little mess up, and I could have handled it,” I say when the laughter dies off.

      "That pond has sharp rocks at the bottom, and it would have killed you if you fell without me stopping you," he points out. "Now I'm going to find whoever that screaming idiot is, wipe his memory, and then we can get going. I feckin’ stink, Karma."

      "I didn't know he was going to fall off a cliff, now did I?" I say, squeezing the pond water out my hair as Peyton walks past me.

      "Somehow, you never seem to have any blame for every job that goes wrong," he tells me. "Lucky you have a family to get your arse out of trouble, isn't it, little sis?"

      "I don't mess up every job," I point out. "It's like one out of five, and I think that's pretty good."

      "Not for a karma god, sis," he reminds me. "Now your guy is going to forget today, including his bad karma and get away with whatever he did. Without true karma, the world would be ruined. You need to get better at this." With his gloomy warning that makes me feel bad, he jogs into the forest after poor John. I lie back on the grass, looking up at the rocky cliff and bright blue sky. At least it's a nice day for John to have gone swimming.
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      I’m not sure whether it’s the stench of the pond scum or the fact that there are rocks digging into my ass, but I’m unable to get comfortable lying alongside the water, so I stand up, giving my long red tresses a squeeze to try to wring some of the water out. It doesn’t do much good; I’m sopping wet, and I smell like something that’s been sitting at the bottom of a lake for about a century. Still, at least I’m able to pluck a couple of stray sticks out of my unkempt red curls and give myself a desperate wipe-down with my hands. Damn, I think. I really liked this top. Maybe Mum will be able to reverse the damage when I get home. She seems to have a charm for everything, and if not a spell, then she might at least have a rune or potion that will keep it from getting stained. My clothes stick to me uncomfortably as I begin to make my way in the direction Peyton went, the rocks crunching under my boots. I struggle to keep my balance along the shoreline, and once glance back up the cliff face confirms what I already know: it’s going to be a long way back for poor John. If I’m lucky - and he’s not too pissed off at me as it is - maybe I can get Peyton to magick us back to the road. The thought of hiking when I’m wearing leather and dripping wet isn’t something I relish, and given what a botched job I’ve done here, it might be best if I go lay low at home for a while before continuing about my duties.

      First things first, though, I’ll need to catch up with my brother. We’re far away from the main highway out here, and the sounds of the wilderness around us are the only thing I can pick up. Contrary to what you might believe, gods aren’t physically much more powerful than humans; we get injured almost just as easily, our bodies age, and we get sick the same way humans do. The only difference is that we have access to magic, which makes our jobs easier. But make no mistake: if Peyton hadn’t been there to help me just now, I might very well have died - or at the very least, broken a few bones. Granted, there are exceptions - gods of physical strength and virility tend to be more durable than the average human, and others (like luck gods, for example) never seem to have accidents, no matter what they do. But I’m neither of those things, and at the end of the day, I’m more or less just a squishy flesh sack like everyone else in the mortal world.

      That might explain why I’ve always been told that I have shit hearing for someone my age. Come to think of it, maybe that’s why Mum yelled at me so much when I was a kid (although to be honest, I think it’s less a matter of not hearing and more a matter of not listening). Either way, the sound of my brother going after John has been muffled by the forest, and I have no choice now but to head in the direction he went and hope I’ll stumble upon him eventually. I could easily see him leaving me by the pond to teach me some kind of lesson, but I’m damn well not going to let this turn into another cautionary tale if I can help it. I mean, come on - I’m just trying to do my job, here.

      The day is bright and warm, and the sun feels nice on my damp skin as I make for the edge of the trees. There isn’t a cloud in the sky, and if I weren’t on duty today, I would think this the perfect time to wander the streets of town, or maybe even go into Dublin for the day. But karma never sleeps, apparently, and therefore, neither do I. I stifle a shiver as I enter the forest, the thick canopy blocking out the warmth of the sun and the world growing gloomy and shadowy as I go. There’s no path - just my luck - but I think I can hear the sound of footsteps in the distance, and so I continue in that direction. It’s always a bit entertaining to see a memory wiping happen - it’s never been something I’ve been very good at, although I’m going to have to learn how to do it sooner or later. Granted, I have a charm for it - it was one of the first ones my parents gave me - but it’s tricky to use, and I’m not the patient sort. Considering how often I manage to bungle my jobs, though, it would really come in handy.

      It goes without saying that normal humans can’t ever be made aware of the existence of magical folk. It’s not just about gods, although we’re certainly a large part of it, since our actions affect the everyday human world a great deal; there are plenty of other magical beings whose existence is safeguarded from prying human eyes. Fairies, for instance, and leprechauns. I’ve also heard of dryads and sirens, although they’re more rare, and I’ve never met one personally. The difference is that they tend to keep to themselves, and work for themselves. Gods, however? We exist to serve the human world, as shitty as it can be, and that means hiding among them in plain sight. If you ask me, it’s not all that fair; we’re stuck with our assignments from birth. Being sent to deal with selfish, spoiled, and cruel people all the livelong day starts to wear on your nerves after a while, and there aren’t many gods who actively seek out bad people the way I do. But someone has to do it, and I for one enjoy seeing people get their comeuppance. It’s far more entertaining than bringing fortune to the goody-two-shoes of the world, although I know I’m in the minority to think so. The only problem, of course, is that when something goes wrong like it did today, it’s on us to clean up the messes we make, one way or another.

      And by us, I mean someone other than me. Usually one of my brothers. But hey, it’s not my fault I still haven’t gotten the hang of my memory charm!

      I’m trudging along and shivering in the damp forest air for some time before I become aware of the humming sound behind me. Curious, I turn around and raise my eyebrows when I see that the swarm of bees I summoned earlier is still trailing behind me like a lost puppy. Whoops. Things went to hell so fast back there that I completely forgot to release them. Digging my animal summoning charm back out, I murmur, “Creatures of the land, sky, and sea, I relinquish you from your service to me.” An instant later, the swarm of bees begins to dissolve, and the rather confused-looking insects buzz away into the forest. The charm would have worn off in time, considering it’s a bargain basement medallion that most trolls would probably turn their noses up at, but the last thing I want is to have a bunch of stinging insects following me home… even if they were on my side.

      Tossing my long red hair back over my shoulder, I turn back around and continue to pick my way between the trees. Mental note, I think as I move past a bramble bush, its thorns scratching at my arms as I go, next time wait until you know the guy isn’t leaving the house. Hey, we all make mistakes, right?

      Before long, I begin to hear the sounds of muffled voices, and a few more moments of walking bring me to a small clearing. There are bushes on the far side, and I can make out the faint shape of a dirt path winding away between the trees - that’s our ticket home, if Peyton doesn’t decide to have mercy on me and transport us back to civilization. John is standing by the road, backing up slowly and pointing accusingly at Peyton as he moves. “I don’t give a shit who you are,” he snaps. “I just want you to stay away from me, you… you… you freak of nature!”

      Peyton sighs, rolling his eyes. “John, this would be a lot easier for all of us if you would just stand still for a moment,” he says.

      “Like hell!” John exclaims. “Why don’t you tell me how you were floating first, huh? How about that?!” He catches sight of me and bristles, turning his angry gaze on me. “And what the hell were you doing back there? Why were you on my bike?”

      I raise my eyebrows, a little surprised that he noticed while he was dangling over the edge of a cliff. “Believe me,” I tell him, “you really don’t want to know.”

      Peyton shoots me a glance when he hears my voice. “Not now, Karma,” he mutters. “You’ve done enough damage here.”

      I roll my eyes and turn my attention back to John. “Just hold still,” I tell him, savoring the barely-disguised panic in his expression when I say it. “This will all be over soon.”

      “What are you-” John begins, but he hesitates, and that brief moment is all Peyton needs. His hand is already flying to his pocket, pulling out one of his own charms. I see him rub a small circle over its brass surface with his thumb, his gaze fixed on John, and moments later, the douchebag’s eyes are glowing a pale blue color, the same way Peyton’s spear did earlier. His shoulders slump, his jaw goes slack, and as soon as his eyes stop glowing, they glaze over, no more recognition in them. “What…?” he begins, looking around as if in a daze. “Where am I…?” His eyes suddenly widen, and he whirls around, his arms flying out. “The bees!” he exclaims. “My bike…!”

      “Relax,” says Peyton. “Your bike is at the top of the ridge. There are no bees here.”

      “How did I get here?” John asks, brow furrowing.

      “You must have fallen over the edge,” Peyton replies. “You’re lucky you didn’t die. My sister and I just came across you. Follow this trail here, and you should get back to the main road.”

      “I… Right,” John says, rubbing his forehead. “Okay. The main road. Yes…” Looking unsteady, he slowly turns around and disappears into the trees.

      Peyton turns to me and crosses his arms. “So what are the chances of hitching a ride back home?” I ask.

      He rolls his eyes and takes my hand in his. Within an instant, the world around us is dissolving, the colors shimmering and merging, and suddenly we’re back at the dropoff, a few yards away from the abandoned motorbikes. Peyton turns and begins to head back down the road, not waiting up for me. “You really mucked it up this time,” he mutters. “You’re lucky I was in the neighborhood.”

      I shrug. “I would’ve just let him fall, if I were you.”

      He turns to me and says incredulously, “You don’t really mean that, Karma.”

      “Like hell I don’t,” I insist. “I don’t know what the guy did, but he was an asshole - that part was obvious.”

      “Our job is to deliver karma,” Peyton reminds me. “Not kill people. We’re not death gods.”

      “No,” I lament. “I think I’d make a much better death god, all things considered.”

      He snorts. “We’re in agreement there.”

      “So what were you doing around here, anyway?” I ask, crossing my arms as we turn the corner. Town shouldn’t be far from here.

      “I got a guy who saved a stray cat from the highway,” Peyton replies. “Made him find a hundred-euro gift card.”

      I sniff, but don’t say anything. It’s admirable, even if I can’t stand how saccharine the good karma always is. Why should people have to be bribed to do good things, anyway? Why shouldn’t they just… be good, without the universe patting them on the back and giving them a gold star? I guess that’s the cynical part of me talking, but I can’t help it.

      I’m really in the wrong line of work.
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      I continue to bicker with my brother as we continue on down the road in the direction of our home, asking him about his jobs for the day, complaining about some of my most recent charges, and speculating on what John might have done to deserve his most recent bout of bad karma. My money’s on cheating on his girlfriend, while Peyton suspects road rage. Either way, he seems to quickly tire of walking, as once we reach the outskirts of town, he pulls out his teleportation charm and tells me to take his hand again. I do as I’m told (a rare occurrence for someone like me, believe me), and after a moment of spellcasting, we are spirited off the main road. I think I’m finally getting used to the sensation of teleportation, although I’ll be happier once I’m able to do it myself. Like memory wiping, it requires some finesse, even when using a medallion, and I’m more the type of god to paint with a large brush, so to speak.

      “You won’t tell anyone about the cliff diving incident, will you?” I ask as we appear on the pathway in front of our house. We live in a small village just south of Dublin, the kind of quaint old place that you might imagine as the setting of a fairy tale… which, now that I think about it, this sort of is. Peyton lifts his bushy red eyebrows at me and just shakes his head before he pulls open the small white picket gate and walks down the white stone path to our house. I’m taking his no answer as a yes, or at least hoping so - nothing wrong with thinking positive, right? I really don’t want to hear our younger brothers laughing over this or see our parents’ expressions of disappointment. This isn’t the first time I’ve bungled a job, and part of me wonders if one of these days they’re going to just give up on me altogether.

      I gaze up at the house I grew up in, this tiny little place where I’ve spent so much of my life to this day. It’s not a good idea for me to live in an apartment or a small house somewhere yet. Humans would notice my lack of a job, or they could notice weird things that are magical happening by accident. Humans have a curious nature, and the last thing I need when I’m trying to do my job is someone poking their nose where it doesn’t belong. Mads is a different story - she lives by herself, and I don’t have to worry about her catching on to my magical doings. Besides, at the end of the day, I really don’t mind living with my family. We keep to ourselves, and the house is spelled - part of a renovation my parents had done when my mom was pregnant with me. The charm makes it much larger on the inside than it appears on the outside, such that each of us has our own room, and it’s easy enough to avoid each other in the aftermath of a siblings quarrel… or a botched job, like the one I just did.

      The house has a brown cobbled stone exterior, small white panelled windows, and moss growing up the one side. It’s the very definition of cute little houses, and the very last place you’d expect a family of karma gods to live. The street is full of these little detached houses with long gardens behind them, all in neat rows. The only difference is that, while the others in the neighborhood are probably struggling for space, that’s something we never have to worry about. In front of our house is the local park, which was awesome to live by as a kid. My old primary and high schools are two streets over, and there is a row of shops on the other side of the village. It has everything you could want, and really, you don’t have to leave unless you want more than a humble life. All in all, it’s the sort of unassuming place that’s perfect for someone who wants to fly under the radar.

      I cross my arms as the wind blows against me, making the god awful smell of pond water that much stronger. I need a shower like yesterday. As I walk through the door that Peyton left open, closing it gently behind me, I’m immediately struck by the smell of mum’s cooking, which is followed by the pungent undertones of polish. Something is up. Mum doesn’t get the polish out unless there is a good reason.

      The house is warm, bright and relaxing from the moment you step inside. The paneled windows let in a great deal of natural light, and the antique furniture and carefully-curated paintings on the walls give it an air of homeyness- even, I suspect, for someone who doesn’t live here. Elsewhere in the house, I can hear my other siblings bustling about, most of them probably just returning from their latest missions. The sound of mum cooking filters into the front entryway, but it immediately silences the moment I let the door fall shut behind me.

      Mum sweeps out of the kitchen like a whirlwind, wiping her flour-covered hands on her apron as she stops on the threshold.  I glance at her flowery top tucked into dark trousers and her dark red hair pulled neatly into a bun. Her eyes are like mine, big and green, but she is taller than I am - which isn’t fair, if you ask me. She puts her hands on her hips as she takes in my appearance, and looks as if she’s about to question me about it, but then seems to think the better of it, pursing her lips instead. Thank the gods for small favors.  “Karma, there you are!” she says. “Where on earth have you been? And why are you soaking wet?”

      I sigh. So much for that then. “Believe me,” I tell her, “you don’t want to know.” She eyes me incredulously, and it becomes clear that she’s not going to leave this alone. “I had a bit of an accident on my last job,” I mutter, breaking eye contact and scuffing the sole of my boot against the floor. “But it all worked out in the end - I delivered the karma. And don’t worry, don’t worry,” I add, putting up my hands when she opens her mouth to ask the inevitable question. “The guy’s fine. Not that he deserves it, if you ask me, but…”

      Mum sighs and shakes her head. “What are we going to do with you, Karma?” she asks, and then shakes herself. “Well, at any rate, I’m glad you’re home. Your brother has a new girlfriend, and he is bringing her back for dinner. Isn’t that lovely?”

      “Does she know what we are?” I ask, a little bit curious. “And which one of my dipshit brothers is this unlucky girl dating, anyway?”

      “None of that talk in my house, young lady!” Mum snaps, putting her hands on her hips as I take my coat off. I don’t miss her frowning when she sees the state of the leather - stuck stiffly to my body, still damp and covered in green algae.

      I put my hands up. “Sorry, sorry!”

      Pey arrives just then, coming to a stop behind Mum and leaning against the kitchen door frame, crossing his arms over his chest. I smirk up at him, exchanging a look that we’re both familiar with at this point. He laughs, shaking his head and running a hand through his red locks. Our younger brothers are dipshits, and Mum damn well knows it as well as we do. Oh, we love them, don’t get me wrong - but you can love your pet gerbil, too, and that doesn’t make it any less of an idiot. Honestly, I’m looking forward to the day when they really get into their careers as karma gods and make me look like less of a screw-up. Gods know they won’t be any better at it than I am.

      If mum took note of the smirk I shared with Peyton, she gives no indication, instead giving a sniff as her voice takes on a businesslike tone. “Now,” she says, “this girl is human and hasn’t a clue about us yet. So - I mean it - no magic or messing around. We don’t want to scare her off.”

      “No idea at all? Oh god, she is going to be like that last human girl you brought back who ran out the house screaming,” I say, crossing the threshold and coming to a stop next to my brother.

      Pey rolls his eyes. “Don’t remind me. Humans and us, well, we don’t mix well. I doubt I’m ever going to find a decent human woman who isn’t frightened by our family. It’s only the weird ones who like this shit,” he comments. “Though it was a real shame with that one. She was blonde, with these massive—” Pey stops when I whack him on the arm and flash him a disgusted look. There are some things sisters do not need to know about their older brothers.

      “Guys, please,” Mum says, sounding exasperated. “This is your brother’s first real girlfriend, so we are going to behave and act like humans for one meal. Understood?” She looks flustered, and it becomes clear from the anxiety on her face that she’s stressing about this dinner. It must be my youngest brother who is bringing a girl home, then. Damien is only seventeen, and clearly crazy if he thinks bringing a human girl to visit a family of karma gods is a good idea.

      Peyton and Hugo have learnt that humans and this house isn’t a good idea. Hugo lucked out and managed to find a long term girlfriend who actually knows what we are - and, more importantly,  is cool with it. I can tell my mum is itching for him to propose to her, and I’m sure she will drop another hint tonight at the meal. But Hugo is the exception, and not just among my family; this is a problem that plagues gods of all sorts. The supernatural dating pool is rather limited, which leaves us with humans as our main possibility for romance. The only problem, of course, is finding a human who won’t lose their mind when they find out that gods are real - or one who isn’t straight-up batshit insane. Peyton hasn’t had as much luck as Hugo in the dating department; he may be the oldest of us all at twenty-nine, but he never did find a woman who was able to accept the truth of our lives.

      I don’t even know how I would tell a guy about all this. Dating is damn hard for us, especially since we can’t date other gods. It’s some ancient, archaic rule about mixing the bloodlines - it sounds like a lot of hogwash on the surface, but gods still subscribe to the rule. My only guess is that the powers that be - meaning, the powers that be in our society - have determined that crossing bloodlines might create a god too powerful to be contained. Combine that with the possible logistical problems of having, say, a child whose mum was a god of death and whose dad was a god of life, and you can sort of understand the logic… even if it sucks.

      Mum messes with her shirt and starts fixing her hair, looking more flustered by the moment. Where the hell is dad to calm her down? Somehow, my awesome dad can just look at mum and, almost magically, she relaxes. He’s human though, so it’s not really magic. It’s just his special way about things.

      “How are you going to explain the talking goat then, mum?” I ask, glancing at the five family photos behind her of us all, with Michael the goat in each one of them. You have to understand that my mother is a highly competitive woman. That’s one of the reasons she’s so eager to see Hugo married off; it will give her bragging rights amongst both humans and other supernaturals. If she has the chance to one-up someone, even in the most petty of situations, you can be damn well sure she’ll take it. Unfortunately, though, that leads to some… interesting conflicts, especially when dealing with equally-competitive people. Michael is the result of a series of escalating incidents involving our human next-door neighbor. They had begun unofficially competing with each other over who had the fancier garden from the moment they moved in. Mum, who had magic on her side, was able to grow a flower garden that got bigger and bigger every day. The neighbour eventually upped his game and got a water fountain built in, complete with a light show. Needless to say, mum couldn’t let that go, and being what we are, she used her powers to sense that our neighbour was, and still is, terrified of goats. Therefore, naturally, I went outside one day to see a shaggy gray goat munching on the grass of our lawn. Just to twist the knife, Mum named him Michael, after the next door neighbour. Only issue? It’s a bloody cursed goat. This is what we get for shopping at the magical markets instead of just going to a human farm; it talks, tells jokes, and likes to mess with our neighbour - even more than mum does, something I hadn’t even thought possible. I have to admit, though, it’s pretty funny to see the human running into his house from his garden every time Michael whispers things through the hole in the fence. Sooner or later he’s going to have a psychotic break, and as much as I feel bad for the guy, I just can’t help it; schadenfreude is just in my nature.

      “Michael is eating the vegetables I got him today at the end of the garden,” Mom replies, waving a hand. “I’ve told him to behave himself, so it shouldn’t be an issue. I’m going to finish getting dinner ready, and in the meantime, I want the two of you to go and shower. You both smell of pond, car oil and god knows what else.”

      “Got it,” I say, wanting to quickly get out of here before mum asks me. I’ve managed to skirt giving her a real explanation for our current state, and I definitely don’t want to have to go into the details. The last thing I want is for her to know that it wasn’t an accident, that in reality, I messed up another job, and Pey had to save me. Again.
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      The shower was a blessing, and as I scrub the horrid smell off of my body, I warn myself to try to keep the surliness to a minimum. Although, I think, as I shampoo my hair a second time just to be on the safe side, I guess that will depend on how much of an airhead this girl turns out to be. I know it’s not very charitable of me to be thinking this way, but I’ve had a hell of a day, and the last thing I want is to have to fake pleasantry with the kind of girl who would have bullied me back in high school.

      After finishing towel drying my hair, because applying any kind of heat to my frizzy hair would be madness, I return to my room and open my wardrobe. Choosing a green top that says "I have hidden secrets" and a pair of skinny jeans, I pull them on and reach down to the three layers of shoes at the bottom of the wardrobe.

      "You are all so pretty," I whisper, running a hand over my collection of high heels. I wouldn’t necessarily call it an addiction, per se, but I’ll be the first to admit that I may have a small problem with buying shoes. Though hey, at least it's not drugs or magic injections. We all have our vices...or at least, that’s what I tell myself whenever I buy another pair of high heels. I know they aren’t exactly practical for someone in my line of work, but all else being equal, I don’t understand how any girl wouldn't love shoes.

      I have a good list of reasons why heels are the best creation in history…well, after peanut butter, that is. Reason one: they make you taller. That's a pretty important reason when you're five foot, three inches, and everyone in your life is taller than you. These heels give me a chance. Reason two...well, they are just pretty. What else could you want? I firmly believe that anyone who claims to not like high heels just hasn’t found the right pair yet, and you can take that to the bank. Reason three: they are good weapons to throw at sleezeball ex-boyfriends. I pull out a shiny black pair with black glitter bows on the back. They are adorable. I slide them on before shutting the wardrobe and checking my reflection once more before leaving my small bedroom.

      I close the door and look down the long corridor at all the shut doors, secretly hoping my family is already at the table and that I won't have to make small talk with this human girl. Seventeen-year-olds are usually annoying—I was at that age for sure, even if for different reasons. I was the kind of bratty seventeen-year-old who rubs her youth and standoffishness in everyone’s face, no matter how much I secretly wanted to enjoy myself. But I’ve found that the overly-peppy kind can be equally as bad, and I’ve seen enough of Damien’s taste in girls that I have a feeling tonight’s visitor is going to lean more towards that end of the spectrum. I make sure to stay on the right side of the corridor as I pass the haunted painting that mum bought dad for his fortieth birthday. Obviously, she hadn’t known that it was haunted at the time, but that’s not much comfort when it’s prone to attack you at random intervals. The painting is of an old house with yellow glowing windows, and when you’re least expecting it, a hand will jump out of the canvas and grab at you. How mum just thought it was a nice piece of art, I will never know.

      “I have a dare for you, sis,” my Tweedledee dumb brother says, stopping me on the stairs. Hugo has black hair, making him look like the oddball in a family of redheads, but trust me, he is the oddest one. I'm sure of it. He looks just like my dad; they have the same nose and eyes and the same temperament at times. Both of them like to act crazy and then blame it on someone else.

      “Don’t do this,” I warn him. “If you dare me, I have to do it on principle, and then I’ll have to dare you back just to make things equal.”

      “Isn’t that the fun of it?” Hugo asks, smirking a little.

      I snort. “Maybe at first. But then the whole family gets involved, and the next thing you know, the house is full of shitting ducks,” I mutter. "Mum banned us from daring each other, remember?"

      “That happened one time,” Hugo protests, “and it was pretty funny to see mum’s face when that duck landed on her head. Anyway,” he continues, “mum wasn't serious. I don't think she was anyway."

      “You’re right, that was pretty funny,” I grin, and roll my eyes as he excitedly watches me. “All right, fine. You’d best hope she wasn’t serious, or I’m totally throwing you under the bus. What do you want me to do?” I cross my arms in front of my chest, unable to resist the alluring draw of a challenge. Dares are like catnip for me - I attack them with a vengeance, and to hell with anyone who tells me not to take them seriously. Call it a side effect of growing up with brothers.

      "I dare you to invite Michael to the meal," Hugo replies, looking proud of himself as he straightens up and waits for my reaction. Boys never grow up, I’m sure of it.

      "Mum's going to kill us," I mutter, though I can’t help but smile at the idea of Michael randomly walking into the posh dining room. “She literally just told me Michael’s supposed to stay out in the garden.”

      "True,” agrees Hugo, “but that girl Damien has brought back is way too fucking hot for him, and he’s been acting like a douche canoe. “

      I laugh. “I love that word.”

      Hugo nods, the seriousness of his expression hysterical. “It’s a damn good word, especially for how Damien’s been acting. None of us will be able to put up with him if she sticks around.”

      I start to head down the stairs, Hugo trailing behind me slowly like a lost puppy. “Can’t we just leave him alone and hope he leaves us alone?” I ask.

      “That depends,” Hugo replies. “How much Axe Body Spray do you want to have to smell over the next six months? His manners have gone out the window, and all he does anymore is sit around and gloat about how much of a catch she is.”

      It’s true, I guess; Damien has really seemed to crank up the obnoxiousness lately. I walk to the end of the corridor, peeking in the dining room where Damien is sitting with a pretty black haired girl, who is laughing at something my brother said. Damien is unfortunately still covered in teenage spots, his red hair needs washing more often, and he smells like a typical teenage boy that spends too much time on the PlayStation. The girl he’s with his polar opposite, with long silky black hair, not a single spot in sight and light makeup on. Hugo has a point, how the effing hell did Damien pull her?

      "I'll cover for you, go!" Hugo, the big kid, says from my back. I step back, and he pushes past me into the dining room, making a load of noise. I sigh, straightening up - it looks like this is happening whether I agreed to it or not. I walk to the other side of the corridor and pull the back door open, stepping out into the garden. I wrap my arms around myself as I walk down the small stone path. It’s lined with pretty flowers on either side, and a fence separates Michael’s longer stretch of garden, which opens into a paddock at the end. I undo the gate, purposefully leaving it open for Michael to follow me as I walk over to where he is napping next to a big barrow of veg. Michael looks up as I step on a branch, cracking it under my heel and waking him up.

      

      "K-Karma..." he yawns, slowly stretching out his legs. I’m one hundred percent sure Michael is very intelligent under all that fur and big eyed gaze he does. For one thing, he knows all our names, even though we didn’t teach him them. He walks around the house like a human, and mum even lets him sit on the sofa at times. He’s capable of holding conversations, telling jokes, and calling people on their bullshit… which, I think, might come in handy if we’re trying to put Damien in his place.

      I’m pretty sure Michael is the only talking goat in the magical world; at least, I’ve never heard of talking animals before him. That’s why mum was so shocked when he first talked, telling us he wanted food. We all were. I remember Mum screaming and running out the garden, and dad bursting into laughter with the rest of us..

      "Mum wanted me to invite you to our family meal in about ten minutes," I tell Michael, who pulls his lips up so he kind of looks like he is smiling at me.

      "Liar," he replies, but he winks at me. Which is a pretty creepy thing to make me smile, but it does. Winking goats are awesome, and it’s this kind of interaction that, for better or worse, makes him feel… human. I turn around and jog back to the house, leaving the backdoor slightly open before making my way into the dining room. Dad opens the door for me as soon as I get to it, and he grins down at me before ruffling my hair.

      "How is my lovely Karma today?" he asks, holding the door open for me. Dad's black hair has lost its battle to the oncoming grey that has taken over, but that hasn’t stopped him from keeping his locks long. He usually ties his hair at the back of his head, which gives him an air of someone younger - or at least, someone young at heart. Dad has wrinkles, likely caused from all the stress we gave him over the years, but his eyes are as bright and cheerful as I've always known them to be. He has the ability to  make you feel better no matter what, to always have the solution for a bad day, a failed exam, or a ruined outfit. I can't count how many times I've had my heart broken by some arsehole guy, only to have dad appear as if by magic, a hot chocolate in hand. One hug from him makes it all better for a little bit. He is the best kind of dad in the entire world.

      "I'm all good but hungry, what has mum made?" I ask, sniffing the air and feeling like it’s chicken something.

      "A roast dinner, your favourite," he tells me. "Be right back, I'm going to help your mum dish up." I beam up at dad once before going into the room where all my brothers are sat down with the mystery new girl.

      "This is my only sister, Karma," Damien introduces as I sit down opposite him, between Hugo and Peyton. I reach across the table, shaking the girl’s hand that she offers me.

      "Nice to meet you, I'm Daisy," she says, and even her voice is sweet and overly nice.

      "Like the flower, awesome," I reply, not wanting to comment on how she looks the very opposite to a daisy with her black hair and tanned skin. Hugo nudges my side, and I look up to see him grinning, his questioning eyes wanting to know if it’s done. I nod once, and he looks so damn happy. I know he has been sad this week since his girlfriend is visiting family in Scotland. Those two are usually inseparable. I’ve never found anyone that I could remotely imagine wanting to be around all the time. I like my space, so I can’t fathom it. This is going to end so, so badly. Mum comes into the room a second later with dad following, and they hand out the plates of food before going to get their own. We all wait for them to come back and sit down at the ends of the table.

      "We thank the gods for the food and blessings we have," mum says, having no idea how strange her blessing is to a human. Mum is pretty out of touch with the human world, considering she does her karma job every so often and spends the rest of her time with dad at the magical market, doing volunteer work. Daisy frowns but doesn't say anything before everyone awkwardly starts digging into their food. I pick a small bit of my chicken off when no one is looking, folding it into a napkin and sliding it into my pocket. I dig into the rest of the food, which, as always, tastes delicious.

      "Damien told us you recently moved to the area. Where are you from?" mum asks Daisy, who puts her knife and fork down for a second before she answers.

      "We moved from Essex because my dad got a better job offer in Dublin. Mum wanted an older house in a village nearby the city, so here we are," she explains. “My mum loves the area and the gardening centre. I’m sure she would love to meet you, as I saw all the flowers outside, and it looks just like my mum’s garden.” I see the determined look in my mum’s eyes; she can’t have someone in the village having a nicer garden than hers.

      "Well, she couldn't have chosen a better village to live in. Everyone is so nice here, and our family have lived here for hundreds of years," mum proudly says before she starts going on about our ancestors who apparently helped make the village what it is today when they settled here. I cut up my chicken and place a forkful into my mouth just as the door is pushed open and Michael walks into the room, and everyone goes silent.

      “No, no, no,” mum shrieks into the silence as she mentally begs Michael not to say a word.

      “Oh, you have a goat! That is so cool!” Daisy exclaims. “Wait, you all look nervous. It is your goat, right?”

      "Food for meee!" Michael shouts, pushing past dad and shoving his head into his plate. Daisy lets out a deafening scream, falling back with her chair as she struggles to get away. Damien and mum rush to her side as Hugo and Peyton can't stop laughing with me. Dad only pats Michael’s head before reaching over him to grab his bottle of beer like the room isn't in chaos. Typical dad.

      "Your goat talks! Oh my god, it talks!" Daisy exclaims. Way to point out the obvious. If she can’t handle a talking goat, then there is no way she could handle the actual truth about her boyfriend and his family. As if reading my thoughts, she gives a panicked look around the room, shoving her chair out suddenly and standing bolt upright. “What the fuck?” she cries, cringing away from Michael, who seems more keen on his food than on paying attention to Damien’s new girlfriend.

      “Daisy,” protests Damien, “wait a minute-”

      But she’s already moving, scurrying across the dining room in the opposite direction that Michael came from and making for the front entryway. A moment later, there’s the sound of the front door opening and closing. I can’t help but feel a little sorry for her; that can’t have been easy to take in.

      "I am so disappointed in you, Michael!" mum huffs, following a disappointed Damien out of the door after Daisy.

      "Which one of you is responsible?" dad asks as I carry on eating my food before pouring myself a drink of water. I lean over, whispering to Hugo.

      “I dare you to take the blame.” His eyes widen, but he can’t disagree. I can’t wait to see what mum does.

      “It was me,” Hugo bites out, and I just about stop myself from laughing.

      "I don’t believe you were entirely alone in this, Hugo, and neither will your mum. I would suggest you all go and hide in your rooms before your mum gets back and curses you all. Literally," dad says, and he has a valid point. Mum has this curse charm that makes itchy, painful green spots appear all over your body, and boy are they annoying. The curse usually lasts a good five days as well, and mum has never taken it off once she uses it. I don't know who gets up first, but the next moment, we are fighting each other to climb past Michael and run out of the door and up the stairs. Just another typical Kismet family meal.
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      I close the door to my room, taking a deep breath of relief that I’m safe for now, especially as I can still hear Daisy shouting downstairs about how magic and gods aren't real. Damien must have gone after her, and I’m frankly surprised that he, by some miracle, managed to get her to come back into the house. If I were a human faced with a talking goat, I would be well on my way to Zimbabwe right about now. I guess I didn’t give her enough credit, although it remains to be seen whether my family will actually be able to calm her down after this. I feel a slight pang of guilt at turning this dinner into such a disaster, but at least this is a hell of a way to vet the girl. She is in for a big awakening, and if she can't accept it, then we’ll know she’s not a keeper. If she does, however… Well, I suppose I’ve seen stranger things happen. Worst case, mum has a charm like Peyton's that takes memories away. We can put this whole fiasco behind us and Damien can go back to looking for a girlfriend.

      I briefly look around my room, at the small window that overlooks the next door neighbour’s garden, and my single bed with deep green sheets. Mum must have made it up for me while I’ve been out, and I sigh as I hear her continue to desperately try to reassure Daisy that she has nothing to be afraid of, Michael is actually quite friendly, and we aren’t a very dangerous group of gods, in the grand scheme of things. On the other side of the room is a big wardrobe that has a long mirror on it, and a dressing table next to it. I go to it now, pulling off my heels and putting them back into the wardrobe, before sliding the little tissue with chicken inside of it out of the pocket of my jeans.

      "I have food for you, so don't bite my fingers off, you little shite," I announce into my room before squatting on the carpet by my bed. Lifting my bedsheet, I peer into the darkness under my bed. He’s under there somewhere, but between the clutter and the dust bunnies, it’s difficult to find him - and that works out just fine for the two of us. Most people, including my family, would think I'm crazy to keep a goblin under my bed, but we have somewhat of a friendship now, and I just can't kick him out.

      I met Kit when I was twelve. He was being chased around by a bird out in the garden, breathless and terrified, practically tripping over himself. I don’t blame him - it was a big bird. The poor thing had a broken arm. That, combined with the fact that sunlight is dangerous to goblins anyway, meant that he was in deep trouble by the time I stumbled across him. For all that people have called me sullen and heartless in the past, I have a soft spot for creatures in need, and my heart went out to him. I rescued him - an easy enough task, even for me, considering that the bird was non magical - and hid him under my bed, where he made himself at home and never left. He doesn’t mind the dirt and dust, which suits me just fine, since cleaning is the bane of my existence. Well, one of the banes of my existence, anyway - dentists’ offices are the other one.

      Goblins are said to be unlucky to have near and bring only death and misfortune, so I was initially hesitant to have one living in my room long-term. Kit surprised me, however: in almost nine years, no one close to me has died, and aside from my standard mishaps on the job, I wouldn’t say that I’ve been that unlucky. In all honesty, I think it's all just rumours. Goblins are magical creatures, the same way we are, and it’s not their fault that there’s a stigma around being near them.

      Only issue with Kit, though: he bites like a bitch.

      I unwrap the chicken and quickly drop it on the floor before moving a few feet back. Goblins can get territorial, especially when food is in the mix, and I’d rather not have to try to explain away a bleeding hand as I sneak back downstairs for the first aid box.

      Kit walks out from under the bed, pausing to inspect the room and to give me his usual “lack of being impressed” frown. His stature is, predictably, small, and he has black skin covered in tiny little glowing spots. They give the effect of making his skin look like it is painted with stars, a sort of otherworldly glow that could never be understood by someone who isn’t familiar with supernatural beings. His eyes are admittedly creepy: diamond-shaped slits that shine like pure silver. In spite of his unsettling face, though, I can’t help but find him adorable; he has this cute fluff of black hair on his head between his pointy ears that seems to be perpetually unkempt. His body looks like a miniature human, or a doll, and he (thankfully) covers his lower parts with a dead flower skirt. As endearing as he is, I’d rather not have to have a naked goblin running around under my bed.

      I frown, sitting back on my throw rug as I watch the little goblin scrutinize me with his shining eyes. Now that I think about it, I have no clue if Kit is a boy or a girl. I've just always guessed that he’s a boy because of his attitude. Male goblins have a tendency towards aggression, from what I’ve read - it’s probably just another stupid macho thing that seems to affect every species in the animal kingdom, magical or not. A female goblin would no doubt be more thankful to her saviour, instead of eating her food...and lipstick. Kit has a weird thing for lipstick.

      I watch as he picks up the chicken, holding it under his arms before he turns to walk back under the bed.

      "Thank you, Karma. Once again, you have fed me and kept me alive," I sarcastically say to his back. “I’m so grateful to have you keeping me safe and nourished all these years.” The goblin pauses, looking back to flash me a sharp, white toothed grin. It’s moments like these when I’m almost certain that he understands me, and is simply refusing to communicate with me because he knows it pisses me off. Goblins are an intelligent species, and even though they aren’t known for their conversational abilities, but they sure as hell know how to interact with each other… and, I have no doubt, with humans, if they wanted to. I hold his gaze, refusing to break the eye contact, challenging him to be ungrateful for the tasty snack I’ve smuggled him. Finally he turns back around and disappears into the shadows under the bed.

      I roll my eyes, wondering why exactly I bother feeding the most ungrateful pet that’s ever existed as I pull my clothes off and get into my pyjamas. I know it’s early yet, but my only other option is to go back downstairs and face the potential wrath of my family - as well as the confusion and upset of Damien’s new squeeze, which doesn’t really sound appealing at the moment. At least this way I can get a sound night of sleep, and with luck, I’ll wake up early enough in the morning to avoid my family’s inevitable fawning. Tomorrow is my birthday, which means Mum will no doubt be waiting to ambush me in the kitchen. It’s not that I don’t like birthdays, or have a problem with celebrating them with my family. But the mistake I made with the bees has put a damper on my mood, and I’d rather keep the attention on me to a minimum tomorrow when I start on my next batch of jobs.

      Right, I think to myself as I fluff my pillow. Like that’s going to happen.

      I switch the light off and climb into bed, picking up my phone and aimlessly scrolling through Facebook. Yes, gods use Facebook, okay? This whole idea that we all live in antiquated palaces, wear togas, and ride horses is so last century. Besides, I have a fair few human connections who I like to keep an eye on, if not for the sake of my job, then for the fact that I care about what happens to them. As much as you might think it, I’m not a heartless shrew.

      My eyes are just beginning to drift closed, my scrolling slowing down, when a text comes through from Mads. Karma I need to talk to you!

      All thoughts of sleep quickly forgotten, I sit up in bed and quickly call her, waiting as the phone rings a few times before she answers.

      “Mads?” I say into the phone. “What’s-”

      "I got the job!" she shouts, not even waiting for me to finish my question. She sounds overjoyed, and I can hear her jumping up and down in the background. I can’t help but smile; she sounds so feckin’ happy.

      "I'm so happy for you!" I reply, and she laughs. “I knew they would fall in love with you and give you the job!”

      "I am pretty special,” she replies jokingly, preening a little. “I knew I had to call you. Thanks again for waking me up this morning.”

      “Oh?” I raise my eyebrows. “Now you’re thanking me for dousing you with water?”

      “It got my sorry ass out of bed, so damn right I’m thanking you,” she exclaims. “So, what time do I get to see you tomorrow then? We have to talk all about it, and I’m going to need some advice on business clothes.”

      "Whenever my crazy family lets me escape," I reply, pulling the covers over me as it’s a bit cold. Thankfully, it’s silent in the house now, and it’s likely Daisy has either calmed down or gone home. Part of me wishes I could tell Mads about my night and everything that happened. Instead, I have to stay quiet because telling her the truth could risk our friendship. Her exposing the truth about us isn’t the problem - that’s what memory charms are for - but it would risk it on my end. I’ve known her since we were children, and as hard as keeping my nature a secret from her is, it would be even harder to willingly magick her memory away. How the hell would I be able to look her in the eyes after that kind of a breach of trust?

      "Well happy twenty-first birthday for tomorrow in advance,” she continues, seemingly oblivious to my pensiveness. “Twenty-one! When did we get old?" she asks with a sigh. “I feel old, and I’m only six months older than you.”

      "How am I still single at twenty-one?” I ask, raking a hand through my red curls. “I'm starting to grow back my virginity, I swear.” Mads laughs, but I just groan, turning on my side and looking out the window over the garden. I spot Michael down at the end, the gate firmly locked, and I smile. My family is all sorts of crazy, but it’s the best kind of crazy. I wouldn’t change them for the world. Who needs a boyfriend when you have a good family, an awesome bestie and a talking goat? At this point, with every interesting human guy I’ve met being a douchebag, I’m going to end up an old lady with a house full of talking goats. Yep, not cats. Goats.

      "Then we need to go clubbing or something tomorrow," Mads informs me. “You know, act like we are still young and celebrate.”

      "I'd love that. Maybe a birthday hook up will improve my situation," I reply, letting out a long yawn; it’s been one hell of a day. "Listen, Mads, I’m going to go to sleep. It’s been a crazy day, but congrats once again and see you tomorrow."

      "See you tomorrow, bestie! Have a good sleep!" Mads says, and she ends the call after I say bye one more time.

      I put my phone on the side table after turning it off and curl up with my pillow, looking out of the slightly open curtains to see the moon high in the sky, millions of stars surrounding it. I've always loved the night sky. Truth be told, that might possibly be the reason why I put up with Kit's bad attitude all the time - because he looks like my favourite view.

      Or maybe it’s just because I'm crazy. It’s more likely the second option.
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      "Happy birthday, my sweet daughter!" mum shouts, bursting into my room, and I groan, covering my head with my pillow. It's too early. It's always too early when there is bright light outside. Mornings are not a nice time of the day, and I swear my bed makes itself more comfy so that I never want to leave it.

      "Go away," I groan into my pillow, my voice muffled. "Come back at a reasonable hour. Like midday!"

      "No, I will not. It's eleven in the morning and about time you got your pretty self out of your pit," mum tells me. “It’s your birthday for heaven’s sake.” Mads was crazy yesterday saying I'm lucky to be living at home when I have a mum that insists getting up early is the best thing in the world. I'm not a morning person, and I highly doubt I ever will be one. Or like anyone that is. I don't trust people who like crazy things like getting up early and exercising for fun. Those are signs of a bad, bad person.

      "Come on, I have peanut butter on toast," she says, teasing me as she sits on the end of my bed. Dammit, peanut butter is one of my weaknesses. I can't resist the stuff, and anyone that knows me uses this weakness to get what they want. "It's even the crunchy, expensive homemade one you like from the shops. I have the jar on the tray for you." I lift my head from under my pillow and sit up, smiling at her as I push my hair out of my face. Mum hands me the little tray she has, which has the heaven-sent peanut butter toast and jar on it, a drink of orange juice, and a little present box with a card behind it.

      "Thanks, mum," I say, and she looks at the present and back to me, clearing her throat as I go to reach for the toast. I know well enough to move my hand to the present box to pick it up instead. I undo the wrapping and open the green fabric ring box to see a charm inside like usual. This charm is a lightning bolt in a green metal, and I wonder what it does. I know it couldn't possibly call lightning bolts, because the higher gods made any lightning powers illegal as that is their power and they don't like competition. Much like they are the only gods that can have friendships with each other and do whatever the hell they like.

      The higher gods were around before humans were created, at least that's what they tell everyone, and people go missing who try to challenge their rule. The higher gods are a group of four that pass all judgement and laws. They have complete control over the lesser gods. Us. Though no one ever sees them, as their council of four judgement gods pass the laws, and the twin gods of justice enact them. No one really knows much about any of them, only that they live on an island that humans don’t know exists in the middle of the Dead Sea. The island is private, and you have to be invited to go there. If you have a grievance with the higher gods, there is a house on the shore where you can plead to go to the island.

      "I don't know what it does, but the man I bought it off said it is special to whoever owns it. So, it will be a fun surprise," she says as I take my necklace off and slide the charm onto it before putting it back on. It fits nicely with the others, and mum knows as well as I do that I love a surprise. “Your dad is making you a chocolate and peanut butter birthday cake. If you wondered where he is.”

      "I love it, thank you," I reply, smiling widely. “And dad doesn’t do presents. He still asks us to help with your birthday and anniversary presents every year.”

      "Yes, and I always love my gift and how your dad makes me my favourite food,” she replies, tucking some of her hair away from her face. “Your brothers have some gifts downstairs for you, all except Peyton who says his gift was saving you yesterday and all the other times this year. I’m sure he has an actual gift, or I will be having words with him."

      "Fair point. I don’t need a gift," I sheepishly reply at mum’s accusing eyes, and I quickly start eating my toast, hoping she will drop it, which of course she does not.

      "I don't want to know what he has had to save you from yesterday, but I had really hoped you would get the knack of your job and powers by now. You're twenty-one today, and when I was your age, I was pregnant with Peyton, and I was the best of my siblings at my job," she says, reaching out and placing her hand over mine as I finish the piece of toast. Mum is silent for a moment, as am I because mum never mentions or speaks about her sisters. She had two of them who were killed along with mum's parents. No one ever knew who did it, and by that time, mum just had me, so she couldn't investigate. Dad told us that the higher gods said it was a human issue, but mum swears no human could have stabbed her entire family to death without them using magic to save themselves. Either way, the higher gods never change their mind about a verdict, no matter the evidence, and without their help, mum had to give up getting revenge. It's a horrible part of our past and likely why mum wanted so many children to make a big family to kind of replace what she lost. "My youngest sister, Maria, was terrible at her job. Always making a big mess, but she had a big heart under her attitude. She reminds me of you, and I think you guys would have gotten along."

      "I didn't know my middle name was after your youngest sister," I whisper, knowing this is a really big moment between us. There is only one photo of mum and her sisters with her parents standing behind them all, hanging in the lounge. It’s in the middle of the room on the wall, and sometimes I would come in to find her just staring up, whispering to the photo. It’s heartbreaking, and any time we asked about it, dad would keep us busy and explain it upset mum. Mum wipes a tear away and reaches over, placing her hand on the side of my face.

      "I'm sorry I find it so hard to speak about them. Their memories are tainted with their ending in my mind, and one just comes with the other. I did name you after my little sister because you look like her in a way. Hugo is named after Holly because she had his black hair. They look similar too, same chin, and both like my nan who died when I was a child. It's comforting to know, even though they are gone, they aren't really," she softly says. “They are here, with us, and I will never forget them.”

      "I'd love if we could talk more about my aunts one day, mum," I say, seeing how mum tenses up just a tad. I don’t want to push her, but it’s a big part of our past that I know nothing much about. The school library has photos of them all in school, but that’s all I’ve ever been able to find out. I love my mum too much to hurt her to find out about the past.

      "I think that would be a lovely idea. Perhaps with a glass of wine and some chocolate next time," she says, smiling and smoothly sliding off the bed as she clears her expression into a happy one in an instant. I find myself wiping a tear as she walks to the door and pauses. "See you downstairs in a bit, darling."

      "Of course, mum," I reply, and she shuts the door as she walks out. I sit back on my bed, eating my toast and drinking my orange juice before getting the spoon for the peanut butter jar. After getting a big spoonful of peanut butter, I start eating it as I slide out of bed. I jump in the air as something quickly bites my ankle, hurting like a bitch.

      "You little fecker! It's my birthday, you are meant to be nice to me, Kit!" I shout at him, hopping as I sit back down and sigh. This isn't the best start to my birthday, but at least I will have a good night with Mads tonight. I glance at my hand as I put the empty spoon down and see a name in black. It’s unusual for me to have a job so soon. Neritous Cyncus. I frown as I lift my hand, looking at how odd the name is. Who has a name like that these days? It sounds Greek or something, but certainly different, and it has my interest straightaway. I can’t remember the last time I had two bad karma jobs in a week. Normally it’s one bad, one good and then a week off. Or at least that’s the usual. This guy must have done something feckin’ bad to get me on his case right now.

      I pick my phone up off the side, opening up my safari app and googling his name for clues on who he is. Nothing comes up in the directories, but there is one website which I click on. It's a popular nightclub that boasts an infinity pool, and the address isn't far from where Mads lives. We could walk there from her place, which is a little weird. My karma jobs aren’t usually this close to home. I know I should just use magic to take me to him, but I have a weird feeling about this one. I always listen to my suspicions, or at least most the time. I quickly text Mads the address, and she agrees that it's a brilliant place to go for my birthday. I lie back on the bed, rubbing my bitten foot. Nothing like a little fun karma on your twenty-first birthday.
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      "Dark red is a hundred percent your second best colour,” Mads says, nodding her approval, her arms crossed in front of her chest.

      I snort, rolling my eyes. “And what’s my actual best, or do I even want to know?”

      “Dark green,” of course, she says, as if it’s the most obvious thing in the world. “It compliments your hair," she explains, taking a few steps forward and gesturing with her finger for me to twirl. I do as I’m told, the skirt of the scarlet dress she bought me as a birthday present billowing out around me. Mads gives a wolf whistle, making me roll my eyes again, but I can’t help laughing and moving to stand in front of the mirror. The dress is gorgeous, a blood-red crimson colour that matches the dark red heels Hugo’s girlfriend got me on behalf of the two of them. I'm officially in love with her for the heels, and I’ve decided she can stay in the family for good now (I don’t care if that makes me seem shallow - I could never hate someone with such good taste in shoes). For his part, Damien got me red roses that I know for a fact mum made him give me. He then gave me another present as soon as mum left the room. It was a gag gift, the latest in a long line that have become something of a tradition between the two of us. I always pretend to hate his gifts, and usually they’re good for the entertainment value, at the very least… but today’s was different. I think I’ll be having words with him later on… or maybe something stronger than words.

      To my surprise, Peyton bought me green emerald earrings for my birthday, little sparkling baubles that are now hanging proudly from my ears, complimenting the dress splendidly. He told me I was an annoying little shite as he was giving me the box, but that kind of sentiment is actually pretty loving for our family. I walk to the mirror, admiring the low cut dress, which stops mid-thigh and has cut outs around my ribs on the side. In spite of its flirtatiousness, it looks damn good, the kind of thing that would be great for dinner at a nice restaurant… or a night out on the town. I walk to Mads and pull her in for a hug, which is a rather rare occurrence for me, all things considered. I’m not much of a hugger, nor am I good at dealing with emotions in general, now that I think about it. My best guess is that it’s a side effect of growing up in a houseful of brothers with no sister in sight. I learned early on how to play my cards close to my chest, and even though Mads was like my school sister, even coming back to the house after school sometimes, I grew a prickly shell as a defense mechanism.

      Mads just laughs at the sudden display of affection, embracing me back and giving me a squeeze. “I take this to mean you like it?” she asks.

      "Thank you,” I say. “How are you so damn good at knowing what looks good on other people?”

      “Because I’m damn fashionable,” Mads replies. "Of course I know what looks good; I work in a department store.” She rolls her eyes at me like that should be obvious. I suppose it kind of is.

      "Come on, let's go,” I say, turning back to the mirror and giving my long red curls a fluff. “I need a long drink.”

      Mads raises her eyebrows. “Is that so? What’s the occasion - aside from, you know, it being your birthday?”

      “I have to tell you about what Damien got me for my birthday," I say, shuddering. I'm certain he did it because he is pissed his girlfriend couldn't handle the truth about what he is. Turns out, my parents’ reassurances didn’t do much for her in the end, and the idea that magic is real sent her into a bit of a panic. Michael the goat just toppled her right over the edge, I think. Oddly enough, he only seems to behave himself around Mads, and doesn’t say damn near a word when she’s in the house. Or, at least, she’s never told me he’s said anything, and the only time she’s ever run out of the house screaming was when Hugo and I went through our bug collecting phase. The bugs ended up getting out and dispersing throughout the house, which, as I’ve told you before, is bigger on the inside than on the outside. It was crawling with all sorts of insects and arachnids for days, and I swear mum was inches away from burning the house down and starting over again.

      Where was I going with this? Oh, right - Mads and Michael. I’m not sure what it is about her that makes him act so civil and… goatlike when she’s around, although I suspect he might have a bit of a crush. Either way, his antics last night resulted in Mum having to erase Daisy’s memory, and I’m sure Damien is still put off with me over the whole thing. Why he doesn’t take out his anger on Hugo, whose idea it was in the first place, I don’t know.

      Mads grabs her black handbag, which matches her suede black heels and black velvet dress, and slings it over her shoulder. I grab my own, which is red and adorned with a big bow that ties the whole outfit together. I can’t help but feel a smidge of jealousy as I watch Mads smooth out the hem of her dress. Everything always looks marvellous on her; I've never seen her look terrible in anything, as long as I’ve known her. I guess she has a sort of magic of her own, now that I think about it.

      Mads links her arm in mine as soon as we get outside her apartment block and starts walking us down the pavement. Although she grew up in my village, she moved to Dublin after high school so she could be closer to her job, and I’ve gotten to reap the benefits ever since. Dublin is a gorgeous city, especially at night, when the cobbled streets come alive with people going for meals or out for a night of drinking. We Irish do know how to hold our drink down, and I sure as hell want to test that tonight. All the better if I can deliver a heaping dose of karma to my next target while I’m at it.

      "So why did you choose this place tonight?" Mads asks me as we make our way down the crowded downtown street. "I didn't even know it existed until I followed the link you sent me.”

      “Really?” My brow furrows. “You know all the happening places around here. I would’ve thought you’d at least be familiar.”

      “It’s strange,” Mads replies, shaking her head. “I swear I've walked past the area many times before and I’ve never once seen it.” She shrugs, shaking off the uncertainty. “Well, I guess it goes to show I don’t know as much about this city as I thought I did.”

      I frown at her innocent comment, unable to brush it off so lightly. I hope she doesn’t take note of my sudden seriousness, but even as I try to focus on my excitement about the night out, I can’t escape a growing feeling of unease. Mads is the observant type, so much so that it sometimes becomes annoying. She’ll take notice of everything from an undone shoelace to a new corner coffee shop to a new tenant in her apartment building. She’s the first to tell you if you’ve spilled something on your shirt, and she’s twice as passionate about partying as she is about fashion. The odds of someone like Mads not noticing a nightclub near where she lives when she walks to work every day are slim to none. To me (and I am, granted, somewhat biased), this screams magic. Maybe it’s just paranoia, but given my target’s strange, archaic-sounding name, I can’t help but wonder… Could this club have been magically hidden? And if it is, does that mean this Neritous Cyncus guy could be magical?

      The more I think about this all, the more I wonder if I should take Mads somewhere else and get my brother to help me with this karma job. Given everything that happened yesterday on my last job, this is starting to seem like it’s out of my league. A cold gust of wind blows into us as we reach the next intersection, making me shiver and snapping me out of my thoughts. Shit, I think, rubbing my arms, which are now covered in goosebumps. I should have brought a coat. Somehow, in the face of freezing cold air, the idea that I might be walking into something that’s too much for me to handle starts to seem overly-paranoid, and I vow not to overthink it. I’m going to nail this job and have a great time while I’m doing it, make Mum proud of me, and prove that at twenty-one, I’ve finally come into my own as a karma god.

      "I'm sure it's just a well-kept secret,” I say, dodging around the issue altogether. “I found it randomly online, and I checked the reviews, which said it’s exquisite.” This last bit is true, but there were only two reviews when I checked,and they sounded like they were talking about the wrong place. The pictures on the website made it look like an awesome place to party, but is it possible those were magicked as well? No, come on, I plead with myself, you’re being ridiculous. Just give it a shot - if you don’t like it, you can go to that other bar you usually go to on Friday nights.

      Again, none of this is something I need to - or can - explain to Mads. No, we are going to have a good night, and even if there are gods at this club, we will ignore them. Gods don’t hang out together anyway, so they should have no reason to try and talk to me. Any work that happens tonight won’t involve them, or I’ll pass the job on to someone else. No harm in checking it out, though, right?

      "It's your birthday, so it's up to you,” Mads says. “We can always leave and go to our regular place if this one is dead," she adds, seemingly reading my mind. We dodge a drunk couple who nearly stumbles into us, shouting sorry as they walk away. Here’s to looking like those two in a few hours, I think.

      "Good plan B," I reply, squeezing her arm and grinning at her. "Now tell me what you've been up to recently. I need something to distract me from this damn cold. Are you still seeing that banker guy?” The conversation forces me to relax as I catch up with my bestie - I haven’t seen much of her in the last month, a mixture of her searching for a new job and the fact I majorly dislike her latest boyfriend. He is a plonker, and I know it will only be a matter of time before Mads sees it. She’s a smart girl - almost too smart - and her taste in men is better than mine, anyway.

      "Logan is an accountant, and no," Mads replies, shaking her head at my lack of memory. Banker, accountant. They are basically the same thing…I think. "He was just too normal.” Seeing my incredulous expression, she sighs and explains, “I know that doesn't make sense, but he wanted a pretty girlfriend to go to meals with, meet his posh parents, and eventually marry. He is the perfect guy to have two point five kids with and be like everyone else...and I want more than that. I want excitement, passion, and someone who challenges me in a purely sexy way."

      "You are listing every girl’s perfect man there, babe," I tell her, knowing I could do with a bit of that kind of man, myself. It’s hard for me to find a human who’s even remotely exciting when I know all the secrets of the magical world. It makes most guys seem dull in comparison, and so far none of them has tickled my sense of adventure.

      "I know, but a girl can dream, right?" Madison asks, giving a wistful sigh.

      "Definitely,” I reply. “But for now, can we find a hottie who doesn't talk too much? That would be awesome.”

      She chuckles at me. "That's all you date, Karma. I've never seen a guy who has gotten your attention for more than a week before," she declares, and as much as I hate to admit it, Mads sort of has a point. Human guys are just so boring, and dating gods isn't allowed. No one wants to risk getting locked up for a fun date with someone that actually understands what you are. I've never met a human, other than Mads, who I could even imagine telling the truth to.

      I don't reply to her as we get to the street the club is on and see the glowing blue doors a few feet in front of us. Two burly, mean-looking bouncers stand guard, and the muffled sound of pulsing music can be heart coming out through the doors. There is no queue like I would have expected there to be on a Saturday night, and instead we can just walk up to the beefy, bald bouncers. They’re dressed in suits, and look like they could probably snap me in half like a toothpick if they wanted to - karma god or not. They both eye us strangely before exchanging a look with one other. Finally, one bouncer pushes the door open, holding it for us and nodding his head inside. I’m vaguely surprised he didn’t ask for an ID, and he seems more interested in Mads than in me.

      "The human is your responsibility in here. Understood?" the bouncer asks, and Mads laughs as I nod once at him in agreement. They somehow know I'm a karma goddess, and it makes me wonder what the hell is inside that would make me need to be responsible for Mads. I eye the bouncer warily as I hold Mads’s arm close as we walk through the door and up the long staircase on the other side. This was a bad idea, I can feel it. But one glance at Mads tells me she’s itching to get inside and check it out, and I would feel guilty dragging her away now that we’ve already been let inside.

      "I didn't get that bouncer’s joke about human, but he looked so scary I had to laugh," Mads tells me, and I'm thankful she thinks it was just a joke. I force myself to laugh with her, because the other option is running out the door while I drag her with me. I know I shouldn’t run away, but it’s usually a good option to keep myself out of trouble - which I’m beginning to suspect I’m walking right into.

      "You know some guys think they are funnier than they actually are," I reply, smiling tightly at her as she looks down at me. "Don't worry about it."

      "I'm not worried. It's already forgotten. Holy crap, look at this place," Mads gasps as we get to the top of the staircase, and we can see the crazy beautiful room we are in. The entire room sprawls out before us, with glass pillars holding the ceiling up. The crazy thing is the ceiling, the pillars and the floor are one large aquarium, filled with fish, sharks and stingrays. Even the bar in the middle of the room has a glass, fish-filled base. There are lights floating in the water with the fish, which make the room look both cosy and somehow bright at the same time. It’s the kind of place you would find all over rich girls’ Instagram feeds, the kind of place that might exist in a five-star Las Vegas hotel.

      And yet, it’s damn near empty. There are about five other people total in here, and all of them are sitting together on the stools at the bar. I can only see the backs of their heads, but my senses tell me that none of them are the guy whose name is written on my hand. I suppose I could always teleport myself to my target, but that would mean using magic in front of Mads, which is an absolute no-go. At least if I play my cards right, I can explain away whatever I do to the guy as an accident or a strange coincidence, but there’s no logical explanation for disappearing in a puff of green smoke. No, better to wait this out and get a good look around; maybe I’ll be lucky and overhear his name in conversation.

      As we walk to the bar, I see another larger group of men and women in the corner, wrapped up in each other like the start of an orgy. Needless to say, they don’t notice us, but I’m not too keen on staring, as much as I want to know if one of them is Neritous Cyncus. Clearing my throat and dropping my gaze, I give Mads’s arm a gentle tug, pulling her in the direction of the bar.

      "It's quiet," I point out as we get to the bar and slide onto some stools, the ones on the opposite side of the men. “It’s strange, I would’ve thought a place like this would be packed on a Saturday night.”

      “Maybe it’s new,” Mads comments, still busy ogling the decor around us. “Or expensive as shit.”

      “Jeez, I didn’t think of that,” I mutter. “I’m not made of money.” Granted, I could probably cover our tab if this place takes human currency, but if we run up a huge bill and they only accept the gold of the gods, then we might be in trouble.

      "They are cute," Mads whispers, looking over at the men on the opposite side of the bar. I turn in my seat and quickly run my eyes over them. They are young business types, all handsome in their own ways, but I'm so on edge in this place that I can't even focus on them long enough to determine if they’re my type.

      At that moment, the bartender comes around the corner, smiling when he sees us. He’s cute, too, I notice, with wavy brown hair and big blue eyes. He is Mads’s type, especially with how tall he is. Judging by the way she’s looking at him, I think she’s picked up on that, too.

      "What can I get you lovely ladies? Perhaps an Irish karma charm?" he asks, giving me a once-over with his eyes and winking. I'm sure it's charming in his head, but all I can focus on is the fact that he knows what I am. Gods have the ability to sense each other - sort of a sixth sense, the way you can sometimes sense when someone is watching you, even when your back is turned. To me, the bartender feels human, which is perplexing… although I suppose he might just be one of the few humans who was able to handle the truth about magic and supernaturals. It’s truly perplexing - even with all my focus on him, I can’t sense anything strange about this guy.

      "Is that a cocktail?" Mads asks, oblivious to the implication. “Funny enough, my friend’s name is Karma!”

      "Yes, madam. It's a favourite of my boss, actually," he replies, still grinning - no doubt because he now knows Mads doesn't know what I am.

      "We will have two then," I reply before Mads can, and pull my card out of my handbag. He waves me off and steps back to grab some glasses.

      "The boss says it's on the house. Perks of the job, right?" He doesn’t give us a chance to respond before he disappears off to make our drinks. Shit, maybe we should be getting out of here before he tells Mads everything by accident. The last thing I need is her freaking out and me possibly losing my best friend on my birthday because she’s become scared of me.

      "The boss must be nice then," Mads says awkwardly, no doubt picking up on the strange mood I’m in. I can only nod as I run my eyes around the room and decide it’s about time I get my karma job out of the way so we can leave. I do not want to have to come back here, and this way, Mads can drink in peace for a second. I’ll just have to trust the bartender isn’t a giant dick; if he knows anything about the etiquette of living among gods, he should know that he can’t just go blabbing the truth to any random patron who walks into his bar.

      It’s decided. I will use the bathroom excuse, get my karma job done, and then tell Mads I saw a rat or something. We’ll get the hell out of here and go back to our usual place, ready to drink the night away and forget all about this strange, magical club. Yep, this sounds perfect and foolproof.

      "I'm going to find the bathroom while you wait for the drinks, alright?" I ask, and Mads nods as I get up and walk across the room towards the sign for the bathrooms. I pass the table of orgy couples and walk into a long corridor. There are doors at the end of the hallway with bathroom signs, and I square my shoulders before turning toward them. Act natural, I tell myself. You’re not in a human place, that’s for damn sure. As I walk down the corridor, I can feel my hand start to burn where the location dot is, and I spin around, looking for my charge just as a man steps into the dark corridor behind me. I can’t see all his features, just a built, muscular body and a tall frame. His hair looks red and messy, but his face is too hidden in the shadows to see. Whoever he is, he sends goose bumps all over my body, and some instinct in me tenses up. The corridor feels tenser, and not the good sort of sexual tension, either. No, this is the scary ass, insanity-provoking kind instead.

      "Hello?" I utter out, pulling my power so I can sense his fears and what I need to do here for him to get bad karma. I sense nothing other than water, an image of a still lake appearing in my mind for a split second, but I can’t tell what it is about water that this guy doesn’t like. All I know for sure is that it’s a fear of his - or at least a nuisance.

      There is something else, a prickling little itch at the edge of my consciousness. It feels like it’s just out of reach, and when I intensify my concentration, reaching out with my mind as I clench my hands into fists, it feels like a wall is slammed up. It’s like losing your train of thought, over and over again. At any rate, though, using water against this guy shouldn’t be much of a problem.

      The stranger doesn’t reply, just stands there still as a statue as he stares at me. It’s unnerving, and as the seconds tick by, I can feel myself getting more and more creeped out. Even after I take a couple steps forward, I still can't see his face, but I wouldn't be sensing his fear unless he were the man I was looking for. I pull my necklace out of my dress, feeling around my charms for something to break the glass above him and flood this corridor with water. That should be karma enough, and it's my birthday, so I'm not doing more right now. I pause on the bolt charm I got today, wondering if it's not a bolt at all but a crack. Well, no time like the present to find out.

      "I have been searching for you for a long time, Karma…" the man says, his voice low, gruff, and dangerous.

      For a moment, my mind races - how does he know my name? Who is he? What is he? Questions race through my mind, but I’m already pressing the bolt into my palm, watching out of the corner of my eye as it begins to glow a telltale bright green. Suddenly, overwhelming power slams into my body, and I stretch my hand out to the ceiling only for green lightning bolts to shoot out of my hand and smash into the glass. Water and fish pour out of the gap, mixing with the green lightning as the force of all three strikes the man at once. I scream as my hand burns, sending a searing pain through my wrist and up my arm. None of my other charms do this when I use them, and it’s enough to terrify me even as the whole ceiling comes down on top of us. The man cries out as the lightning-filled water smothers him. We’re lucky that whatever this magic is, it’s not normal electricity; otherwise, we all would have been electrocuted the second it hit the floor. It feels like forever that the water surges over the man, drowning his screams in bubbles and crashing waves, but I’m sure it is only a few seconds before he goes silent. His screams stop suddenly, like they’ve been cut off, and his body slumps to the floor, motionless.

      The power abruptly stops, and I fall to the wet floor, gasping from the pain in my hand as I lift it into the light. There are burns all over my hands. In spite of their inherent weakness, gods tend to heal from surface wounds faster than humans do, so it’s surprising to see that the burn marks aren’t receding like small injuries normally tend to. I don’t even know how long burns take to heal. A cut is a week…a burn this bad could be longer. My skin is burnt quite badly, though, that’s for sure,  and I bite down on my lip as I close my hand.

      What the feck just happened?

      I pull myself to my feet as I hear people screaming, no doubt getting out of here as more water crashes down from the hole in the ceiling. My dress is ruined, and so are my shoes and bag… Shit. I really didn’t think this through, did I? But I can feel a new concern start to form in the pit of my stomach as I push my now sopping wet hair out of my face and stare at the man’s motionless form on the ground. No, I think, my eyes going wide as I take a tentative step towards him. No, no, no! It’s not possible! But even from this distance I can see that his chest isn’t moving.

      I walk over, trembling, adrenaline surging through me, and steel myself before looking down at the man…...the very dead man. Oh god, I think, my heart pounding in my chest like I just ran a marathon, I killed someone. What the hell have I done? My body starts to shake harder as I force myself to think, and I tilt my head to the side as I take a closer look at the man’s face. His eyes are closed, his skin is tanned, and there’s no doubt in my mind that he’s a god. His features are familiar somehow, though I can’t remember seeing a god with dark red curly hair before. There is something different about him...but I can't put my finger on what exactly it is.

      I reach down, grabbing his wrist and feeling for a pulse, even though I know deep down that I’m not going to find one. There is nothing, and his skin already feels like it’s starting to go cold. Oh god, I've really fucked up now. I have killed him. I didn't even know lightning was possible...it shouldn't be possible. I go to put his wrist down when I see a mark on the back of his hand. Everything slows as I turn his hand before letting it drop from my hands as the mark burns into my mind. I yelp, falling back in the water as the mark registers in my mind. The only creatures that have those kind of dragon marks. Higher gods. Holy shit, he is a higher god...and I somehow killed him. I turn around and throw up into the water, coughing up everything I've eaten today before shakily picking myself up off the floor.

      "Karma!" I hear Mads shouting my name just before she comes around the corner and sees me—and the dead higher god who is now floating in the water filling up the room. Oh my god, they will take her in as a witness or even blame her if they find her here with me. I can't have that happen. I shake my head and run to her as she stands shocked, looking at the dead body as water pours from the gaping hole in the ceiling. I’m well aware that fish are swimming around my legs, and thankfully the hole isn’t big enough to let the shark in here. I’m not going to stay long enough to test that theory though. I stare at my best friend, knowing that I’ve not only threatened my life tonight but hers. If anything happened to Mads because of me, I couldn’t forgive myself.

      "How did he die? Is he dead? Did you check his pulse?" Mads starts rambling out questions as I grab her arms. "We should call someone or help him! Karma, for god’s sake, talk to me!"

      "I'm sorry this is how you have to find out the truth, but we need to leave right now before someone comes for him and finds us," I try to explain, but she stares at me like I’m crazy. I use my one hand to skim through my charms on my necklace until I find the bird charm and carefully press it into my burnt palm, flinching from the pain.

      "What are you talking about? I think we need to get out of here, and then when the shock of seeing a dead person wears off, we can talk about what happened. I’ve heard shock can do crazy things to people," Mads mumbles on, trying to pull her hand from mine as I whisper to the charm.

      "Bird, fly me home, to the place where I am safe and I feel I belong. Bird, bird, take me home. To Madison Grey's apartment. To her home." I hear Mads’s frightened scream as we disappear in a swirl of green dust, reappearing right in the middle of her apartment. She looks around her apartment as I drop the charm, and then to me with wide eyes before her eyes roll to the back of her head and she passes out. I just about catch her before she slams onto the floor, and I groan when I hear my high heel crack as we fall to the floor together. I pull Mads’s head onto my lap, hot tears streaming down my cheeks as I know she won’t forgive me for this. No one will. In one stupid second, I’ve ruined my entire life. What the hell have I done?

      My family is going to kill me—if the higher gods don't get to me first, that is.
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      I tuck Mads into her bed after dragging her across the apartment before sitting on the edge and dropping my head into my hands. The burn on my hand sends another bolt of pain up my arm, and I can’t remember the last time I’ve been hurt this badly. I had almost forgotten what it felt like. Glancing over at Mads, I feel another pang of guilt at having dragged her into all this… whatever this even is. I don’t know whether it was the shock of seeing what happened, being slammed with a tidal wave of frigid water, or the fact that magical transportation can sometimes be a shock to human systems the first few times it happens, but she passed out more or less the moment we arrived at my place. Normally I would bring her back to her place and then leave her to sleep off the night of partying, but I don’t feel comfortable leaving a human alone at home when there could be supernatural forces after the both of us. If I have to spend the night on the couch tonight, then so be it - at least she won’t be alone.

      I glance down at my burnt hand, at the swollen red mark that snakes up my palm. How did this even happen? I think. This all feels like a bad dream, like I’m going to wake up at any moment, and I’m not sure if the severity of the situation has really sunk in just yet.

      I killed a higher god. I'm sure I read somewhere that higher gods can't be killed, so surely this is impossible. Maybe I just saw the mark wrong, or he was a god who happened to have a tattoo just like the higher gods have. Right, I think, latching desperately onto the idea. That has to be it. I mean, is it that inconceivable that he had a tattoo like that done, just so others would mistake him for a higher god? There are privileges that they have access to, and a crafty lower god could easily finagle it so they could manipulate the rest of us. It feels farfetched, but it’s the only possibility that makes sense, and I cling to it desperately in spite of how unusual it would be. Take it easy, I tell myself, clawing my hands through my still damp hair as I try to calm my breathing. Stop freaking out. This has to all just be a misunderstanding, or a mistake, or…

      I lift my head up just as Peyton appears in the room, leaving green dust in a circle all around him. He drops the rucksack he has in his hands and runs to me, pulling me into a tight hug. “Karma,” he says, squeezing me almost tightly enough to take the wind out of me, “thank the gods you’re okay.”

      I laugh dryly, but there’s not much humor to it. “You’re starting to sound like Mum.”

      “Damn right, I am,” he says, letting me go but keeping his hands on my shoulders so he can search my eyes. I knew it wouldn’t be long until everyone caught wind of what I did - this kind of an incident wouldn’t go unnoticed for long, even if there hadn’t been other supernaturals in the bar, so it was only a matter of time before my family would hear about it. Still, this is quicker than even I thought. Some part of me hoped deep down that I would have some time to escape, to get clear of this thing before it could reach the people I love. For a brief moment I feel a false sense of security now that Peyton is here with me, but it lasts only for a second. I’m not safe anymore. "What the fuck happened?” he demands, eyes wide as he lets go of my shoulders almost reluctantly. “The gods of justice showed up on our doorstep a few minutes ago. They started asking us all these questions about where you might be, and then they searched the house.” He shook his head disbelievingly, keeping his eyes locked with mine, a mixture of confusion, fear, and frustration flashing across his face. “They said you killed a higher god.”

      “What did you tell them?” I ask, feeling a fresh surge of fear.

      “I told them the truth, obviously,” he replies. “I told them my sister couldn’t kill a fly if she tried - literally - but they kept insisting that they had proof.” His face takes on a determined look, his tone going businesslike. “It has to be a mistake, that’s the only explanation. I mean, it’s physically impossible. Listen, though, Karma, we’re going to sort this out. We’ll talk to someone, figure out some way to prove to them that you couldn’t have…” He trails off when he looks back at me, and it must be written all over my face that something more is afoot here. “What?” he asks, moving closer. “Karma, what is it? This is a mistake, isn’t it?”

      "Oh shite, Pey,” I say, my shoulders slumping. The weight of my situation is finally crashing down on me. “I was hoping I got it all wrong. He really was a higher god," I say, starting to really panic as the shock continues to wear off. Peyton drops his hands, staring at me like I’ve just told him the world is flat or that Mum died. And there’s something else on his face, something that lights a fire of anxiety in the pit of my stomach. Peyton looks scared.

      It doesn’t help the situation. I need my smartass brother to help me figure out what to do here. Peyton has always had my back, not just in the little things, like my screw-up yesterday (which is beginning to feel smaller and smaller in comparison to what I’ve done tonight), but in the big things, too. Sometimes I feel like I can come to him with problems I can’t even bring up to Mum and Dad, so seeing genuine fear on his face only makes my panic grow.

      I kick my other shoe off and push past my brother, needing to move around and do something, anything. I head for the door, pausing for a moment to check on the sleeping Mads before going into the hallway. “Where are you going?” Peyton asks, following me.

      “I don’t know,” I reply, shaking my head as I enter the kitchen. “I feel like I can’t sit still. I need to think. I need to…” But thinking is hard when it feels like I just grabbed a flat iron with my bare hand, and I find myself looking around before I’m really even sure what I’m looking for. You know that drawer that everyone has somewhere in their house, that one where all the random junk that doesn’t have a place of its own goes? It turns out that Mads has one of those, too, right next to where she keeps the silverware, and I pull it open, rummaging through clutter and knick knacks until I find what I’m looking for: a bandage and tape. I tie the bandage around my hand, using my teeth to rip the end before taping it down. I look up to see Peyton rubbing his face, watching me with concern. I move past him as quickly as I came, returning to her room and giving her another glance to make sure she’s okay.

      Peyton only just seems to be noticing the sleeping Mads, and he looks down at her, his brow furrowing. "Why is your friend in bed, passed out?" he asks. I’m about to reply, but then I just turn and wave my hands in the air, making it clear we have bigger problems. Mads being passed out really isn’t on the top of our list of problems right now - in fact, our situation might be slightly easier now that we don’t have to worry about explaining this all to her. "Right,” he says, shaking his head, “doesn't matter. Just tell me what happened.”

      I take an unsteady breath, crossing my arms over my chest. “Where are the justice twins now?” I ask, not sure if I really want to know the answer. They could already be on Mads’ doorstep, for all I know. The only reason Peyton is able to transport to where I am is because he has a charm that allows him to; the gods probably have one of their own, or the ability to get one, at the very least. Either way, time isn’t on my side here.

      “Damien and Hugo are distracting the justice twins with mum and dad, but I don't have long,” Peyton replies, and then corrects himself: “You don’t have long, Karma."

      “Okay,” I say, slumping back onto the bed and trying to get my thoughts in order. “Okay. I’ll tell you what happened. I had a karma job today. His name was something old and Greek-sounding. I googled him, since it was so unusual, and ended up finding out that he has this posh club not far from here.” I take a breath, staring down at my bandaged hand and flexing my stinging fingers. “Anyway, Mads said she wanted to go out tonight for my birthday. So I took her there - I figured this would be a chance to hit two birds with one stone. And then…” And then maybe I could prove I wasn’t such a fuck-up, I finished in my mind, but couldn’t bring myself to say it out loud. I shook my head and continued. “Turns out, the place is owned by gods - I can almost guarantee it. The bouncers weren’t human, that much is for sure. And the whole place was like a fish tank - there was water everywhere. Anyway, that doesn't matter, though.”

      “So what happened next?” Peyton asked, watching me intently without a smidge of humor on his face.

      I clear my throat. “I thought the guy was human, and sensed he was fearful of water. I should have been more careful - if I hadn’t been so eager to get the job done and get out of there, I could have checked to make sure he wasn’t a supernatural. Anyway, you know how mum gets me those charms for my birthday every year?”

      He nods. “Of course.”

      “So she gave me one today, and I used it. I didn’t know what it did. It ended up creating this green lightning, and the next thing I knew, water was pouring out a hole in the glass ceiling. I think the lightning must have mixed with the water and killed the guy… except he wasn’t a guy, not really. And I fucking killed him by accident.” I lean forward, putting my head between my legs. I suddenly feel lightheaded, as if explaining everything that happened somehow makes it more real. There’s a ringing in my ears, and I tell myself to breathe, but that’s difficult when it feels like the world is falling apart. “Fuck,” I say again, and then look back up at Peyton. “Oh my god, they are going to send me to that correctional facility that no one ever comes out of.” My eyes widen, my heart beginning to hammer in my chest. I realize I’m breathing hard, and I probably look like a crazy person. It dawns on me that this is the second outfit I’ve ruined in the past twenty-four hours, and the thought is almost enough to make me laugh hysterically. But not quite.

      The supernatural prison isn’t the kind of place anyone wants to be. It’s where the gods of justice put all the bad gods, all the monsters of the world. It’s more or less lawless, the kind of place people never get out of. There’s no such thing as unfair punishment in the magical world, and given the nature of the higher gods, it’s not like I’m going to get a fair trial if they get their hands on me. No - if they do, I’m never coming out, and I won’t last a day. My attitude in life has always been to run away the second things start to look difficult or impossible to survive. That place would make my life motto pretty shite.

      The prospect of me getting thrown in jail for the rest of my life is enough to snap Peyton out of his panic, and a look of determination appears on my face as he puts a hand on my shoulder. "No,” he says firmly. “They are not going to blame you for this. That higher god had bad karma coming his way, god or not. Just because he’s a god, that doesn’t mean he’s exempt from the rules of the universe, right?” I open my mouth to respond, but he continues. “I mean, it was an accident, and they have to see that.”

      “How?” I ask, throwing my hands up. “How the hell are we supposed to do that, Peyton? We’re just a couple of lesser gods, and we don’t even know the specifics of the situation yet!”

      “That doesn’t matter,” Peyton insists, and I can already see the wheels turning in his head as he begins to pace back and forth. “Here’s what we’re going to do,” he says. “We’re going to get a meeting with the higher gods on their island to fight your cause.”

      “And then what?” I know I’m being pessimistic, but I can’t help it - there are too many questions, and not enough answers. “Just ask them nicely to spare me their wrath because I didn’t know I had been sent after one of their own?”

      “Yes,” Peyton says without a hint of sarcasm. “That’s exactly what we’re going to do. Until then,” he continues, “you’re just going to have to make sure the twin gods of justice don’t catch you before then.” He gives me a long look before moving closer and pulling me into a tight hug once again. I cling to him, feeling like a little girl again, on one of the many times I fell and skinned my knee or messed up a spell. “I won’t let my sister face a life sentence in a hell hole,” he tells me, stroking my hair soothingly. “Okay? None of our family will let that happen.”

      I appreciate the comfort, but even Peyton’s reassurances aren’t enough to make me calm down. “This is all assuming the higher gods will even see me,” I say. “Everyone knows they don’t listen to anyone. Going to plead a case with them is pretty much useless. I mean, I might as well walk myself to the prison," I mutter, pushing away from him. I feel like if I have to spend one more second looking into his big, watchful eyes, he is going to make me cry. Tears aren’t useful right now, and I never cry.

      “Look,” Peyton says, not letting me turn away, “this is an unprecedented situation, okay? "There has never been a higher god killed before. I thought it was impossible to kill them, but here we are, and that has to be addressed. We can’t be sure of anything right now, and it’s possible this is a bigger deal than we’re even aware of right now. The higher gods will listen to us - I’m almost positive.” He nods firmly, and his conviction is almost strong enough for it to rub off on me. “I won't let you get blamed for something you didn't even know was possible,” he says, leaning down and grabbing the duffel bag he brought with him. “Look,” he says, handing it to me, “this is filled with enough clothes to last you a while. Mum had me pack it while Dad talked to the gods of justice. We put some daggers in there, too, as well as some food - anything we thought you might need.”

      “Daggers?” I ask, my eyes going wide. “You know I can’t fight, Peyton.”

      “They’re mine - the enchanted ones,” Peyton replies. “The ones I won in that bet years ago. No matter how you throw them, they will always hit their target.”

      I raise my eyebrows, impressed in spite of my current fear. “That’s incredible,” I say, adding teasingly, “You hid those well.” Peyton just grins, and I can see the encouragement in his face. He really did everything he could think of for me, under the circumstances. “Thank you,” I add sincerely, meeting his eyes and nodding.

      “They might give you a chance,” Peyton says. “I’m sorry I couldn’t bring you more supplies, but this was all I could do right now. You’re going to need to use human transport and no magic moving forward, so they can't find you. I know the gods of justice can track powers. It was a risk for me to even transport here, but I didn’t know where you were, and we were low on time. You should travel to Dover, get on a ferry to London, and then take a ferry to France and disappear for a while. You know that place in the south of France we went to when you were seven?" he asks, and I nod, remembering it well. Those had been simpler times, less dangerous times. "Go there,” Peyton says, “and stay there. We will fix this and come find you."

      "What if you can’t fix this?” I ask. “I killed the guy - there’s no denying it. There were witnesses, and there will be punishment for it. Accident or not.” I’m starting to feel more panicked than I ever have. "Who was he?” I ask, not expecting Peyton to know the answer. “I mean, he said he was looking for me before the lightning struck." Although Peyton doesn’t reply, I can see the confusion turn to apprehension that spreads across his features.

      "I don't know who he was, but the gods of justice are on the warpath," he warns me, and I know that isn't a good thing. I’ve been lucky enough not to cross paths with them many times before this, but I did meet one of them once. That wasn't a good night, and the fact that I already have a reputation with them isn’t going to get me any favours. No, I'm going to have to think outside the box to survive this if I want to avoid them long enough to get an audience with the higher gods. If I can get to France, untracked, then I can hide out there for a good amount of time. The mountain we visited as kids has no signal, and it’s equipped with a natural barrier against magic, the result of its geographical position. I will find a cabin somewhere on the mountain and hide, even if I can’t get to the exact place we once visited.

      Squaring my shoulders, I nod. "Watch her for a second while I get dressed," I tell Peyton, picking up the bag and going into Mads's bathroom. I peel my wet dress off, chucking it into the sink with my other non-broken heel. The poor things. It's such a shame, they were damn nice heels. I quickly pull out black leggings, my favourite top and my leather jacket. I also find warm socks and my only pair of black army boots. They only have a tiny heel, which will make them good for the amount of travel I’m in for. Mum must have packed this bag - she knows exactly what a girl on the run needs. I put my hand in the bag to see what else is in there only to flinch when something softly bites my finger. I pull the bag open wider and look in, surprised to see Kit the little shite in there, licking his lips.

      "Really? Now is the time you decide to leave your spot under my bed?" I complain to him, knowing he can't reply or speak English, but I have a funny feeling he understands me all the same. I shake my head and see the daggers at the bottom of the bag, knowing it's best I keep them in there for now anyway. There is also a big wad of cash, a snack box and a jar of peanut butter in the bag. Mum knows me so well, and with the possible exception of Peyton, I think I’m going to miss her the most. I do the bag up and pull out my fire charm, which looks like a little flame, before setting the dress and heels on fire in Mads’ sink. I run back into the main room, seeing Peyton talking quietly to Mads as I grab my other heel and run back to chuck it in the fire. As soon as they’ve been burnt sufficiently to remove all recognizable traces of me, I put them out by running the sink and return to Mad’s room. By the time I peer in the doorway, Mads looks totally freaked out, and Peyton has gotten off the bed to stand a good distance away.

      “Er…” I begin, scratching the back of my head. This was always going to be awkward.

      "Madison knows you have magic, but not what you are," Peyton tells me, pointing out the obvious. "I hadn't gotten around to explaining everything.” He clears his throat, glancing at Mads sheepishly. “In my defence, it’s hard to explain, and I’ve not told anyone before in detail."

      "Karma...you moved us like a friggin’ wizard. What have you not told me? Why is your older brother here?" Mads rapidly asks. I go to walk to her, wanting to tell her everything because I hate the panicked and betrayed look she has, when Peyton catches my arm, and he shakes his head.

      "I need to get back, and you don't have all the time in the world to tell her. They will come here next, I'm sure of it. Mads is your only friend," Peyton points out.

      "Not my only friend," I mutter, needing to argue my point. I’m not a total loner. Most of the time. Humans and people in general can be hard to make friends with.

      "Only friend," both Mads and Peyton say at the same time. It's creepy as they turn to smile at each other.

      "Look, you have ten minutes, then the bus will be outside. I googled it for you when I broke your phone. I will dispose of your bag," Peyton snaps out of gazing at my bestie to tell me.

      "Not my phone," I groan, and he just raises his eyebrows at me, letting me know he has a damn point that I need to stay away from technology. I've heard the rumours one of the justice twins can find anyone through it. "You should go back home, but tell mum I'm okay. That this isn't her fault, because I know what she is like. I also need you to come back and keep an eye on Mads. I won't have enough time to make sure she can handle the truth." Peyton nods once and pulls me into a tight hug, kissing the top of my head.

      "I wish I could do this for you. It isn't fair it's you," he quietly says.

      "I will be okay. I'm crafty enough to keep myself safe," I remind him who his sister is.

      "I know," he says, letting me go and stepping back. "Whatever happens, we will get you out of it. This was an accident. Love you, sis." Peyton disappears into a puff of green dust, making the floor of the apartment look like a leprechaun threw up all over it. Mads crawls to the other end of the bed, letting out a little screech.

      "I'm a goddess of karma, and so are all my family. The powers run in my family, and the world is full of many different types of gods and creatures. I'm still your best friend, and nothing has changed there," I swiftly tell her, knowing that I can’t stay here much longer. I didn’t want to explain my life to her like this, nor tell her the world is much bigger and more magical than she could ever have imagined without showing her how amazing it can be. This will just make her nervous of me and the world, which I’d never want.

      "This is a lot to take in, Karma," she says, still looking fearful. "Why are you in trouble? Did you kill that guy? Is that why you had to move us here and show me your secret?"

      "The man was a god, a higher god, and I wasn't meant to be able to kill him. It's complicated, but it was an accident. I have to go on the run now, and I won't be able to see you for a long while. Peyton will keep you safe, I promise," I say, wanting to hug my friend but knowing she isn't at that point yet. She might never be. "I don't have to warn you not to tell anyone, do I?"

      "I won't tell anyone your family’s secret, Karma," she says, and I believe her. Not that I have much choice. I walk to the door, pausing with my hand on the door handle to look back at Mads.

      "You need to pretend you weren't with me tonight and clean up all this dust. You didn't see anything, and you talk to no one but Peyton about this. Understood?" I ask her, trying to be firm but my voice catches. Mads is my best friend, and I feel like I’m the shittiest person in the world for dropping this on her and leaving. Mads slides off the bed and runs to me with her arms open. I happily accept her hug, knowing I'm going to miss talking to her every day, and I’m so glad she even wants to hug me. This gives me hope, which I damn well need.

      "I got it. You keep your arse safe and away from whoever is after you. We both know you wouldn’t kill anyone on purpose. Also, you should take this," Mads says before she rapidly lets me go and runs to her kitchen, opening the drawers until she finds a card and gives it to me. It's a bus pass, something very useful.

      "Thank you. I love you like a sister, you know that?" I say, pulling the door open, because if I don’t now, I won’t be able to make myself leave.

      "Yeah, I know it, even if you are a damn goddess. I should have known with your looks and good luck," Mads says with a laugh, following me out the door and holding it open. "Wait, does your goat really talk? I swear every time I used to walk past him, he would call me fit."

      "Yeah, he talks," I laugh with her, knowing Michael couldn't have kept his mouth shut. "His name is Michael."

      "It’s relieving to know I wasn't making up being hit on by a goat in my head, to be honest with you," she says, and I can't help but chuckle as I pull the other strap to the bag over my shoulder.

      "I will see you again, won't I?" she asks.

      "I can't promise that. This is serious, Mads. They don't give second chances, and they will lock me up," I explain to her. "But I'm going to try and make it out of this."

      "You're Karma Maria Kismet. If anyone can escape the god law or whatever you call it, it is you," she says and rushes to hug me once more before stepping back. I lift my head high, trying to keep her words in my mind as I run down her corridor and towards the stairs. Let's hope I can run away long enough for my family to help me, because I know if they throw me into the correctional facility, I won't ever see the light of day again.
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      It’s strange how different the city looks as it races past the bus window. The night feels like it’s been stretching on into eternity, and in spite of how much I usually love the crowded streets and old buildings of downtown Dublin, I’m left with a sick feeling in the pit of my stomach. Sighing, I let my head drop back against the bus seat, watching as the ever busy city passes me by. This is the third bus I’ve been on tonight, and I’m already tired of having to rely on human transportation. I’d give anything to be able to transport myself to the south of France, but Peyton had a point, and I’ll do whatever it takes to keep the twin gods of justice off my tail, even if just for a little while longer.

      I feel a bit like a lost little kid, or a bird who’s been pushed out of its nest for the first time. I’ve never caught buses before, and it’s taken me an embarrassing amount of time to figure out that you have to read the signs near the stops to know where you are going instead of just expecting it to go there eventually. I glance out the window, on the lookout for any signs that I’m being followed, but nothing looks out of the ordinary. Not that I would know what it would look like if I were being followed, anyway; I’ll just have to hope Mum, Dad and the others were able to stall them long enough to give me enough of a head start.

      At any rate, I’m getting close to where I need to go. Somewhere on the edge of the city is an old pub, the kind of dive bar that’s only ever frequented by vagabonds and late-night partiers. There’s a portal in the pub, an illegal one set up and quickly forgotten about by some old god or another. I’m pretty sure the portal was there before they built the pub around it. It’s one of several in a network that spans the British Isles, and if I had to guess, there are more such transporters elsewhere around the world. The higher gods are aware of these, obviously - something that widespread couldn’t have drifted under their radar forever - but the portals that still stand were built ages ago. They aren’t traceable, and without knowledge of their exact locations, there’s no way for the higher gods to have them shut down. Granted, they’ve tried, but for now, they remain.

      This particular portal leads to London, which I figure would be a good place to start as I escape from Ireland. I can start there and figure out the best way to get to France without drawing undue attention. I thought about using Peyton’s plan and getting a ferry over to England before taking another flight over to France, but upon further consideration, I decided it wasn’t the best idea. I know I have to think outside the box to survive - that’s my motto for the moment. If, by some chance, the gods of justice have followed me this far - or worse, if they got to my family and found out where I’m headed… I cringe, hardly even daring to consider the possibility. Either way, they can’t be too far behind me by now, anyway, and somehow they always catch whoever they’re after. The idea that they could be onto me is terrifying enough, and if I want to minimize my chances of making it to France, I’m going to have to do something they won’t be expecting. The only problem I can see with my current plan is the pub owner; I’ve heard he always wants a steep price, and I don't exactly have time to go and get gold right now. I’ll just have to hope he lets me travel through the portal at a price that isn’t exorbitant.

      The bus stops, jolting me out of my thoughts, and I quickly look back outside. I don’t recognize the area we’re in, and can only imagine that we’re somewhere on the outskirts of the city, in the rougher, industrial part of town. There’s not much else that I notice... until the sound of laughing teenagers fills my ears. I turn to see three of them climbing onto the bus, bottles of beer in their hands as they start checking their pockets for money.

      I can’t help but feel a twinge of jealousy as I see them, leaning on each other, nudging one another playfully as they fumble in their pockets with the kind of carefree attitude that defines youth for most people. I never had that innocence growing up, where my only troubles would have been finding bus money and deciding where to party next. I was always busy training with my parents, the same way Damien is now. Instead of hanging out with friends after school and obsessing over who was going to ask me to the winter formal, I spent my time trying desperately to master my magical abilities (and never quite getting the hang of them) and wondering if I would ever live up to my family’s expectations. Spoiler alert: I didn’t. Mads was just the same, in a way, but she was struggling to find work and keep a roof over her head. I think that’s maybe why we’ve stayed close over all these years, in spite of our differences; we’ve grown up in similar situations.

      I frown as I take in the teenage partiers. From the look of sick on the one guy’s leg, I’m starting to think I didn’t miss out on much. They pay for their tickets and choose to sit at the back, laughing about pointless teenage stuff as I look around. The next stop should be mine, and the last thing I want to do is miss it and end up lost in some unfamiliar city. I climb out of my seat, pressing the stop button and then slowly walking to the front of the bus, where I wait next to the door.

      The bus driver turns to look at me, pursing his lips. "A young lady like you shouldn't be out at night all alone, miss," he says as he slows the bus down in front of the bus stop. I turn and look at him: he’s a rather plain-looking middle-aged man in his work uniform. He smiles at me, the kind of smile that reminds me of my dad, with big eyes that are concerned for me. I feel a lump forming in my throat at the thought of him, and desperately try to put the unavoidable worry out of my mind. I can’t think about my dad, not without being concerned about how panicked he must be… if he’s okay, that is. Dad doesn’t like mum stressed or any of his kids in trouble. Today is definitely going to cause big problems, and that’s assuming the gods of justice haven’t already seen fit to imprison my family for not revealing where I’m going.

      Realizing the bus driver is still staring at me, I jump, blinking. "Don't worry about me; I can handle myself," I reply to him as the bus slows to a halt, but he still looks apprehensive as he presses the button for the doors to slide open. I wave at him before jumping off the bus, ignoring his sigh as he closes the doors behind me. The partiers continue to jostle and joke with each other in the back of the bus as I wait at the bench. I watch the driver hustle off, the bus receding up the hill and into the distance.

      The street is surprisingly busy, for such a non-central part of the city, and the streets are crowded with drunk teenagers and working people. It’s nearly three in the morning, but considering that it’s a weekend, it’s not surprising that the streets are still busy. A cold breeze hits me, reminding me of the walk to the nightclub with Mads; that feels like it was centuries ago, even though everything only happened a few hours back. Is it possible that just this morning I was opening Mum’s gift and wondering what kinds of shenanigans we would get up to tonight?

      Slowly I move away from the bus stop, tugging my leather jacket more tightly around me, grateful for its warmth even if it’s thin. Dark clouds fill the sky overhead, obscuring the stars like a blanket of black smoke. Occasionally, the moon peers out from behind them, illuminating the street and reflecting on the windows of the nearby businesses. There is a row of pubs here, all of them filled to the brim with drunk people who are either laughing, shouting, or trying to get even more wasted. I glance down the street at the only semi-quiet pub on the row, the one that looks miles creepier than the others. This is the one I need, funny enough. Pretty stereotypical, if you ask me, I think, although I guess there’s something to be said for hiding in plain sight. I furrow my brow as I peer at the sign, which confirms that this is the place: The Swanky Swan Pub.

      I remember Peyton telling me about this place, but I've never actually been here - it’s not exactly close to home, and Mum has never been too keen to have us venturing to these areas of the city, even with our powers. The name is sure memorable, though. Peyton told me he would come here as a teenager with some of his mates. According to him, that was how he found out about the portal; one night, he tripped over himself, drunk as a bat, and stumbled directly through the portal, finding himself in London. This was before he had learned how to transport himself magically, and he ended up having to call mum and dad for help from a phone booth in Central London. The guy who owned the portal hadn’t forgiven him for the accident, and ended up taking his money and clothes as payment. I can’t help but smile, just remembering him hobbling up the stairs, covered in dust and dirt as we all laughed. That was Peyton’s past though, and no matter how much I wish it, mum and dad can’t just come and save me from this. I’m on my own here, whether I like it or not.

      I walk across the street, ducking and moving between drunk people until I come to a stop outside the pub. The old couple sat on a bench outside gives me a hostile look, no doubt taking in my leather clothing and mussed up appearance and wondering what the hell someone so young is doing at a place like this. For a moment I wonder if they know somehow, if they’re onto me, agents sent by the gods of justice… and I have to force myself to calm down. If I start seeing enemies everywhere I go, I’ll never make it to France with my sanity intact. I steel myself for a moment before pushing the door open, and the sound of heavy jukebox music immediately greets me, along with the voices of drunken patrons.

      Ignoring the heavy smell of stale beer and cigarette smoke, I walk across the plush, red, patterned carpet to the dark wood bar, where there are three men sitting enjoying a smoke and beer. They don’t even look my way, completely happy to enjoy their drink, and I don’t blame them. I’d like to end up like them when I’m older, just happy to sit with my drink in a random pub, letting go of all the worries of the day. Instead, I’ve now got to worry about staying alive somehow, and the possibility that I may never live to have another night out on the town is feeling more real by the second. I slide into one of the seats, waiting for the old man with long grey hair and a mischievous grin to come over to me as he dries a glass with an old tea towel.

      "You don't look like my usual clientele, lassie," the man says, his thick Scottish accent hard to miss. He sweeps me up and down with his eyes, not looking at me luridly, but seeming curious nonetheless.

      "You don't sound like the common Irish riff raff you'd expect to find in here," I respond, hoping I come off sounding more bold than I feel. This guy seems like the type to pitch me out on the street for looking at him the wrong way, and out of the corner of my eye, I can feel the gazes of some of the other patrons on me.

      The man laughs, setting the glass down on the counter behind him and tossing the tea towel aside. He grins at me, and I can see my snappy comeback has been enough to earn his respect in a matter of moments.

      "You have some balls, little girl,” he says, wiping his hands on his apron. “I guess the rumour about redheads and their fiery attitudes must be true.”

      “I guess so,” I agree, crossing my arms. “Sometimes, at least.”

      “What drink can I get for you?" the bartender asks, leaning forward against the bar and looking at me with an intrigued expression on his face.

      "Surprise me," I say with a big grin that makes him laugh as he goes off to make me a drink. If I want any chance of getting through the portal without losing all my money, I’m going to have to make this guy like me, and besides… a stiff drink sounds great right about now. Letting myself relax a little, I pull my bag off my shoulder and place it on the empty stool next to me before opening it up and pulling out some cash. I grab a handful of nuts from a little bowl on the bar and chuck them in my bag for Kit, hoping that will keep him happy for a little bit. There’s a low grumbling sound and movement among my other clothes, followed by a telltale crunching noise. Not wanting anyone to get a glimpse of the goblin, I do the bag back up before putting it back on just as the Scottish dude brings me a purple cocktail with a little umbrella cocktail stick in it.

      “Cute,” I say, raising my eyebrows and sliding the drink towards me. “Although I’ve got to say, I wasn’t expecting a girly drink in a bar like this.”

      “Let’s just say it’s a special drink for a special client,” he replies.

      "Thanks,” I say, and set a handful of cash down on the counter. “You can keep the change," I add, hoping he appreciates the gesture, and he smirks as he takes it off me before sliding it into his blue apron.

      "Thanks a bunch, lassie.” He sizes me up for a moment longer, his bushy eyebrows raising slightly as I take a sip of the drink. I have to admit, it’s delicious - the perfect combination of sweet and sour. I give him a nod of approval, and he grins. “Now, why are you here?" he bluntly asks, getting straight to the point before I can take another sip of my drink. I like this dude, I think. Shame he’s probably a million times older than me. I bet he was cute when he was younger.

      "I want to use the portal for one trip,” I say, figuring I should just cut straight to the chase.

      He shifts slightly, crossing his arms, but to his credit, he doesn’t look surprised. “You’re a goddess, then,” he says. It’s not a question, but a statement.

      “Yes,” I reply, casting a suspicious glance around me to make sure nobody else is listening in. They’re all caught up in their own conversations. “Although I’m guessing you had already figured that out.”

      “I made a guess,” the bartender answers. “A girl like you wouldn’t come into a place like the Swanky Swan unless you had good reason.”

      “Well, you’re right,” I tell him. “I need to get to London. Tonight. As in, like, right now.”

      "There’s a price to get permission to use it from the boss,” he replies, crossing his arms. Although he feels human to me, it’s clear that he knows the ins and outs of the supernatural world as well as any god.

      “What do you want for it?” I ask. “I’m low on gold, but I have cash. A few possessions, too, and I could always owe him a favor.”

      The bartender appraises me for a second. “If you don’t have gold, lassie, you’re gonna have to give us something else.” He moves his eyes to my necklace, taking in all the charms. My heart sinks. Damn it, I think, that's not what I want to give up. But what choice do I have? I couldn’t have really expected them to let me use their portal as a charity case, did I? And if the options are giving them a useful charm or being indebted to them while I’ve got the justice gods on my tail, then… I don’t have much of a choice. Sighing, I hold up one finger and lift my foot up, unclipping the anklet of spare charms and holding it in the air. As much as it hurts to give up any of Mum’s gifts, I need to stay alive more than I need these right now. I can always come back when I’m proven innocent and buy it back. At least I will have my necklace either way, and that’s where I keep the most important medallions. If they want one of those, then I’m going to have to think of another way to get to London.

      "Will this do? They are all magical charms. Rare ones," I say, holding the anklet in the palm of my hand. The bartender picks it up, scrolling through the charms and clicking his tongue. I can tell immediately that he has expertise in magical artifacts, and I won’t be able to just pawn off my most useless trinket and hope it’s enough. He might be human, but he’s clearly not a pushover. “One of them turns anything into pure silver,” I tell him as he continues to leaf through the charms. “It’s a useful charm.”

      "It sure sounds useful” he acknowledges, “but charms only work depending on how strong the god is. A weak god would be able to do nothing more than turn a grain of rice into silver.” This isn’t something I was aware of, and I can’t help but feel a little surprised that this human somehow knows more about magical charms than I do. That’s interesting when I think of the lightning bolt charm and what I managed to do. I suppose it makes sense, but I’ve never thought of myself as a strong god. What could that charm be capable of, if it were in the hands of a higher god? The thought alone is enough to make me shiver.

      “Well,” I say, gripping the edge of the bar, “is your boss weak?”

      “Careful, lassie,” the bartender warns. “I like you, but that kind of talk will get you pitched out on the street if you don’t watch your mouth.” He closes his hand around the charm in question and nods. “At any rate, I’ll take it to him and find out if he is interested, goddess," he says. I don't really have any choice but to smile and nod, watching as he disappears through a door behind the bar. I glance down at the cocktail, feeling a twinge of regret that I'm not going to be able to drink the rest of the mysterious concoction. Well, at least it’s pretty to look at, at any rate.

      I lean back in my chair, glancing around the room as I wait for the bartender to return. Suddenly, the room feels different, like it’s taken on a new vibe in the span of a few seconds. The hairs raise on my arms as I turn my head slowly around to see two men walking into the room. They gradually come into the light as my heart begins to pound wildly in my chest. They both have blond hair, short and thick with white highlights pulled naturally through the locks. Their skin is tanned, golden almost, and it suits their big chests and slim waists. With sexy jawlines and picture perfect faces, it’s hard to move my gaze away. The twin on the left is taller, dressed in a suit fitting for a lawyer, and his gold tie matches his glowing gold eyes. The other twin is more casual, everything from his stance to his jeans and loose blue top says as much. He has the same glowing gold eyes as his twin, but they are darker and don't have the glow of his twin’s. I quickly turn back in my seat, muttering "fuck" under my breath. It wouldn’t take a genius to recognize them, even if I hadn’t already had a brush with one of them before.

      I feel them come to a stop behind me. It feels like their eyes are burning a hole in the back of my neck, and the fact that neither of them speaks immediately makes the situation even more unnerving.

      Finally, I’m unable to take the silence anymore. “I knew they’d send you after me,” I mutter, swirling the ice around in my glass with the cocktail stick. As brave of a face as I’m putting on, I’m nearly bricking it, and my mind is racing - is it too late to make a break for it? Would it be possible to distract them long enough to get away?

      “You killed a god,” one of them says at last. “You had to have expected the gods of justice would find you sooner or later.” His husky voice is so familiar, in spite of all the time that’s passed, and it reminds me of the last time we met. How this stuck up eegit is still alive, I will never know… but I guess that’s one of the perks of working for the higher gods.

      I go rigid in my chair, clenching my hand so tightly around the glass that my knuckles turn white. “Forgive me for not wanting to see your face right now,” I snap, unable to keep the attitude out of my voice even though I’m dealing with two incredibly dangerous men. “The last time we ‘hung out’, you shot me!” I turn my head back to glare at the businesslike one as he straightens his tie, swallowing hard. “Oh yeah, I haven't forgotten what happened,” I add. “I still have the scar on my arm.”

      “Accidentally!” he growls back, and his brother laughs, looking between us.

      “You shot her? Like, with a human gun?” his brother asks, crossing his arms. “How boring of you, bro. You know we can shoot ice and fire out of our fingertips, right? Make golden arrows out of nothing but dust? And you chose a gun?”

      “We are not going into that story right now. Besides, Karma is just trying to distract us,” he replies in a bored tone, turning those handsome gold eyes on me, and I chuckle. Damn right I am. I fumble for my tornado charm, the one I'm never meant to use inside and bring it to my lips. Both of them try to grab me, only to be thrown across the room by a gust of wind. I don't waste a second as I slide over the bar, looking back to see the gust of wind has turned into a tornado in an instant that is swinging chairs and tables around like toys. I laugh when a table slams into one of the twins, knocking him onto the floor, and his face is a picture I wish I had my phone to take. This was a brilliant idea.

      The other two humans are holding onto the bar, screaming for dear life, but the one guy is still holding his beer. That’s a true Irish dude right there. I duck as a chair flies past my head, and I keep my head down as I jog to the door, pulling it open and sneaking into the back. I run down the long corridor, looking for the bartender as the building shakes and finding only one door at the end of the hallway. I pull the door open, pausing at the sight of the bartender sat on a desk with a hooded man who is holding my anklet up in the air.

      "What is all that noise, lassie?" the bartender asks as I shut the door behind me, seeing that the corridor is still empty so the tornado must be keeping them busy. There is a loud crashing noise, followed by the whole building severely shaking as I flash a sheepish grin at my new Scottish friend. "Nothing to worry about...but it seems I have to leave. Like right now, so do we have a deal?" I ask, pulling my eyes to the hooded man who nods his head.

      "Seems like we do. Though if there is a mess out there, you owe us a favour," the bartender warns me and walks to the other side of the room which is covered by a curtain. The bartender pulls the curtain back, revealing the dark green swirling portal I came here for. I have to brace myself as I stop right in front of it, knowing that illegal portals aren't easy on the stomach to jump through.

      "The gods out there made the mess, not me," I say, winking at the bartender who only laughs before I jump headfirst into the portal, hoping for the best.
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      “How the fucking hell did she do this?” Seth shouts at me. He’s sprawled on the ground, his hair a mess from the swirling winds, and he struggles against the cyclone that’s now blowing through the bar. He just manages to roll over onto his front, struggling to his feet, and I’m left helpless to do anything but watch, pinned against the wall by the air pressure. Chairs, bottles, glasses and some human guys fly around the pub, all screaming as if the world is ending. I can’t exactly blame them - if a tornado manifested in the middle of my Saturday night drink, I would probably be doing the exact same thing.

      In the chaos, Karma has made her escape. As much as I hate to admit it, I’m damn impressed by the Irish sexy little redhead. Shame we have to lock her up after all this is over; she clearly is a little kill happy, and the fact that she was able to get the drop on us like that is impressive. She’s pretty quick on her feet, from what we have been told. Which isn’t a lot, mind you. People - especially lower gods - tend to think that because Seth and I have an in with the higher gods, that makes us privy to all their information. That would make sense, surely, since we’re in charge of tracking down anyone who tries to go against their wishes, but the higher gods have never been known for doing things that make sense. Usually, we’re lucky to get anything more than a name and a list of crimes, and tonight is much the same. The only difference, of course, is that this isn’t our first brush with Karma. But that’s a story for another time.

      I’m still reeling from the news, in all honesty. I don’t get how the girl could even manage to kill a higher god, but man, is everyone pissed at home. Higher gods are meant to be immortal and unkillable - they’re supposed to transcend time, age, and physical weakness, to the extent that they make lesser gods look damn near human in comparison. This shouldn’t be possible… but it is. She did the fucking impossible. I wish I knew how she did it, but from the sounds of things, most of the other gods are as in the dark about it as we are. All they’re saying is that a karma god took down a higher god at a nightclub in Dublin, and now there’s going to be hell to pay - if not for her, then for us, since it’s our asses on the line if we can’t find her.

      It’s almost embarrassing how easily she was able to subdue the two of us. It makes us look like a couple of damn amateurs. How the hell did she even manage to conjure up a tornado this big? It’s not standard karma god magic, that’s for sure, which I suppose means only one thing: she’s using charms. Ugh. As if this job couldn’t get any harder. My brother and I are powerful - far more powerful than the average lower god - and that’s why we’re so good at doing what we do. But charms, even weak ones, complicate things, and this job is already damned complicated.

      I shouldn’t find the fact that she managed to thwart us more attractive about her…but I do. It’s not just the fact that she’s a little minx who’s clearly capable of taking care of herself, but the fact that she’s an unknown. Most of our targets don’t put up a fight, or if they do, we best them in seconds. They aren’t quick-thinking, and they aren’t somehow able to bend the rules of the supernatural world to take down beings that should normally be impossible to kill. Karma is mysterious, and the mysterious thing has always been a big turn on.

      I duck my head as a table flies past, smashing into the wall next to me, and splinters cut into my arm. Well, that hurt. I glance down at the gash, which is already starting to mend, and grit my teeth against the pain. There are more important things to worry about right now.

      “You tell me!” I shout. “I thought she was just a karma goddess with no outward powers!”

      “So what is it then?” Seth calls back, putting his arms up to shield against the debris. “Enchantments?”

      “Charms, if you ask me,” I reply, only to start laughing as Seth gets hit by a few more flying chairs and bottles. The look of utter indignation on his face is enough to make it all worth it, including the bloody arm. He’s got a stick up his ass most of the time, and it’s nice seeing him taken down a couple levels. Between that and actually getting to see some real action for once, I haven’t had this much fun in years.

      “Stop laughing and stop the tornado before it destroys the pub and she gets away!” Seth shouts, sounding extremely pissed off, though that is my twin’s usual expression. In all honesty, I think I’d be concerned if I saw him smile, at this point.

      “Why don’t you do it?” I retort, taking a little sadistic pleasure in my brother’s desperate expression. Of the two of us, Seth has always been more of the thinker, while I’ve always been more of the doer. He can use his powers, sure, but action and magic have always come more easily to me. He leans more toward analysis, making plans, and negotiating. I’ll leave that to him - I don’t have much tolerance for bullshit. I smirk at Seth, desperately wanting to let the tornado go on for a little longer just to watch him squirm a little. I know it’s not charitable, but considering how condescending he usually is towards me, it’s nice to see him relying on me for once. “Killian!” my twin warns me.

      Fine, fine, I think, the fun is over. I clap my hands together, calling on my powers as I close my eyes. Power builds in my hands, making me feel like I could destroy the world if I wanted to. The power is addictive, and I love using it - I suppose that’s what makes me as successful as I am. There are more than two justice gods in the world, but there’s a reason Seth and I were handpicked to carry out the orders of the higher gods; he has brains and I have power. We’re two sides of the same coin, and regardless of how much we bicker, together, we’re almost unstoppable. Almost.

      I open my eyes as I pull my hands apart, creating a ball of gold light that sucks all the air into it like a vacuum. Just when it starts to feel hard to breathe, I clap my hands together, destroying the magic. The air I’ve drawn into the magical focal point is let loose, filling the bar back up and allowing all the flying objects to settle back down again. My hands stop glowing just as Seth picks himself up off the floor, looking furious.

      “You tell no one about this, I mean it,” he huffs, straightening his tie.

      I can barely contain my laugh. “What’s wrong, brother?” I ask. “Upset you had to rely on my powers yet again?”

      “Don’t you start,” Seth warns me, tucking his mussed up hair behind his ears. “You were the one who took a bribe from that leprechaun. You nearly cost us that job.”

      I shrug, throwing up my hands. “What can I say? Money talks.”

      “So do the higher gods, and they’re going to kill us if we fuck this up. I mean it, Killian - not a word.” I snort. I’m so telling everyone about this. “Now,” Seth continues, dusting off his pants and straightening up, “I’m going to wipe these people’s memories and get this place cleaned up. Go and find out where Karma went.”

      “You have beer on your jacket,” I respond, pointing at his lapel. He glances down and I see his face fall; there is nothing my brother loves more than his expensive suits. No dry cleaning is going to get that much beer out of his clothes, and considering we’re on the road, there won’t be magicking it away any time soon.

      “You’re a dickhead,” Seth mutters, shaking his head. “You just had to point it out, didn’t you?”

      Ah, brotherly love. I chuckle as Seth walks over to the group of humans, stepping over bottles and broken chairs. They’re still reeling from the cyclone, no doubt wondering if the world is coming to an end. Fear will make them more susceptible to memory wiping spells, which is all the more useful to us; the sooner we can get on our way, the better our odds will be of catching up with Karma.

      I peer around at our surroundings. The place is a right mess. One of the humans is still holding his beer as he stands up, looking pretty freaked out, but I’m impressed. It takes some dedication to hold onto your beer through all that. He meets my eyes for a moment and I grin at him, no doubt looking like a madman as I run and jump over the bar, landing on the other side with a thud. I remember seeing Karma disappear through a door back here - if I’m lucky, maybe she’s still inside. I have to be careful not to step on a stray dish or bus tub as I work my way to the back of the bar; the last thing I want to do is make an ass out of myself in front of Seth, who, let’s face it - is already doing enough of that for the both of us.

      There’s an overturned table in the far corner of the room, blocking what looks like a door into the back room. I lean down, grabbing the ends of the table, and lift it up high in the air. The moment I do, the door opens and a grey-haired dude walks in, his jaw dropping open.

      “Lad, did you fucking do this?” he asks with a thick Scottish accent. “Or was it that redhead? She seemed like trouble.”

      “It’s always a redhead, mate,” I answer, pushing the table down so it rests against the bar.

      The man runs a hand through his gray hair, shaking his head as he takes in the damage. “Damn,” he mutters. “What the hell happened in here, anyway?”

      “You know, the usual,” I tell him. “Destruction, magic, chaos… otherwise known as a normal day in my life.”

      He snorts, rolling his eyes. “You gods just bring trouble wherever you go, don’t you?”

      “I’d prefer to think of it as us following trouble,” I reply. “So where did the redhead go?”

      “Through the portal,” replies the man. “I take it she was trying to get away from you.”

      “That would be a good guess.”

      “Well, if you want to follow, my master and I have a price,” he responds, crossing his arms and eyeing me up. An illegal portal does make sense - there’s been talk for years about an underground portal network, and usually this would be the kind of thing we could shut down and turn in to the higher gods for a pat on the back. Now, however, we’re going to need to make use of it, if we want any hope of tracking Karma down again.

      I can’t help but wonder why Karma would choose to sit in a bar when she was meant to be on the run. If she’d left just a few minutes earlier, she would already be in the wind by the time we arrived. In fact, it was only sheer luck that we tracked her down in the first place: we wouldn’t have found her if it weren’t for a worried bus driver calling his wife and telling her about the young woman with red hair who he was concerned for. While we’re able to use our magic to track the location and use of magic, Karma has clearly been one step ahead of us; her magical signature went dark almost as soon as she left the nightclub, which means she knows that as well as we do. We were left to figure out where she was the old fashioned way: by knocking on doors and interrogating unsuspecting acquaintances. Seth ended up using his powers to search through every phone call in Dublin to find a clue, and he just happened to intercept the bus driver’s phone call to his wife. Turns out, the guy’s route took him to this part of town, and he saw her walking into the bar; if it hadn’t been for that, then we would still be on a wild goose chase right now.

      I don’t get to respond as Seth jumps over the bar, drawing my attention away from the gray-haired man. His beer-stained jacket is gone, and he has taken his tie off. To anyone else, that would mean nothing, but to Seth, that means war. Karma is in trouble now. This just got personal to him.

      “The price we will pay is not shutting you down for owning an illegal portal,” Seth tells him, his expression impatient. “If you don’t let us pass, I will make sure this portal is permanently closed. Or maybe we’ll just let you follow the redhead into the gods’ correctional prison where she is going,” he threatens, sounding more than annoyed that there is another hold up and Karma will be getting away. Our only saving grace at this point is that illegal portals are usually unpredictable and tend to make even the most experienced travelers ill. She won’t have gotten far.

      “And who the hell are you guys to do that? No one would believe you that a portal is in a human pub,” the man responds, and I grin.

      “We are the justice twins, keepers of the magical world, and there is no one in this world who wouldn’t believe us,” I slowly reply, and the Scottish guy’s skin visibly pales as I speak.

      “So, move,” Seth tells him, sounding uninterested in dealing with this dude any longer. I don’t think I’ve ever seen anyone move as quickly out of the way, plastering himself to the wall, as this Scottish dude does.

      “Brother, did I ever tell you that joke about a Scottish guy and a British guy walking into an Irish pub?” I ask Seth as we head down the long corridor.

      He opens the door at the end, looking back at me like I’m an idiot. It’s a usual look from him, in all fairness. Seth doesn’t do jokes. “No, and I don’t want to hear it. Let’s just get this job over and done with,” Seth responds, walking into the empty room where there is a swirling portal on the one wall.

      “You are always ruining my fun, dude,” I respond, sighing before running and jumping head first into the portal.
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      Landing with a scream, I roll onto my backpack, dropping painfully to the ground and nearly hitting my head on the concrete. My stomach feels like it’s tied up in a knot, and I clutch my hands around myself as it swirls in pain, sickness building in the back of my throat. I close my eyes and try to focus on my breathing, and the feeling of the cool night air. It’s all I can do to keep from throwing up all over the ground. I wasn’t expecting magical transport to take this much of a physical toll on me, but then again, maybe I should have. The one time Peyton used this portal, he described the sensation as like a bad hangover. Did I really think it would be this easy to just jump across the country?

      I have to lie still for a little while longer as I wait for the pain to stop, and the blurry night sky comes into focus. I slowly sit up, seeing the empty rooftop I'm lying on, and the cold air is a welcome relief as it blows against me. I pull myself up, shaking a little as I try to keep my footing. Looking back at the portal, which is well hidden under a tarp, I know I need to get moving. There is no doubt in my mind the bartender will let the twins follow me through. As nice as he was to me, there's no way a human will risk crossing agents of the higher gods.

      I spot the fire exit on the other side of the building and hurry over to it, doing my best not to upset my stomach further as I sling my backpack back over my shoulders. I pull myself over the other side just as the portal begins to flicker with magical energy once again, and suddenly two familiar-looking people are thrown out of it onto the roof. The feckin’ twins are good, I’ll give them that. I run down the steps of the fire exit, hearing nothing but the busy city noises of London at night and my own heartbeat pounding hard in my chest. If I’m lucky, they’ll have the same physical reaction as I did, and will need a few minutes to compose themselves before moving again. It won’t give me much time, but it will give me enough to put some distance between myself and the two of them.

      The area smells like fast food, which only makes me hungry as I run and finally get to the last steps. I guess that’s a good thing, considering that just a few minutes ago I felt like I had the stomach flu. Thank the gods for Mum and her peanut butter. I jump into the alleyway, running down towards the end. I’ve barely made it halfway when suddenly someone jumps in front of me from right out of the air, gold dust littering the ground by his feet.

      "Didn't know you could fly," I mutter, feeling frustrated as the casual justice twin steps into the dim street light, his arms crossed and a big grin on his pretty lips. This close, he is far more attractive than I thought. His carefree nature, the playful smirk, and pretty gold eyes are something else. I’m certain he has no trouble getting girls. “How are you not barfing your brains up right now?”

      He smirks. “Call it a perk of being as powerful as we are.”

      “Cocky asshole,” I say, putting a hand on my waist. Do I try to run? Will I even be able to? It’s clear that these guys have me outmatched in terms of stamina, and my only other option is to try fighting them, which will probably go about as well as you would expect. My only choice is to wait for an opportunity to turn the situation to my advantage.

      "Why don't we just introduce ourselves and have little a chat?” The casual twin suggests, taking a few steps closer to me. “We aren't the bad guys here, Karma. My name is Killian.” He reaches out and offers me a hand to shake, but I’m not that stupid. I’m not shaking his hand, and I know his brother will be coming up right behind me at any point. Killian smirks, crossing his arms as he figures out I won’t be touching him.

      There’s a whooshing sound, and I glance over my shoulder to see the other twin manifesting in a ring of gold sparks behind me. Now I really am trapped, and there’s no one else in the alleyway who’s going to be able to help me "There is no point in running; we will always find you," Killian's brother says, and I try to remember what his name was. He was so boring on our date, until everything went wrong and I saw another side to him. I do remember how seductively handsome he is, far more than anyone I had ever seen before. I never liked the colour gold before, until I saw his eyes. I never forgot his eyes.

      "Way to get her to trust us, Seth," Killian mutters, and lowers his crossed arms as he takes another step closer. I should have gotten those daggers out my bag, then I'd at least stand a chance of stabbing one of them and making a break for it. I’ve messed up big time, and we all know it.

      "That's fucking creepy. Is that how you find all your women? ’Cause it's not working on me, goldipops," I say, hoping my tone of voice doesn’t give away my fear. Seth stays deadly quiet while Killian throws his head back and laughs. Man, is that a laugh that could drop panties.

      "Goldipops, I like that. Though, usually women just run to us, not away, angel," Killian replies, coming up with his own nickname. But he really has the wrong idea if he thinks I'm an angel. "Now hand me your bag and that charming necklace of yours, and then we can get going."

      "That really isn't happening," I tell him, crossing my arms and desperately looking around for some way to escape this alleyway. I reach for my necklace, but in the blink of an eye, Killian is in front of me, and I feel Seth at my back as Killian grabs both my wrists. Usually I like a little bondage, but this isn’t the fun kind. Gold, shiny bracelets lock around my wrists as Killian sadly smiles at me. Why does it feel like he doesn’t want this to be over so easily?

      "I don't want to do this, but you have been found guilty of conspiring and murdering a higher god. There is only one punishment for such a crime," Seth coldly informs me. I get the murdering part. Kinda. But the conspiracy part? I mean, I didn’t actually set out to kill him at all, so can it really be called premeditated if it was an accident? I didn’t mean any of this. I quite liked my life as it was; there was no way I would have done this on purpose. If I could rewind to the beginning of the night with Mads, I would do it in a heartbeat.

      "Wait, conspiring?” I demand, struggling against the golden cuffs. “Are you feckin’ kidding me? It was an accident, you big eegits! I didn't conspire anything!" My shouts fall on deaf ears, and I continue trying to wriggle free of Killian's tight grip as Seth comes to our side. Without responding to me, he gently pulls my necklace off before giving it to Killian for safe keeping. It’s frustrating to see how easily they were able to disarm me, and it stings even more to know that they’ve taken away something with sentimental value. I'm going to get that back, one way or another.

      "Proof of your crimes has been shown to the gods, do not try to talk your way out of this," Seth warns me.

      "I'm being set up!” I insist. If struggling isn’t going to work, I’m not above pleading “I swear, the god’s name, Neritous Cyncus, appeared on my hand as a bad karma job. That's why I was anywhere near him, and everything went really wrong. I swear it was accident," I continue, but I can tell they are completely ignoring me as they look at each other, clearly calculating something. Killian eventually nods in some sort of agreement that I can’t understand as I try to pull my arm out of his tight grip.

      "Karma Maria Kismet, you have been caught by the gods of justice. Your punishment is a lifetime in the gods’ correctional prison with no release and no visits until your natural death. This is the law …and will of the higher gods," Seth proclaims, his tone of voice stern and official.

      Killian seems hesitant to continue the sentencing, making the whole situation feel pretty awkward, but he finally nods at his brother and adds, "As the gods of justice, we find you guilty. No further investigation will be taken. Do you accept your fate?"

      

      Fuck no, I feckin’ don’t.

      “No,” I bite out, and Killian shrugs his shoulders, sighing.

      "I’m not surprised, they always say no. I don't think there have been more than three people that have accepted their punishment in our career," Seth says and nods his head at my bag as Killian lets go of my arm, clearly trusting the golden bracelets to make sure I don’t run off. I’m sure they are trackers of some kind, as well as a way to block my powers. I can’t feel their fears or wants at all like I should be able to if I wanted. I don’t like being without the powers that I’ve had since before I can remember. I feel naked around the twins, and not in the fun, kinky way I’d prefer.

      "Take the bag off,” Seth tells me.

      "Make me," I sweetly reply, raising an eyebrow at him. I'm not going to make this easy. No way in hell. "Or let me go. I don't care which one. Though the latter would be the best idea."

      "Leave her with the bag, just open it up and check it," Killian suggests. He clicks his fingers, and my wrists slam together, locking in place so I have no choice but to link my fingers to make myself comfortable. I consider warning Seth about Kit, but change my mind at the last second. Instead I just smile as he pulls open my bag, and I feel him rummaging before pulling the daggers out.

      “Those are some nice daggers,” Killian remarks, his eyes finally leaving me only to check out my brother’s daggers. I’m not about to tell them they are magical - they’ve already taken my necklace, and if they found out I had enchanted weapons, they would never give them back.

      “We’re keeping these for the investigation. They could be the murder weapons, for all we know,” Seth firmly replies, and Killian laughs.

      “Sure, I’m sure that’s why you want to keep them,” he replies through his laughs. “But remember, twins always share.”

      “You two are thieving assholes, you know that?” I mutter, but they both ignore me. Typical. I feel Seth continue to dig through my bag a few moments later, and I just wait for it. There’s a hissing sound, and I can feel a jerk as the inevitable goblin bite comes.

      “Little fucker," Seth shouts, pulling his hand out of my bag, and I loudly laugh, not being able to stop myself. Seth pushes Killian out of the way and grabs my joined hands, dragging me down the alleyway, further into the darkness and away from the busy street.

      "What the fuck is in your bag that bites?" Seth demands, shaking his other hand, and I see blood.

      Good one, Kit.

      "A goblin," I answer, loving the look of fear on Killian's face as he glances at me in shock from his brother’s side.

      "You know those are bad luck, right?" Killian tells me. “I’ve heard a lot of rumours about goblins, but I’ve never met one to know if they are true. Either way, all the rumours are bad.”

      "That's what you think, but Kit isn’t all bad," I reply, and Killian just shakes his head at me.

      “You named him? Like a pet?” Killian asks, and I nod. He isn’t a good pet, but hey ho, mum never let me get a puppy. Killian stares at me for a moment, his eyes narrowing, and I see the faintest hint of a smile on his face… as well as a glimmer of admiration.

      "How did you hurt your hand?" Seth asks me, and I'm surprised he noticed at all. Why the hell does he care?

      "One of the charms on my necklace burnt it. The charm is powerful, more than I could have expected, and it creates green lightning. It burnt my hand when I used it, thinking it did something else. It's how I accidently killed that higher god," I explain, and Killian just laughs as Seth shakes his head. We stop at the end of the alleyway. Killian places his hand on my shoulder.

      "Nothing and no one can create lightning," Killian says, still laughing. "Though, my little liar with pretty red hair, hold your breath. We have a long trip." I gasp as the world spins rapidly, bursting into gold light, and then we fall.
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      The magic the twins use to pull us to wherever we currently just dropped into is strong and powerful enough to make me nearly pass out as we arrive. I have to rest on Killian's arm for a second, waiting for my legs to finally get the strength I need to stand and actually be aware of where we are. All the air in my lungs seems to leave me as I look up at the black stone building with no windows and only one massive door that looks like a dragon mouth with glowing gold eyes. The building towers over everything around it, the forest it is in the middle of and even the mountains in the distance, because it is so tall and wide. It's imposing, and it makes you want to run away from it somehow. There are no guards because they are that certain that no one could ever escape. No one ever has, at least as far as the magical community knows.

      "Let me go, just for a little bit, and then I promise I will let you lock me up," I try to plead with them, panic and desperation filling me. I’m scared, really, really frightened of whatever is in there. I’m not a bad person, I don’t deserve this. I made one mistake and my life is over the moment those doors open. No matter what I say, I know they won’t let me go. This is their job, and they don’t believe me anyway. My family isn’t going to be able to help me now.

      "Do we look stupid?" Seth asks, and I can only smirk at him. He doesn't want me to answer that one, and his frown tells me he knows my answer. "Come on, brother, we are wasting time that could be used on our other work."

      "So do a lot of people break the laws then?" I ask them, anxiously wanting to distract myself as Seth holds my one arm and Killian holds my other, pulling me towards the prison. The place makes me more scared and nervous the closer I get to it, and my smart mouth isn’t going to save me now. I might as well just talk to them.

      "Yes. We come here every other day, at the moment," Killian tells me, though Seth looks like he wants to do nothing more than get rid of me. "Though usually we don't have as much trouble catching them as we did you. That tornado was impressive. I am looking forward to examining these charms of yours later."

      "Impressive enough to let me go?” I question, hating how he isn’t going to give me my necklace back. Dickhead.

      "No, so stop asking," Seth growls out before Killian can answer.

      "I wasn't asking you, goldipops," I tell him, and he glares at me, having a familiar look in his eyes that my brothers have when they want to murder me but aren't allowed to. My smile soon drifts off as we get outside the doors of the prison, which is basically a black stone wall with a small circular symbol right in the middle of it. Killian lets go of my hand as a tear falls down my cheek, and he looks back, seeing me in this brief moment of pure fear. Our eyes just seem to lock with each other, and his lips part to say something, but then he changes his mind and turns back to the door. I try to remember what Peyton said about being strong, what he would be like in this situation. He wouldn’t be crying, that's for sure. Neither would my mum or any of my family. We are the Kismets, and it takes damn more than locking us up to break us down. I need to remember that. Killian pulls out a yellow stone from his jacket, pushing it into the gap, and it glows, spreading a yellow light like water through all the gaps on the door as Killian steps back to my side.

      “What does your shirt say?” Killian asks as we wait outside the prison doors, watching the light spread across the whole door, and it surprisingly takes a little time. I roll my eyes at him, knowing he is just trying to distract me from my doomed fate, though I'm not surprised he is looking at my boobs already. We only met like today, or it might be yesterday now by the look of the bright skies. This is so typical of the asshole gods that fuck anything, or that's what I've heard in the magical community. Luckily, I might be able to play this one into my favour. Though my top does say “My name is Karma, and it is pronounced fuck you.” I’m pretty sure the stuck up twin god here might not laugh at that.

      “Why don’t you step closer and have a look?” I try to seductively suggest, and to my annoyance, Seth grabs his brother’s arm as he tries to step in front of me to look. I’ve never been good at the whole seductive thing. My go to way to tell a guy I’m interested is to get drunk and literally throw myself at him. Most of the time, it’s worked. Maybe that’s why I’ve always ended up with asshole boyfriends.

      “Nope, don’t do it. Whatever it says won’t be funny, and she uses her boobs to get whatever she wants,” he warns.

      “I don’t do that,” I protest, totally lying my ass off. I’ve used my boobs on more than one occasion to get out of shit. I knew I shouldn’t have gone on a date with this asshole god of justice who really can’t take a joke. I learnt that fact roughly two minutes into our date. That’s what you get for letting your crazy ass best friend set you up on a blind date. I would have much preferred a hottie with sexy hair or a sex god (not the literal kind), but oh no, she got me the friggin’ god of justice as a joke. Though she didn’t have a clue he was a god and that we aren’t allowed to date each other, so it wasn't her fault. She thought he was just a stuck up human she met at college in her business study class, and Mads said he was a nice guy. She also said she thought we would get along...which is the polar opposite to the truth. I really do not like him.

      “Karma, yeah you do,” he sourly replies. Seems he is still pissed about that whole date fiasco. It’s not my fault he is stupid and doesn’t understand what “run” means. If someone shouts run, you run, right? Not just stand there. So yep, that date was not my fault, and somehow I was the one that got shot. He walked away scot-free, so I don't get why he is mad.

      “Well…if I let you see my boobs, will you let me go?” I ask, lowering my joined hands to the bottom of my top.

      “No chance,” they both say at the same time. Damn. We all seem to freeze as there is a loud bang, followed by the sound of the stone door rising up in the air. Dread feels like it slams into my body, taking control until I can barely see straight from it. Screw being brave, I want to scream.

      "Good luck in there, Karma. I wish things had been different," Seth quietly says, pulling me towards the door as I look up at him. For a second, I see something other than annoyance and hate in his eyes. He looks sad. I push him away and pull Killian's hand off me.

      "I can walk into my own fate, you assholes. Don't think I will forget you doing this to me," I warn them, because I really won't. “Bad karma comes to those who do wrong. This is wrong because I am innocent. Karma is one thing that never forgets.” I see the looks of confusion and worry in their eyes before I turn away. I raise my head high as I walk through the door into the stone corridor, where the walls are covered in scratches, burn marks and dried blood. Seems like it's usually a fight to get anyone in here, or they tried to get out. Either way, it doesn’t make me feel any better.

      I stop, turning around to watch the stone door close when I frown at the sight of the twins fighting two hooded figures. Gold light blasts into me, throwing me further down the corridor, and I roll across the stone before stopping. One of the hooded men starts shooting long spears of ice in all directions, and I crawl to the wall, covering my face as a couple fly past me. I look up to see the twins are struggling to fight the hooded figures off, even with the impressive amount of power they are throwing around. The door starts to make a sound, getting ready to close, when the twins are thrown into the corridor by a blast of ice. Killian scrambles to his feet just as the door slams shut, locking us all in here, and my handcuffs disappear. Well, well, well...seems I'm not the only one stuck in here now.
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      "What the fuck was that?" Seth shouts abruptly, pulling himself off the stone ground and running to the door, banging on it as I get myself up. I watch as Seth pushes gold energy into the wall, but nothing happens, and it just disappears into dust. Eventually he growls to himself, stopping as gold dust litters the floor, and he looks worn out.

      “Brother, this place dims our power. We are weak here and don’t have a chance,” Killian reminds him, but his eyes are fixed on me like I’m the problem. I’m pretty sure his brother losing it is the problem here. I want to take credit for their bad luck, but this wasn’t my doing.

      "Let us out!" Seth shouts, banging his fists against the stone door, even though it does nothing.

      "Brother, stop. No one can hear us, you know that as well as I do," Killian says, sounding exhausted and stressed. It makes me smile.

      "This is your fault!" Seth suddenly says, stomping over to me and putting a finger in my face that soon makes me lose my smile. "The hooded ice fuckers said we couldn't stay out here because we knew too much about you!"

      "Well then, it isn't my fault, is it? You could have let me go, and then you wouldn’t be trapped down here with me," I retort, smirking as I cross my arms, loving how angry he gets. I’m pretty feckin’ mad at him as well. His skin starts to turn red almost until Killian pushes him back to the other side of the corridor and starts speaking quietly to him.

      "Look, something big is going on, and at the end of the day, we need to focus on surviving in here and worry about getting out some other time. Those doors have to open eventually for someone else to be brought in, and then we can make our play," Killian reasonably tells Seth, and I can't help but overhear their conversation. I’m sticking to their asses like glue if they are trying to get out.

      "We have put hundreds of people in here. The moment they recognise us, we are dead," Seth points out. Okay, maybe I shouldn’t stay that close to them.

      "Well, I'm definitely not sticking around with you guys then," I say, standing up straight, shifting my backpack, and making my way down the corridor, leaving them behind. They may be attractive, but I'd have to be crazy to stick by my kidnappers’ side at this point. Regrettably, they both run and catch up to me, walking at my sides. I look up at Killian first, raising an eyebrow.

      "Did you not hear me tell you to get lost?" I ask.

      "I heard you, and even though we were tricked out there, we are good fighters to have at your side. We are sticking with you, maybe you could give us a bit of good karma," he suggests, and I roll my eyes.

      "I don't do that," I reply, and he laughs, the deep, sexy sound vibrating off the walls. Even if I did give out good karma like lollypops, they wouldn’t be getting one.

      "No, you don't seem the type. I was honestly surprised you are a karma goddess at all. You are too mean," Killian replies.

      "Way to compliment a girl, Killian," I say, not realising how flirty that sounded until it escaped my lips. Flirting with your kidnappers is crazy, and I’m not that crazy yet.

      "Would you like me to compliment you, Karma? I'm sure I could think of something," he teases, making my cheeks burn a little red which I'm sure doesn't look sexy with my freckled cheeks and pale complexion.

      "Enough with the flirting. We need to stay focused. Who knows what we are walking into," Seth interrupts. I look up at the fire lit lanterns that light all the corridors and the dome room I can now see. There are dozens of them.

      "Unfortunately, my brother has a point. I will save my compliments for another time," Killian says and changes his whole demeanour in a second. He straightens up, letting his powers light his hands up gold much like how Seth has, though Seth looks angry enough to murder the entire world right now. I really don't want to get in his way. Shame, as angry looks mighty fine on Seth.

      We silently walk down the rest of the corridor, coming to a metal bar gate, and the door has been left open. We walk through it one by one, entering a dome shaped room with several doors, each one of them closed tight with no handles. The room is covered in rust, and it smells pretty damp as well. We all stop in the middle of the room, looking around and seeing nothing to suggest which door to try. I go to suggest we try a door each when the door right in front of me opens, and people flood into the room. They all look different, in old ripped clothes and various coloured hair.

      I try to look for a leader, but they all quickly move around the room until we are surrounded by a big crowd, and each one of them is staring at us like the enemy. I'm smart enough to know I can't trust a single one of them in here. Some of the people in here are mass murderers or worse. Every single god, creature or monster in here is a threat to me now, though all these people look normal, not one creature or monster in sight. Maybe they don't do welcome parties. Suddenly, they all fall to their knees, bowing their heads and leaving a gap in front of one of the closed doors. It reminds me of that horror movie my brothers tricked me into watching once. It did not end well for the people in the middle of the circle, that’s for sure.

      The door slowly opens, and a tall man walks out with his hands behind his back. The man is well over six foot, looking like a damn giant. He has long black hair that is plaited at the back of his head and lightly swings as he walks. I have to admit, even though this guy is hella scary, he is damn hot in his tight black top and black jeans with a leather belt. His heavy boots slam on the stone as he walks around us, circling us as he seems to be thinking. I hope he is thinking about letting us go and not murdering us. He rubs his smooth chin with one of his large hands as he chooses to stop right in front of Killian, and I see the axe strapped to his back from this angle. The axe has double blades that catch the fire light in the room, and they look deadly.

      "The gods of justice, I presume. You both look just like your father," the man says, though he doesn’t seem to want a real answer as he smirks.

      "You've been in here that long? Our father died over fifty years ago," Killian replies. "Then again, we never locked you in here, so that would make sense."

      "Your father didn’t lock me in here, boy. You did lock many, many of us in here though," the man says, still keeping that grin on his face. "Many of my friends want to chop you up and eat you. Why should I stop them?"

      "Because that's gross," I mutter, catching the big guy’s attention. Dammit. I don’t want him to think I’m with these idiots. He slowly walks over to me, stopping extremely close as I arch my head to look up at him. All I can smell is rosewood drifting off him, and his purple eyes are something else entirely. They look like stars in a purple night sky.

      "Gross you say?" he asks. "Now, now. Who are you?"

      "Karma Kismet. You are?" I ask. Know your enemy and all that.

      "Storm Cyncus. Welcome to our own personal hell, and if you survive the test, maybe we can get a drink together," he states, not waiting for my response before walking away. What an asshole. His name sounds familiar, but I’m so pissed off and scared I can’t think why right now.

      "Take them to the cells. The test begins tomorrow!" Storm yells, and the people cheer like he is amazing or some shit before rushing to us. I scream as two men grab me, lifting me up in the air, and more hands start to carry me out of the room. I struggle to escape their grip, but it does nothing to stop them as they carry me. They continue to cheer and shout about this test, like it is the bee's knees, as I look over to see they have Killian and Seth in the same way. The people lower me down a little to slide through the door and into the bright light of the other side.

      My mouth drops open at the inside of the place as they carry us across a bridge. It's levels and layers of homes, streets and bridges built into the mountain around it. Big bright lights hang at the very top of the prison, looking like a sun, but we are too far away for me to see what it is. Flowers, scrubs, trees are everywhere between the metal homes; with their wooden doors and wooden bridges, it looks magical in here. Did we come to the wrong prison? Because honestly everything is not what I expected. The place is full of people who walk across the bridges, and I pick up the sound of children’s laughter through the cheers. They have children in here? What the hell is this place? The people carry us off the bridge and turn right, into a cave where they carefully drop me on the rough stone floor. The twins are dropped next, but not as gently which makes me smile. I hurry to get up, trying to chase them, but they shut the door and lock us in the cage before I can get there. I wrap my hands around the bars as I shout at them.

      "Let me the hell out of here," I scream, trying to shake the bars, but not one of the people looks back as they begin to disappear over the bridge. "Assholes! Get that leader asshole here so I can talk to him! I’m not meant to be in here!" When all the people do is laugh, I rest my head against the cold bars, knowing there is no way I'm going to escape this now. What the hell is the test?

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 15

          

          
            
              [image: ]
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      "You might as well give up now. They won't let you out," comes a gentle female voice from over my shoulder. For a moment I’m not even sure she’s talking to me, since I’m not the only one in the cell, but then she adds, “You’re better served saving your energy, hon.” Finally I turn around, having to squint through the shadows of the cell I’m in, which, let’s face it - is more like a glorified cage than an actual jail cell. It’s about the size of a large bathroom, and the prospect of spending any extended period of time in here is enough to make my blood run cold. After my little meltdown earlier - you know, the one where I called everyone in here all the names under the sun, the ones my mum would kill me for saying - I ended up getting stuffed in here along with Killian and Seth. I guess I shouldn’t have sassed Storm like that, but honestly, he might just have put us here anyway. This doesn’t seem like the kind of place where you get treated fairly, and considering the welcome we’ve received so far, I’m not expecting the royal treatment. Still, it would be nice to at least have room to move around comfortably. This cell was probably originally designed to house a single prisoner full-time, but without a system in place to keep order in the prison, it’s clear that the ones in charge here aren’t the agents of the higher gods. They have their own government, and Storm is clearly on top. All we can do now is wonder what his so-called test will be… and hope we’ll make it through in one piece.

      It’s dark in the cell, and it’s difficult to make out the source of the voice. I can see the forms of three people sitting together, wearing modern clothes, although that’s about all I can distinguish about them. The twins are standing at the other side of the cage, looking decidedly uncomfortable, and it takes me a moment to realize that the strangers’ gazes are all locked on them. So they know who the justice twins are, then. I don’t envy them having to survive in here when most everyone in this place is here because of them. They’ve made a name for themselves here, and not in a good way - in spite of their power, which is admittedly vast, I’m starting to think they need me as much as I need them. Which sucks, because if I had my way, I’d be as far away from them as I could possibly be. I take a few steps closer, peering through the darkness, and can see that the person on the far left is the woman speaking. “As for you two justice bastards,” she says, turning her gaze to Seth and Killian, “the moment they give us weapons, I’m going to murder you both for locking us in here. If I don’t do it with my bare hands, that is.”

      Killian shoots her a glare. “That’s rich, coming from someone who killed a child,” he says. My mouth snaps closed in shock, my eyes going wide. “You deserve to be in here.” I stay silent as I watch the exchange. If she did do that, then I’m in agreement - there’s no excuse for killing an innocent. But if she didn’t… well, it’s not like the justice twins have never gotten it wrong before. They did with me, after all, so I don’t trust them one little bit - they’re too trigger happy to think rationally, and I could easily see them having made the same mistake with this woman… whoever she is.

      “Jade, is that you?” Seth asks, turning to stare at her. “Gods, figures we would end up trapped in here with you.”

      "Hey, I never killed anyone, okay?” the woman, Jade, snaps. “I was trying to save the child from what that higher god did to her!”

      Seth scoffs. “That’s the same story you used on us when we tracked you down. It didn’t work then, and it won’t work now.”

      “I’m telling the truth,” she insists. “The higher god killed that girl because he wanted to hide his dirty secret, and you wouldn't listen! I tried to save her - she didn't deserve to die!"

      “You’re seriously still trying to sell us that bullshit?” asks Killian, sounding disbelieving. “We had proof! The higher gods don’t get these things wrong!”

      “Like hell they don’t,” Jade says, and without warning she springs to her feet, moving with an agility I’ve never seen before. Before I even know what’s happening, she’s charging towards the twins, her eyes flashing eerily in the darkness. I don't know what gets into me, but before I even know what’s happening, I can feel myself jumping up, rushing over, and grabbing Jade’s shoulders. I shove her back, not hard enough to hurt her, but with enough force to push her back and put some distance between her and the brothers. I’m no huge fan of theirs, either, but the last thing I want to do is get caught up in a prison brawl when they’re more or less the only people on my side right now.

      Jade whirls around, all hints of politeness gone for the moment, and hisses at me. That’s right, she actually hisses at me, and when she opens her mouth, I catch a glimpse of sharp teeth. I tilt my head, brow furrowing as I try to figure out what kind of goddess she could be. She certainly doesn’t look like any other sort of supernatural creature, which means she must be a goddess of some kind… but which? In spite of the situation, my curiosity gets the better of me, and I lean forward a little, trying to look for any other distinguishing features. I’m drawing a blank, even as she continues to hiss, but then I see the little black ears sticking out of her long black hair. “You’re a cat goddess,” I exclaim, letting her go and clapping my hands together like a little kid. She glares at me, and if looks could kill, I would probably be dead right now, but I can’t help it - I feel like a kid in a candy store. “I’ve always wanted to meet one of you guys,” I explain, relieved to have distracted her from Seth and Killian, at least for the time being. “But with the laws and all, I’ve never been able to.”

      “Who the hell are you?” Jade asks incredulously, putting her hands on her hips and glaring at me like I’m the new enemy now. I guess the niceness in her voice when she first started talking to me was only a result of not knowing that I’m on Seth and Killian’s side.

      Damn, I think. And here I thought I was good at making friends. Mads always said I was good at making friends…though she said that when I was drunk, and she is my only friend that stuck around. Maybe I am bad at making friends instead. Huh. I’ve never really thought about it. After all, my personality doesn’t exactly give most people the warm and fuzzies, and I’m as prone to getting wasted and punching someone in the face as I am to being a shoulder to cry on. Still, none of this is to say that I don’t want friends - I enjoy hanging out with other people, and at times I wish I was easier to get along with. But I guess there won’t be many chances for that in the near future, at least as long as I’m in hear.

      I’m startled when the cat lady claps her hands in my face, snapping me out of my thoughts. Shit, what did she want again? Oh right, I’m stopping her from killing the justice twins, even though if I had it my way, I would never have to see their faces again. What a strange situation I now find myself in. “Hey,” she says, staring at me and crossing her arms. “I asked you who you were.”

      "Karma,” I reply. “And you can guess my job from my name. So is it true you talk to cats?" I know she looks fit to be tied right now, but I’m curious about her job. Cat goddesses have a very specific but important job - they’re meant to keep the cat population under control, and have been ever since that one time in ancient Egypt. It’s pretty commonly accepted that if cats were left to their own devices, they would probably end up ruling over us the way they did back then.

      "You could say I have a thing for pussycats," she replies, and I smirk. Oh, I like her. It’s decided, I’m going to make her my friend, whether she knows or believes it or not. As for me, I believe her about the higher god, especially considering my own story. I know it might be unwise to assume she’s telling the truth, but now really isn’t the time to be picky about who I associate with, and besides… she just doesn’t feel like a child killer to me. I know that’s kind of a stupid assumption to make, but it’s the truth. Call it a sixth sense, or something. No, I’m sure of it: the twins screwed up with this one. I am starting to think the twins just do their job and never bother to ask important questions until it’s too late.

      "So these gobshites threw you in here without listening to the truth as well then, huh?" I ask her, pointing a thumb behind me at the twins. “I guess that’s to be expected from agents of the higher gods, but I would’ve expected better.” I struggle to keep my voice from sounding too condescending, but can’t help the smug satisfaction I feel when I see Killian and Seth bristle at my words

      "You too?" she asks, looking vaguely surprised. She peers around me at the twins, looking utterly disdainful. "You guys really are shit at your job, aren't you?"

      "You are both guilty," Seth bites out. “Just because we’re acting on a higher authority and you can’t understand that…” But his voice trails off as he realizes that everyone in the cell is staring at him. He exchanges a look with Killian, who just shrugs his shoulders, and then makes a frustrated noise. He throws his hands up, shaking his head, and seems to decide to ignore us instead, moving to sit in the corner of the cell like a stroppy child. Killian surprises me by coming to stand by my side. He’s obviously got more balls than his brother, although I’ve known that for a while now.

      Killian crosses his arms tightly over his chest, staring at Jade for a long moment. He looks like he’s debating something, and finally he sighs, his shoulders dropping a little. "I have to admit,” he says finally, “I did wonder why I sensed a higher god’s magic at your apartment.”

      “I told you,” Jade says.

      “You were unconscious,” Killian continues, “which actually made no sense, now that I think about it. We were told you killed the girl, and I guess…” He sighs again. “I guess we just wanted the job over with so we could move on. I’m sorry we didn’t look into it further.” Just for that, he earns some brownie points in my books. It takes a lot to admit you are wrong about something. Only the best people do it.

      Jade presses her lips together, seemingly trying to decide whether to let it go. “Well,” she says finally, “better late than never, I guess.”

      "So how old was she?” I ask. “The girl who was killed? And who killed her, anyway?" I desperately want to understand why a higher god would go after a child. As much as they can be assholes, I would have thought even higher gods to be above killing children.

      "Nelly was eight,” Jade replies, looking like she’s struggling to get the words out. The wind seems to have gone out of her sails, and I feel a pang of sympathy for her. “I was babysitting her for my best friend. She’s also a cat goddess, but she had to work - an uprising of tabby cats in New York, but that’s a longer story. She was like a sister to me, and Nelly might as well have been my niece. I certainly loved her like one.” Her voice breaks when she says this last part, and I see a couple of tears begin to run down her face. I have to resist the sudden urge to go over and hug her, not wanting to get my eyes clawed out. “Anyway,” she continues, her voice shaky, “the higher god turned up threw me across the room, and held me down with some kind of magic. I watched him stab a sword through Nelly’s chest like it was nothing. I was trying to fight the whole time, trying to save her, but I couldn’t do anything. He watched her die, and then he knocked me out. I woke up with chains around my wrists, and the next thing I knew, those two were blaming me for her death.” She nods in the direction of Killian and Seth, shooting the latter a dirty look. “I didn’t even get to tell my friend what happened to her child,” she says sadly. “I didn’t get to say goodbye to Nelly, even though I loved her like my own.” She sniffs, wiping her tears away almost aggressively, like she doesn’t want to be caught showing weakness. I can’t help myself this time; I reach forward and place a hand on her arm, half-bracing myself for her to shake me off or hiss at me again. Instead, she just sniffles, meeting my eyes for a moment before straightening up and nodding at me.

      I feel sick at the idea a higher god would do that to an innocent child. Do they really have no conscience at all? I knew they were dictators, and I knew they were volatile, but this is the first I’ve ever heard of them attacking the defenseless. I’m now hoping the higher god I accidently killed was the one who did that. He would have certainly deserved bad karma. Maybe that was why he was my job…because he killed Nelly. It’s a nice fantasy at least, and it fills me with a sense of grim satisfaction.

      "Not that I don’t believe you,” Killian says tentatively, “but why would a higher god kill a child? A lesser goddess who could never be a threat to him?" I  want to smack the silly out of him, and it takes everything I have not to roll my eyes. I take back the brownie points; he doesn’t deserve them. Could someone really be that short-sighted? Although I guess if you spent your whole life under the influence of the higher gods, you probably wouldn’t consider other points of view.

      Damn. All these thoughts of brownies is making my stomach grumble, a loud and awkward sound in here.

      "I don't need you to believe me,” Jade replies, “but I want my friend to know the truth. I suspect it was because Nelly was the higher god’s illegitimate child. My friend confided in me that she slept with a higher god, but there was also a chance that Nelly was someone else’s child. Either way, she never saw the guy again, and Nelly was a normal child for all accounts. Still, if she was the daughter of a higher god, then I could see him coming back to make sure there was no proof that he broke the law,” she explains. I shake my head. It’s still such a horrible thing to do. Poor Nelly did nothing but be born.

      "Shit," I mutter, wide-eyed. If I didn’t have reason to believe her before, I certainly do now. I don't care what Killian thinks, I really do think Jade is telling the truth. Especially considering it seems higher gods are around more than they are meant to be. By all accounts, they’re supposed to stay high up in their palaces, never deigning to interact with lesser gods unless they need something from us. Now, though, they seem to be everywhere we go. I mean, hell - I accidentally killed one. I look over at the other two guys in the room, who are cuddled up on the floor. Their attention seems to have finally been drawn away from Killian and Seth, and I notice that they seem to be shaking in fear as they stare at something outside the bars. "What did they do?" I ask, hoping to distract Jade from her grief.

      "Oh, those two?” she says, glancing over her shoulder and giving them a dirty look. “Don’t feel sorry for them. They are assholes who deserve to be in here. I just had to kick their asses for trying to hurt me.” She shrugs, turning back to me. “I was keeping them alive just in case I needed to throw them at our captors before escaping.”

      I chuckle and wink at her. She thinks just like me. Kind of. I mean, Jade is clearly more badass than I am, because I’d hide behind the guys instead. Still, we could be friends, and it would help to have a cat goddess on my side. They’re fast, agile, and armed with claws, teeth, and heightened senses. Besides, if we have any hope of getting out of here, we’re going to need all the help we can get.

      "Well, you got two out of four right,” I tell Killian. “I mean that would be okay if your job wasn’t handing out life sentences.” I raise an eyebrow in Killian’s direction, and he mutters something under his breath. That comment seems to have gotten to him, and his shoulders slump as he goes to sit by his brother. I choose a spot in the middle of the cage with my back against the wall as I drop down onto the ground, pulling off my bag. At least I’ve still got the food Mum packed for me… although who knows how long it will last in this place?

      Jade hesitates for a moment, and then comes and sits next to me, leaning back against the bars and looking at me in the darkness with her catlike eyes. I eye her for a moment, deciding that teaming up with her in this test might be a good idea.

      "Any food in that bag of yours?” she asks. “They haven't given us anything but slush in a bowl since we got here. I mean, you don’t have to share, but I’d really appreciate it.”

      "I have a jar of peanut butter I could share," I tell her reluctantly, because I really don't want to share it. But still, I’m here to make friends, not enemies… even if that means giving up my most prized possession. Thankfully, I needn’t have worried; Jade screws up her face in disgust and shakes her head.

      "Never mind, that is worse than nothing," she says, shaking her head.

      "You're crazy," I say, pulling my bag open and staring longingly down at the jar of peanut butter. Better to wait, I tell myself, as painful as it is. You’re going to want that soon, and you don’t want to waste it all in one go. Reluctantly I look away from the peanut butter, my eyes settling on Jade. Her shirt is ripped up the middle, and she’s managed to tie it together awkwardly in the front… although I can’t imagine it could be comfortable. I carefully shove my hand in my bag and pull out a shirt before closing it up again. I look up to see Jade staring at me like I’ve lost my mind…which to be honest, could be an option right about now.

      "What was that?" she asks.

      "Oh, I have a goblin in there called Kit, and he likes to bite. Anyways, you can have this shirt if you want, we look near enough the same size," I say, offering her the top.

      Jade looks at me gratefully. “"Thanks,” she says. “Those bastards over there are fire gods, and beating their asses cost me half this shirt. A shame, too - it was one of my favorite ones.” She accepts the top from me and pulls it on over her other shirt. She must be crazier than I am, if she’s willing to take on fire gods. They’re notorious, and not just for their hot tempers - anyone with control of the elements is a force to be reckoned with, and I can’t imagine being trapped in a cell with a couple of elementals who want to hurt me. How she managed to survive this long, I have no idea.

      Jade pulls her long hair out of her top and lets it cascade over her shoulders before resting back, her eyes darting between the twins and the fire gods. “Well,” she says, her tone resigned, "we are surrounded by assholes. Gods help us."

      "I don't like the twins, but I think they were just doing their job, and I get that,” I tell her. “I'm a karma goddess, and I have to deliver karma to whomever I'm sent to. Sometimes it's hard to see past the job and make your own judgment. I have no idea why I’m sticking up for these guys all of a sudden, especially as they sit there glaring at us. Well, Seth is glaring, anyway. Killian is resting his forehead on his knees, and I can’t see his face.

      "You don't like them, huh? Could have fooled me," Jade teases, shaking her head at me while resting back on the wall. "What did you do to get thrown in here anyway? And how did they get locked up too?"

      "I killed a higher god," I start off, seeing her eyes widen, and she coughs on thin air. I guess she wasn’t expecting me to say that. “I know, I know,” I say, waving a hand lazily at her. “I have no idea how. It was an accident, though, I can promise you that much. It was part of a job - I thought he was just a normal target, and the next thing I knew, the twins were coming after me. They brought me here, and it looked like they were ready to leave, but then these hooded guys outside chucked them in here with me.”

      “Who were they?” Jade asks.

      I shrug. “No idea. They were using ice magic - that’s all I know. I don't get what is going on, and all I really want is to get out of here to see my family."

      "Doesn't everyone in here want the same thing?" she asks. “Well, I think so anyway.”

      "I'm thinking the gods of justice will be saved by someone, and I'm going to stick close enough to their sides so that I can escape with them," I whisper to her. “They are my ticket out of here.”

      "It's a good plan. You're taking me with you," she says. "I need to see my friend and tell her the truth about her daughter’s death before I die. It's the only important thing to me now."

      "Then you're coming with me," I say, knowing I'm likely going to regret that promise when I need to focus on getting my own ass out of here. "Do you know what this test is?"

      "No clue, but I'm betting it isn't going to be fun," she says, resting further back and closing her eyes, clearly done with this conversation. I glance over at Seth, who is looking at me like I'm the bane of his existence, and I can't help but wink at him before looking away. Whatever this test is, I have to survive it somehow, because one thing is for sure—I'm not dying here.
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      "Karma, wake up."

      I become aware of a hand shaking my shoulder insistently, rousing me from a delightful dream about a shop sale of pretty heels. I just managed to buy out the whole shop, and was getting to the trying on part. Shame that my current reality is decidedly less pretty. I peel my eyes open, blinking in the darkness until I’m able to make out the form of Killian standing over me, his hand on my shoulder. He has pretty eyes to wake up to, I think, taking a moment to appreciate his bright golden gaze… but then I become aware of what I was just thinking, and shake myself. My face goes a little red, but Killian doesn’t seem to notice in the darkness of the cell. I realize he’s talking, nodding frantically in Jade’s direction. "Wake your friend up,” he says. “That leader, Storm, is walking this way.”

      I sit bolt upright, all thoughts of Killian’s pretty eyes gone from my mind. “What? What does he want?”

      “I have no idea,” Killian replies. “But he’s got a crowd behind him.”

      I blink, clearing my throat. “Thanks for waking me up,” I mutter, feeling a little bashful. I’m surprised that he would bother to warn me, considering how rocky our relationship has been so far, but now’s not the time to look a gift horse in the mouth. I turn to Jade and begin to shake her shoulder, much like Killian did with me. Except when she wakes up, she’s all claws and sharp teeth, and I let out a little screech as I jump away from her.

      "What?" she demands and then seems to realise it's me as I get to my feet. "Shit, sorry, Karma. I'm used to those idiots waking me." She sticks a thumb in the direction of the two guys still hiding in the corner. They’re still cowering, and they haven’t said a single word since we arrived here, but they’re always watching with their beady little eyes. They remind me a little of ravens in looks with their long noses and black hair. When they aren’t staring forlornly out of the cell bars, they spend all their time playing with fire in their hands. It’s become obvious to me that they aren’t powerful enough to do more than make a small flame or two, which I suppose is a good thing, considering we’re stuck with them in a confined space. That said, I’m certainly not going to let my guard down just because they seem harmless enough - after all, look at what they did to Jade.

      "We have incoming," I tell her, offering her a hand to help her stand up. She slides her hand in mine, getting up like the graceful cat she is. I couldn't do that for shit - I’m arguably the clumsiest person in the world, and that’s when I’m not drunk. I turn around and walk to the door, crossing my arms as Killian, Seth and Jade choose to stand behind me. It’s strange - they suddenly seem to be looking at me like they’re expecting me to be the decisive one, here. I don’t know when I suddenly became the de facto leader of this little ragtag group, and I don’t appreciate having even more responsibility dumped on me, but now isn’t the time to argue about it. I try to keep my expression neutral, not wanting to betray the fear I’m feeling inside as Storm and a few of his followers walk down the hallway towards us. I keep my gaze fixed on him, standing tall and reminding myself to do what Peyton would do. Storm pauses right in front of the cage, unnerving me with how close he decides to stand. As much as I try to resist the urge to look at his body, I can’t help but notice once again how bloody attractive he is. He’s dressed in similar clothes to yesterday, but he looks more cleaned up than before.

      "Karma," he purrs my name, letting it roll off his tongue like he’s tasting a fine wine. A shiver goes up my back at the sound of his seductive voice, and I fight off a sudden wave of panic. Holy gods, this isn't the time to finally find a guy I'm attracted to. It's bad enough the justice twins are too attractive for their own good. Now I have three hotties to stare at. Mads would be laughing if she were here right now.

      Oh, Mads, I think, wondering what she’s doing right now, if she’s okay. She’s probably worried sick about me. All I can do is hope that Peyton is keeping her in the loop… and protecting her from whatever forces are trying to take me down.

      “Did you sleep well?” Storm asks, tilting his head a little to one side, his bright eyes holding mine in a hypnotic gaze.

      "Enough with the pleasantries,” I tell him. “What is the test?" I cross my arms over my chest and make it clear I'm not the slightest bit impressed by his sexy tone. Or him. Nope, not one little bit. Okay, maybe a little bit, but he doesn't need to know that. He’s the one who’s keeping us in here, after all, and besides, I'm sure a guy like him has women throwing themselves his way all day long.

      "You're about to find out, aren't you?" he replies, and a chuckle leaves his lips like this is all one big joke to him. Why are the pretty ones always assholes? I only roll my eyes at him as he clicks his fingers, and two men with sharp looking horns sticking out of their heads run to the cage door and undo the lock.

      "One at a time,” Storm warns, taking a step away from the cage as his henchmen pull open the door. “This test is not a group activity. So,” he continues, his eyes settling back on us as his cronies move aside. “Who is going to be the brave one and go first?" I glance back at the others, and we exchange a questioning look. Seth takes a deep breath and goes to step forward, but I beat him to it, jumping out of the door, which one of the horn guys slams shut behind me. Maybe it’s a stupid thing to do, but I want this test over with, whatever it is. This could be my chance to prove to Storm that his scare tactics aren’t going to work on me.

      "I will," I say, keeping my head high and settling my gaze on them.

      "I'd hoped you would say that," Storm says, a crooked smile spreading on his stupidly perfect face. “Well then,” he says, taking a step backward and making a sweeping gesture with his hand, “shall we?”

      "Good luck," Jade shouts from behind me. I glance back and nod at her, moving my eyes to Killian, who doesn't look impressed, and finally to Seth, who is livid.

      "Don't die," Seth offers before turning on his heel and walking back into the shadows of the cage. I guess that is something coming from him… even if it’s not much.

      "You got this, my crazy tornado," Killian mutters, and I look back to see him smirking and shaking his head, crossing his arms.

      “Come on,” Storm says, drawing my attention back to the front of the cage. He nods his head for me to follow him through the crowd, and I begin to move after him, amazed by the poise and grace with which he carries himself. The crowd parts like they are either scared or in awe of him, and I find myself wondering which one it is. There is a certain presence about him, a power in the way he moves. I imagine it must be what commoners feel like when they stand in front of royalty. I've never felt like this around anyone before, and I know it's not just the fact that I’m in prison that is freaking me out.

      We come to a cavernous room with a precarious-looking wooden bridge that leads from the prison hallway to the front room. We passed through here to get to our cells, although at that point I was too panicked about being thrown in prison to really register just how high up we were. Now, though… I make the mistake of looking down as we approach the end of the bridge, and see an enormous gaping pit expanding below me in all directions. What the hell was this even for, originally? I wonder, but then the answer comes to me: it was probably designed as another way of keeping the prisoners from escaping. I have to give them points for creativity, even if I’m damn near pissing myself at the idea of walking across it again. For a moment I think back to the incident with Peyton and the motorcycle, which feels like it happened years ago, even though it was really only the other day. I had thought hanging off that cliff was bad. I had no idea what was coming.

      Storm walks wordlessly onto the wooden planks, not seeming to be bothered in the slightest by the fact that he’s on a rickety bridge over a giant hole. Maybe it’s more stable than it looks… or maybe he’s just out of his mind. Actually, that second option seems like more of a possibility. I take a shaky breath to steady myself before I step onto the bridge, watching as Storm stops directly in the middle of it and turns back around to face me. The bridge creaks and moves slightly, even though there is no wind in here, and I feel a cold trickle of sweat run down the back of my neck as I inch forward. God, I hate heights. Whatever task he has planned for me, it’s not going to be fun - that much I know for sure. Storm waves a hand for me to come closer, and I balk, even though it's not like I have much choice. Moving carefully, the bridge swaying precariously underfoot, I come to a stop at his side, following his gaze into the darkness below.

      "The test is down there,” he explains, looking almost smug at the fact that he’s getting to explain this to me. If he weren’t so damn good-looking, I’d be half-tempted to shove him off and into the pit. “You need to jump, survive and find a purple glowing gemstone. It will be about the size of your hand," he tells me as he rubs his chin. "Consider this a favour from your new friend.”

      “A favour?” I ask incredulously, staring at him like he has two heads.

      “Damn right,” Storm replies without missing a beat. “Usually, I just throw the new ones off the bridge."

      "You have to be kidding me," I say, knowing my eyes are wide and my voice is unsteady. My fear of heights is on full display, and I’m suddenly desperate to put off this test as long as I can, if only for a few seconds.

      "Don't go letting me down now, Karma. I'm just starting to like you," Storm says, smirking as he steps closer, hooking his finger in the strap of my bag. "You might want to leave this here with me.”

      “Like hell I will,” I snap, pulling the bag away from him. It’s bad enough that the brothers took my necklace away. If anyone puts their hands on my peanut butter, there’s going to be hell to pay.

      “Trust me, Karma,” Storm says, meeting my eyes with an expression that catches me off-guard. There’s that cocky playfulness, yes, but also a sense of earnestness, like he actually does want to see me succeed. I don’t know what to make of it.

      "Whatever," I say before clearing my throat and pulling my bag off. I shove the bag at him, which only makes him laugh. I am not letting this asshole prove me to be too afraid to keep going. I am Karma fucking Kismet, and I may be many things, but a coward is not one of them. I might be in prison, and I might have the higher gods out for my blood, but I’m not going to let some punk lesser god who thinks he’s king of the hill make me too afraid to move forward. Hesitating for only a moment initially, I climb over the rope of the bridge, keeping my feet on the wooden boards as I hold the rope tightly, my body swaying slightly as I see nothing but darkness below.

      "Do you need me to push you?" The sarcastic asshole chuckles behind me, and I look back, locking my eyes with his for a second before smiling.

      "Never." As soon as the word leaves my lips, I push off the bridge, screaming as I fall into the darkness below.
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      I don’t have time to try to use my magic, and even if I did, I don’t have my charms, so there isn’t much I can do as I tumble downward but pray that this wasn’t just some ploy to get me to kill myself. If he told me to survive, that means there must be a way to… right?

      Either way, it doesn't feel like I'm falling for long until my body slams into freezing cold water. The surface tension hits me hard enough to knock the wind out of me, and I feel like knives are plunging into my muscles as my body fully submerges and I drift down under the still water. For a moment I’m struck with sheer panic, unable to do anything but writhe in the water, a few stray bubbles bursting out of my mouth. Then I manage to pull my eyes open in the water as I struggle to swim up. It’s like trying to look around in a swimming pool, and the water burns my eyes for a second as I try to look around. I see nothing but darkness all around me, and fear threatens to take hold of me. I decide that I need to have a look above the surface, if not to get my bearings, then to at least be able to see.

      I begin to pump my legs and arms, swimming up to the surface as fast as I can. Strange, how all my falls lately have led me to a pool of dark, stinking water. I break through the surface, gasping for breath, completely disoriented for the first few moments. I blink the water out of my eyes, scrubbing at my face with my hands, and can’t help but feel a smidge of gratitude towards Storm for offering to take my bag… although come to think of it, he was the one who made me jump in the first place, so I’m not going to let this warm me up to him too much. High above me, in the dim light of the everlasting lanterns, I can make out the silhouette of the bridge, as well as the shapes of Storm and his cronies watching me. Wiping the hair out of my face, I politely flash them my middle finger before spinning around in the water and trying to get a sense of where I am. I still see nothing but darkness, and there’s no sound whatsoever other than my splashing and heavy breathing. It’s bloody concerning, given the circumstances. It’s clear that there’s not going to be any help from above - if the others can even see me, that is. It’s almost like somewhere in the pit, the light has been banished, and I’ve been plunged into a layer of impenetrable darkness.

      Knowing I need to make a choice and swim in one direction, I just start to move forward. I notice as I continue to swim that the water doesn't move once on its own -  there are no waves, so it must be a pool or lake, something still, which gives me hope that there is an end to it somewhere. It’s possible that this is some sort of underground cavern, that has existed since before the prison was built. But I don’t have time to speculate - I need to find the crystal and get it back to Storm so that I can have this damn test over with once and for all.

      I don't swim for more than a minute before I begin to detect light. It almost makes me blink in surprise, and vaguely I wonder if it’s just leftover from high above me on the bridge. But the more closely I look, the more clear it becomes: yes, there’s a light source around here somewhere, and in the midst of the gloom I can see a shore. All along it are trees that seem almost bioluminescent; they give off enough light for me to see the way, and each of them has glowing rocks dangling from its branches.

      "Welcome," a warm, distant voice echoes in my mind, strong enough to make me stumble and fall to the rocks below. It’s not coming from an outside source - it’s somehow coming from within my head, like a hallucination. Except this feels all too real. My heart pounding, I slowly look down at the rocks under my hands and knees… only to realize that the shore isn’t made of rocks at all. It’s made of bones. I let out a scream that echoes off the stone walls, pulling myself up and staring around at all the bones. They litter the shore in piles, spread all around and under the trees. What the hell killed this many?

      "Who are you?" I ask out loud, my voice sounding strange and fearful as I edge closer to the tree. I remember what Storm said about the rocks - I just need to get one, and then get out of here.

      "Your reckoning. If you pass it, you may live and have a gemstone as a gift," the voice responds to me, this time sending a shooting pain through my skull. It’s enough to make me bend over from the discomfort, and I put my hands to my temples, trying not to lose my cool. I try to ignore the fact that, every time I move, I’m cracking bones under my feet. Real, honest-to-gods bones. And whatever killed these people might be lurking in the shadows at this very instant.

      "And if I fail?" I ask, spinning around when I swear I feel something touch my back.

      "Then you are my meal," the voice simply tells me, this time out loud and sounding so very close to my ear. My breaths come out in smoky puffs as I turn around very slowly, holding in the whimper that threatens to leave my lips when I see the creature in front of me. It’s a dog, but not like any dog I’ve ever seen; for one thing, it’s enormous, easily the size of a grizzly bear, with a hulking back and long, terrifying claws on its paws. Its body is covered in white hair, and it has three long necks, each one ending in a very human-looking head. The faces are conniving-looking, with grinning mouths full of razor sharp teeth. Their lips are smeared with blood, some of it fresh, and it’s all I can do not to scream when I see it. It’s like something out of a waking nightmare.

      "What the hell are you?" I manage to ask through my fear, not knowing which of the heads to look at first as the creature bounces over to me. It knocks me to the ground, its body hulking and monstrous as it hovers over me. Each of the three heads scrutinizes me with its dark, shiny eyes, and the weight of its body is enough to leave me gasping for breath. There would be no fighting my way out of this, even if I was able to do anything other than gape wordlessly up at this hideous creature. It feels like the heads’ eyes are boring a hole in my head, the power of the creature’s gaze enough to make me flinch. I freeze in fear as the head in the middle slowly leans down, and I feel its breath against my face - it’s not hot, the way it should be, but ice cold. As if this thing isn’t alive at all, but rather a corpse. I can make out every pore on its inhuman skin, every speck of blood that spatters its face, and my heart is pounding out of my chest. The head leans down and presses its cold lips to my forehead in the blink of an eye, and that’s when it all starts.

      Darkness instantly takes over, making the world disappear into nothing more than a haze. Images flash across my mind like a play, only I have to watch, and I can’t look away. I nearly jolt from the shock when I realize that the images are of me: the sequence starts off with me as a toddler, walking to my mum and falling face flat on the floor, crying my eyes out. I don't get a second to really admire my curly hair and cute chubby face before the image changes to me as a seven-year-old. I'm standing in the playground, crying my eyes out because Jimmy Franklin just pulled my favourite hair bobble out and wouldn't give me it back. The image changes again, and again, and again. Each time, the images flash across my mind’s eye faster and faster, racing past in a whirlwind of memories that even I’ve forgotten. Everything from my high school prom night to finding out my first boyfriend cheated on me flashes by until we get to the moment where I pressed that lightning charm into my hand, setting off the spell that killed the higher god… and the chain of events that led me here.

      "You have a good soul,” the voice whispers as I watch the movie play out in my mind. “You pass my test.” For a moment I’m startled - really? That’s it? But I don’t have time to think about it, as the images in my mind are already fading into the darkness, and I find myself back in the present moment. “Take a gemstone back to your leaders up above,” the voice whispers, once again in my mind, and all of a sudden, the weight is lifted from my chest. I gasp as I open my eyes, seeing that I am alone on the shore. The pain, happiness, fear and love from the memories feel burnt into my memory so much that it freezes me in place as it overwhelms me. It's too much to feel, to have forced into your mind in such a short amount of time. This test is cruel.

      I eventually sit up, pushing myself to my feet and walking to the tree. I only have to reach a hand out and the vines grow, spreading until a gemstone is hovering above my hand. I wrap my hand around it, and the vine snaps, letting the stone go. The gem glows brightly, the light spreading up my arm, all over my body until it reaches my feet, and then I start to float up in the air. I laugh, feeling nothing but wonder as I float all the way up until I'm in front of a stone ledge, where Storm is stood waiting, holding a hand out. I reach for his hand as I let the stone fall into the water below and Storm pulls me further onto the ledge, smiling down at me.

      "Everyone, welcome Karma Kismet to her new home!" Storm shouts, still holding my hand as the crowd behind him cheers. Maybe he isn't such an asshole after all.
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      "You can let go of my hand now,” Storm tells me, and then glances down at me, a smirk appearing on his frustratingly-handsome face. “Or do you need me to hold it, little one?”

      Little one? Nope, I take back what I said earlier. He is a total asshole. I pull my hand from his, crossing my arms and glaring up at him as I try to push all the strong emotions from the test out of my mind. I feel completely mentally drained, like I’ve just run a marathon in my own mind. And in a sense, I sort of have. I have no doubt that I’m going to need time to process what happened - not just the terror I felt, but the memories I was made to relive. Having your life summed up and forced down your throat like that isn’t a pleasant experience - it’s overwhelming, and it’s making me regret ever having taken that job in the first place. I’m sure as hell not the introspective type, and I hate having to look through some of my weakest memories like that.

      I didn’t sign up for any of this.

      I become aware that Storm’s eyes are very slowly beginning to drift over my body, the look on his face curious and inquisitive, but not lecherous, like I might have expected. I have no doubt my wet clothes are see-through in some places, and I shiver as I feel his gaze sweeping over me. I feel like a drowned rat, but he isn't looking at me like one. Gods, I wish he weren’t so distracting.

      "You're a complete and utter asshole," I point out, moving my hands to my hips to emphasise my point and try to get his attention off my body. It’s strange - I don’t feel violated to have him looking at me; on the contrary, some part of me enjoys having his eyes on my figure. I think that’s what’s making me uncomfortable. Now’s not the time for schoolyard crushes.

      Storm meets my eyes, and there is nothing but amusement on his face. “Did you just call me an asshole?” he asks in that posh, old-fashioned accent of his, cocking his head to the side. “No one has had the guts to insult me in hundreds of years.”

      “Trust me, they are all thinking it,” I assure him. “They just haven’t said it to your face. Honestly, I’m surprised you’re still in charge around here, considering what a pompous prick you are.” He blinks, looking a little taken aback, and for a brief moment I wonder if I overdid it on the insults, but then he just starts grinning even more broadly. It’s almost like he knows his smile is dangerously charming, and his eyes glimmer in the dim lights of the prison as he crosses his arms over his chest. This god is distractingly handsome, and the last thing I need right now is to be distracted. What I need to be focusing on is finding out everything I can about this place. The more information I have, the easier it will be to keep myself safe… and keep the others safe, if it comes to that. It’s not that I think I can protect them any better than they can protect themselves, per se; it’s just that… I don’t know. Maybe I feel a little connected to them, since we’re all stuck in here together. Even though Seth and Killian put me in here, I don’t want to see them get ripped limb from limb by a bunch of angry prisoners.

      Damn, Karma, I think to myself, are you getting soft, or what?

      Either way, I’ll have to wait until the twins and Jade have passed their test, and then stick close to them. I have no doubt they will pass; the creature, whatever it was, seemed to be looking through my memories to decide if I was an ethical person. Jade won’t have any troubles; she was framed, and the creature will see that. And as for the twins… Well, they believe they’ve done nothing wrong. They might be locking up innocent people, but they don’t know that, and I suspect that creature will see that when it looks through their memories. I hope.

      “I think I’m going to keep you around, Karma,” Storm decides, nodding decisively in my direction. Seriously? After I’ve just called him an asshole and wondered why the prisoners haven’t rebelled already? Clearly this guy’s lacking in the brain department, even if he’s got the body of an Adonis.

      “You can try,” I tell him, “but I tend to kill assholes like you. At least, that’s what they keep telling me.” I force a grin, wondering if by now he’s heard what I did to end up in here. Considering his position here, I would be surprised if he hasn’t. “Just a warning.” I mean, to be fair, I did kill a god, but it was an accident. I don’t think I could pull it off twice… but he doesn’t know that.

      He smirks, shaking his head condescendingly enough to make me bristle. Okay, maybe he does know.

      “Good thing I can’t be killed then, isn’t it?” he replies, leaning down so his face is inches from mine. This close, I have a chance to appreciate every ruggedly handsome feature, his eyes shining like flames in the light of the wall sconces, his crooked smile enough to send chills down my spine, in spite of my best efforts. “Now, why are you here, little Karma? What did you do?”

      I raise my eyebrows. So he hasn’t heard. Then again, maybe he has, and he just wants to hear it from me.

      I clear my throat, feeling suddenly awkward under his knowing gaze. “Did you just call me little again? I’m short, not little, and that is super offensive.” Hopefully that’s enough of a misdirection for now. Somehow, I don’t feel comfortable confessing my crime to this guy. He makes me feel vulnerable somehow… exposed, and the one thing I hate more than anything is feeling exposed. I wish I had heels on so I could at least reach up and sock this god’s chin. Or just throw my heels at him and hope for the best.

      “Says the girl that just called me an asshole,” he smoothly replies.

      “Touché,” I mutter. He has me there.

      "Storm,” comes an unfamiliar voice ahead of us, “we should get on with the next test. Everyone is waiting, and the justice gods are starting to squirm." I peer into the shadows ahead to see a young guy with dark skin, black eyes, and short grey hair. There’s a cheeky grin on his face as he says this last part, and he crosses his arms as he comes to stand by our side, giving me a passing glance as he does so. "You must be Karma,” he says, extending a hand to me. “I'm Coxen." I reach out to shake his hand, a little surprised by the friendliness, when Storm smoothly moves between us, blocking my view of Coxen so I can only see Storm’s back.

      "Hey, that's rude," I protest, narrowly resisting the urge to smack his back. I decide that sidestepping him is the better option, and put my hands on my hips as I watch Storm lean down and murmur something to Coxen, his eyes flashing. I don't think touching Storm would be good for me, and not just because he’s clearly strong enough to rip my head right off my body. Nope, it's bad enough that he looks good enough to lick. I don't catch everything Storm whispers, but damn does Coxen look nervous when he pulls back.

      "Coxen is going to show you to your new home,” Storm announces, taking a step back and giving the other man a curt nod. “I will come and find you later." He hesitates for a moment, looking as if he’s going to say something else, but remains silent and starts to walk off.

      "Wait!" I shout at his back. He doesn’t even turn around, his posture casual as he continues to walk back to the bridge. It pisses me off to have him ignoring me like this. "You didn't give me my bag back!" I protest, thinking about Kit and my peanut butter. At this point, those are practically the only things keeping me from losing my mind in here.

      "I sent it to your room,” Storm shouts back, not looking back at me. “You can thank me later!" That’s all he says before a crowd of people gathers behind him, obscuring him from view as they follow him back to the bridge. He’s really got the people around here wrapped around his finger, that’s for sure.

      "He really thinks he is all that, doesn't he?" I ask, turning to Coxen, who sheepishly shrugs.

      "Come on, it's one hell of a walk to your home," he tells me, nodding his head towards the back of the ledge. In the dim light, I can make out a set of stone stairs leading both up to the higher levels and down into the bowels of the building. All I can hope is that my new quarters aren’t further down; it’s claustrophobic enough in here, as it is. Coxen begins to walk up the steps, putting his hands behind his back in an overly-professional way, and I have no choice but to follow him. I shiver from the cold as we go, feeling a chilly draft sweep over me from somewhere further up ahead. The fact that I’m soaking wet doesn’t help either, and I decide that the first thing I’m going to do once I’ve settled in will be to change my clothes. A shower would be nice, too, but I’m not getting my hopes up.

      I square my shoulders and begin to climb up the steps after Coxen, who doesn’t even bother to turn around to make sure I’m following him. Whatever Storm said to him earlier, it must have shaken him up pretty well. We must climb hundreds of steps, passing dozens of ledges with bridges as we go, as well as a few people who don’t make eye contact with me. They all look powerful and intimidating, and I wonder what their crimes - or perceived crimes, anyway - could be. By the time Coxen comes to a stop on a narrow stone landing, I’m thoroughly out of breath, and I have to sag against one of the cold stone walls as I catch my breath. Coxen waits for me, not saying anything.

      "So," I say breathlessly, wanting to break the awkward silence and give him something other than my gasping to listen to, "what did you do to get locked up in here?"

      “Me?” Coxen shakes his head. “I didn’t do anything.”

      “Right,” I say. “Sure. I guess everyone in here must think they’re innocent, right?”

      “What?” His brow furrows. “No, I mean… I literally didn’t do anything. My mum was the one who was locked up, not me. I…” He clears his throat, shuffling his feet awkwardly. “I was born in here eighteen years ago. I didn’t do anything, but I pay the price anyway.”

      My eyes widen, my mouth dropping open in spite of myself. “Are you saying you’ve never been outside this prison before?”

      Coxen nods reluctantly, a slightly pained expression appearing on his face. “This place is all I’ve ever known,” he replies, looking down at the floor as he waits for me to get my breath back. “I’ve never even seen the outside before. The only reason I know anything about the outside world is because the other prisoners have taught me about it.” I straighten up and open my mouth to speak, but he holds up a hand to keep me quiet. “And before you ask,” he says, “I don’t know what my mum did to end up in here.”

      “Do you mean she…?” I begin, not wanting to finish the question.

      Coxen nods grimly. “She died in childbirth, like a lot of people in here do. We don’t have doctors or skilled healers, so we have to manage on our own, and unless we’re lucky enough to end up with someone who has healing magic, then there isn’t much we can do to help injured prisoners. The higher gods would rather just lock us up here and never think about us again.” He shakes his head, swallowing hard before clearing his throat. “The other prisoners brought me up. They taught me how to read, how to use my powers… I owe them everything. But that doesn’t change the fact that I’ve never once been outside these walls.”

      "That's a shitty deal for you,” I say, my voice suddenly small. “I’m sorry.”

      “It’s all right,” Coxen replies, shrugging his shoulders. “It’s just the hand I’ve been dealt, I guess.”

      I bite my lip as I think about the implications of this. I remember the children I saw playing on my way in, and I can feel my heart sink. At the time, the significance of that observation didn’t dawn on me, but now it makes a terrible sort of sense. “How many people are born here?” I ask him. “I saw children on my way in.”

      A flicker of sadness crosses Coxen’s face, and I’m starting to realise how much of a bad deal some of these people have gotten. Are the higher gods even aware of what’s happening in here? This isn’t justice, and it’s certainly not ethical. What would the higher gods do if they found out children were being born in here, kept in here for their entire lives? This isn’t the purpose of this prison, of that much I’m sure. I would like to think the other gods would protest to get the children out of here if they knew, but then again, what do I know? It’s obvious that the higher gods don’t care about what’s fair. Still, that doesn’t change the fact that this is a terrible fate for anyone.

      "Most of the people alive in here now were born here,” Coxen replies, running a hand through his silver hair.

      My eyes go wide. “Really?”

      He nods grimly. “The monster below kills anyone who truly deserves to be in here,” he explains, “and Storm makes sure everyone takes the test.” I blink in surprise, unable to think of a response. I hadn’t even thought about that, but it makes sense; if the creature devours anyone truly evil during their test, then the horrible reality is that nobody who survives actually deserves to be in here. I wonder if the original purpose of the prison was to try prisoners, and not necessarily convict them - maybe the creature was placed here to see if people truly deserved to be imprisoned, with the intention of eventually releasing those who passed the test. But somewhere along the line, the higher gods forgot… or maybe they just never cared in the first place. Either way, the flaws in the system are all starting to dawn on me at once, and I feel a fresh surge of anger toward the higher gods. I had known they were assholes, but I didn’t have any idea of just how much. It’s enough to make my blood boil, and I can feel my nails digging into the palms of my hands.

      If Coxen notices my anger, he doesn’t give any indication. I guess at this point he must have just accepted his lot in life, no matter how unjust. That must be the only way to survive in a place like this, and feeling sorry for yourself when there’s no way out is a waste of time, at the end of the day. He turns away from me, not looking back to make sure I’m following, and begins to walk towards a large stone archway leading to a ledge.

      He steps out, and I follow him, pausing for a second as I take in the sight in front of me. The ledge is covered in moss, which spreads like a carpet onto the three bridges connected to it. Two of the bridges lead off to rows of caves, but the one in the middle leads to a big house. It looks completely out of place in this austere environment - almost cozy, if that’s even possible in a place like this. It’s made from carved stone and wood at the front, and it seems to extend into a cave behind it, as if it was built into the stone itself. Out in the front are dozens of pots and planting bays, filled with everything from herbs to strawberry plants. They all seem healthy, although I won’t pretend to be a gardening expert, and I’m stunned to see a beam of sunlight shining in from a set of tiny glass holes on the ceiling. We must be on the very top floor, and I wonder why on earth Storm would send me all the way up here.

      The openings in the roof are a tease of the outside, and I’m reminded of how long it’s been since I’ve seen sunlight; the sight of it is almost enough to make me cry. The glass holes are inaccessible because of the big metal bars that stretch across the ceiling. The bars look burnt, scratched and damaged no doubt from people trying to escape. This high up, I can also see a swirling ball of light above us, floating in the air. What is that? It looks like some sort of magical energy, although I’ve never seen anything quite like it. Another question for later, I think dryly. That is, if anyone is even willing to give me answers around here.

      "This way," Coxen says, his tone businesslike as he walks to the middle bridge, and I hurry after him. From here, I can get a better look at the other bridges, and I see that they lead away to more caves, as well as a ledge that’s also covered in plants. It dawns on me that Coxen is leading me toward the house, and I’m stunned. Why the hell would they put me in a place like this when everyone else around here is stuck in caves and cages? It doesn’t make sense.

      "No way am I staying in this big house,” I say, my eyes wide as I take in the sight in front of us. “Who lives here, anyway?" Cozen doesn't answer me as we walk across the bridge, and I try not to look down as it sways gently beneath us. Being forced to jump off the last bridge I crossed didn’t do anything good for my fear of heights.

      "Storm lives here, but he has spare rooms. He wants to keep you close," Coxen tells me, glancing back for a moment with a look that I can’t read.

      I stop dead on the stone step just off the bridge, crossing my arms defiantly. "I'm not living with him," I state firmly, aware that I’m not exactly in a position to negotiate but not liking the idea of being in close quarters with Mr. Tall, Dark, and Handsome.

      "It isn't because he likes you,” Coxen tells me. “It's just a thing he does with everyone new. It’s kind of a tradition - after they pass their test, they live with him for a week, settle in, and choose where they would like to live in the prison.”

      “So he’ll do the same thing with Seth, Killian, and Jade?” I ask.

      “If they survive their test, then yes,” Coxen replies. In spite of my surliness, I can’t help but be a little disappointed that this is something that happens to everyone else. I had been starting to wonder if Storm… Well, best not to think about that now. The fewer distractions, the better. "Honestly,” he continues, “Storm may be all talk, but he is a good guy. I've never seen him do anything but help those who need it. He even opens his home to strangers because they need it. That's who he is."

      "He is still an asshole," I point out.

      "You'll learn," he says, shaking his head at me with a smile. I roll my eyes and walk after him through the plants, gently running my fingers across the leaves. Coxen pushes open the wooden door, which apparently doesn't need to be locked, although anyone that tried to steal from Storm would have to be pretty brave.

      "Welcome to your temporary home," Coxen says as I walk into the entrance hall, shutting the door behind me. It's a small corridor with big stone archways on either side, and a staircase at the end which is made of wood, taking up all the space. Everything looks hand carved from scratch, and I have to admit it's done extremely well. "To the right is the kitchen and dining room combined, and Storm's private study is right behind there. That's the only room you aren't allowed in." He pauses to make sure I nod in understanding before looking to the left. "The living room is this way, and it opens up into the steam room at the back."

      "Steam room?"

      "Yes, there is even a natural rock pool in there. The caves were naturally here before the prison was built around them. Lucky really, as they are our water supply and help us grow food enough to feed everyone. Though we are all vegetarians," he explains to me, and I cringe. I love my burgers, bacon and everything meat related. I guess I will learn to cope...possibly. Coxen walks to the staircase, and I follow him, walking up them and into the stone-walled corridor. This is inside the cave now, I'm sure. There are at least seven doors down the corridor on the left side, and the right is a dead end. Coxen walks with me all the way to the end of the corridor before opening the last door and waving a hand for me to go inside.

      "Thanks," I tell him.

      "This is your room. Storm's room is the first door closest to the stairs, and mine is right next to it," he explains to me. “Though we all like our private space, so I wouldn’t go walking in people’s rooms.”

      "So, you live here?" I ask him.

      "Storm took me in when I was ten and causing big trouble. I needed a strong role model, and he was that for me. I don’t know, he helped me find my strengths and use them, so I just ended up sticking around much to his annoyance,” he explains, somewhat awkwardly brushing a hand through his hair. "I will be around if you need me, Karma. Dinner is in about four hours. Oh, and your powers are weakened here. Any magical objects won’t work either, it’s part of the magic of the prison. I thought you should know.” Well, at least I don’t have my necklace for it not to work.

      "Thanks again," I reply before he nods and walks off down the corridor. I shut the door, resting my head against the wood and trying not to panic at how permanent this situation is starting to feel. I turn around, looking at the room I have been given. My bag sits on a single bed with blue sheets and a throw pillow that looks handmade. There is a woven trunk at the end of the bed and a blue rug in front of it. The room has another door in it, which I walk over and pull open to find a bathroom. Well, it's an old-fashioned one with a hole for a toilet, but as I go and look down it, I see it goes to a stream of running water. There is no shower, so I'm assuming the sauna and pool room downstairs is for that. There is a counter with a basin filled with hot water; a soap and sponge cloth are on the side waiting for me along with a rough feeling towel. I place the sponge cloth in the water and breathe out a deep sigh after cleaning my face. I just have to wait for the twins to pass the test, and then I can ask them how they plan to get out of here.
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      I finally finish washing my body with the cloth when there is a knock on my door. I pick the towel up, wrapping it around my naked body before leaving the bathroom. I go to the door, edging it open to see Killian there, soaking wet with his arms crossed. Damn, he looks good wet.

      "I wanted to check you were alright," he tells me, and like he suddenly realises I'm just in a towel, his eyes widen. "I didn't expect you to have no clothes on when I knocked."

      "I have a towel on, and as you can see, I'm good. Did Seth and Jade pass the test?" I ask him, slightly relieved to know he passed and I’m not on my own. Plus, he is my ticket out of here, and I need him alive for that.

      "I don't know. They threw a screaming Jade off the bridge the last time I saw them, and Seth was still in the cage. Storm wanted him to go last for some reason," Killian explains. "My room is next to yours." He points a thumb to my right.

      "For what it is worth, I'm happy you didn't die," I admit, pulling my bottom lip into my mouth as I start to really register how attractive Killian looks like this. His top is stuck to his chest, making his muscular and toned body easy to see. His blond hair is darker wet, pushed to the side as little drops drip down past his dark eyebrows and his full lashes. How is it even fair he has eyelashes like that? I'd have to wear some pretty expensive fake ones to even get close to his.

      "Are you alright?" he asks, and I shake my head, snapping out of it.

      "Just cold. I'm going to get dressed, and you might want to clean up. You smell," I say, needing to say something that is far from the truth. He doesn't smell, well not bad anyways.

      "Yeah, I might do," he laughs, wiping some water droplets off his forehead. We smile at each for a moment, and I shake my head. What am I doing? He is my kidnapper, and I have to remember that. He hasn’t even said sorry yet.

      "I still haven't forgiven you for throwing me in here, you know that, right?" I say as he steps away, pausing, though he doesn’t look back. "That test would have killed me if I were evil. If I were lying to you about killing that god by accident, I would be dead. Now I'm locked in here because you wouldn't listen. I really hope someone comes for you two, to save you and get you back to your job, because when that happens, you are taking Jade and me with you. You know deep down that we shouldn't be here."

      "It seems I don't know anything, Karma," he softly replies, and I wonder what the little slideshow of his life showed him. He turns his head back to look me in the eye. "I did my job...but I am sorry. That's all I can say or do for now."

      "It's enough..." I reply and step back, shutting the door before he sees any more emotions from me. Dammit, these attractive guys are messing with my head. I glance at my bag, knowing the last thing I want to do is get bitten by a goblin to get my clothes out. Groaning, I pull myself away from the door and get the bag, opening the top and tipping the contents out on my bed. Kit bounces out my bag, glaring up at me as he hisses.

      "Sorry, Kit. Though, I have a new bed for you to hide under," I say, putting the bag down, pausing when I see my necklace pushed under the gap of the door and hear someone’s footsteps walking away. My necklace that Seth took off me and gave to Killian. Why would Killian give me it back? I pick it up as Kit hisses once more before jumping off and hurrying under the bed to no doubt make his new home. Bloody weird creature, that one is.

      I pull on my underwear, including my favourite red lacy bra before putting on my top and jeans. After putting my jar of peanut butter on the bedside table, I count that I have two more spare underwear and only one more top before I run out of clean clothes. I put all the clothes and my bag into the box at the end of the bed before hanging the wet clothes from the bathroom over the bathroom door for them to dry. I glance down at my necklace, feeling a million times better now I have it on. I'm not powerless exactly without it, but all my powers are mental and not physical, which I think won't help me here. Even if the charms don’t work, they make me feel better. Deciding it's best I have a look around, I walk to my door and pull it open, heading out into the corridor. I get to the stairs just as Jade is walking up them with Coxen. She is soaking wet, but damn, am I happy to see her alive.

      "Did I ever mention how much cats fucking hate cold water?" she says, stopping in front of me, huffing. "We really, really hate it. Like, swimming is not something I like to do unless it’s a spa."

      "I didn't think of that, but hey, at least you are alive," I say, trying to give her something to smile about.

      "Yeah, swimming and reliving all of my worst memories. This is just the best fucking day ever," she huffs, and I can't help the laugh that leaves my lips. My laugh must be infectious as she smiles before laughing herself. Even Coxen smiles.

      "We should find you a room," Coxen gently suggests, and our laughs drift off.

      "Good idea. I need to get dry," Jade says and then pauses. "But I don't have any other clothes to wear."

      "Storm is on his way back with clothes for you all. He went to the market not long after Karma came up," Coxen explains to us. "I'm sure Karma could wait downstairs for him and bring you some clothes up."

      "Would you?" Jade asks me.

      "Of course," I reply, crossing my arms. "I wanted to have a look around anyway." Jade smiles at me before heading back up the stairs, and I walk down to the bottom. I walk into the kitchen first, which is like no kitchen I've seen before. The counters are made of pure stone with dark wood surfaces, and above them are the same colour wood cupboards. Herbs and dried fruits hang from the cupboards, and under them are various kitchen utensils that are all handmade. The other side of the room has a long wooden table with enough wooden chairs to seat at least eight people. The room is lit up by lights, but they don't look electric as I can't see any wires. No, these are glowing orbs that hang around the place. They are everywhere, in all the rooms, on the ceilings, by the looks of it. I wander around the kitchen before leaving it and heading into the corridor just as the door slams open. Storm stomps in with a big bag on his shoulder, which he drops on the floor as Seth follows him in the room.

      "Hey, you survived!" I say, but he only glares at me before walking up the stairs, leaving us in an awkward silence.

      "He's an angry one, isn't he?" Storm points out the obvious.

      "I think I pissed him off on our one date," I reply, moving my gaze to Storm.

      "So, you two are a thing?" he asks.

      "Oh, nope, not one little bit. He hates me," I reply with a chuckle. "He literally ran away from me on our one time date a while back. I don’t have a boyfriend." I don’t know why I add that in, but his smile suggests he is happy. God, I don’t need to make the asshole happy. I don’t even know him.

      "Good. I'm glad to hear that," Storm remarks. I don't get to ask him why as he walks back to the door, holding it open as he turns his head back. "The clothes and shit you all might need are in there. I will be back for dinner." I watch him leave, shutting the door, and for some odd reason, the house feels colder without him in it, and I feel lost.
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      "Something smells good," Killian says, coming into the kitchen where Coxen is cooking dinner for us all, and I will admit it does smell good even though there is no meat. It's some kind of soup, by the looks of it, and fresh bread. Jade winks at me as Killian chooses to come and sit right next to me instead of any of the other spare eight seats. "How are you?"

      "Fine, considering I'm trapped in here and have no chance of seeing my family any time soon. You?" I sarcastically answer just as Storm comes into the room, followed by Seth.

      "Do you have a big family?" Storm asks me, choosing to sit opposite me while Seth sits next to his brother.

      "Well kinda. I have three brothers, one older and two younger," I tell him.

      "Don't forget the goat," Killian adds in, reminding me that he went to see my family at some point before finding me. "He told me I was a big shite."

      "That's a compliment," I reply, holding in a chuckle. It's really not, and damn, Michael is pretty awesome.

      "No, it really isn't," Seth remarks. "I won't even remark on what he called me before eating part of my jacket pocket."

      "You have a talking goat? One of the ancient creatures?" Storm asks as Coxen places bowls on the table and a tray of bread. I offered to help, but he insisted that on our first night, we do not do chores, but tomorrow he will make a list for us to share.

      "Yeah, he talks, but what is an ancient creature?" I ask, never having heard of that before.

      "When I was born, there were hundreds of them. Ancient creatures could talk, teleport and sometimes create elements to defend themselves or protect their god, though many of the lines were destroyed, like unicorns or phoenixes. I've heard they are nothing more than myths now," Storm quietly says, though there is a tinge of sadness in his voice that makes me really look at him for a moment. Though he looks no older than thirty, there is something about his voice, his manner and that comment on ancient creatures, suggesting he is a lot older than his looks. The only issue with that idea is that only higher gods are immortal.

      "What the hell kinda god are you?" I ask, and it only makes him laugh. "And how are you immortal?"

      "When you know me better, I will answer that. Why don't you tell me what you did to get locked up here, little Karma?" he counters. Two can play that game.

      "When you know me better, I might tell you," I reply as Coxen brings a big bowl of soup to the table, sliding it into the middle and sitting down in his seat next to Jade. Storm only smirks at me, like I've just issued him the best challenge of his life, and I roll my eyes at him. We serve ourselves soup and bread before tucking into our meal. It's brilliant, and if Coxen always cooks for me, I'm sure I’m never going to miss meat again. Okay, that's a lie...I need a juicy bacon hamburger and a kebab after a night out drinking like everyone else does. Crap, do they even have wine here?

      "Thank you, Coxen," Seth is the first to thank the cook, and we all say the same, which makes his cheeks light up in a cute pink colour.

      "Why are you idiots in here then?" Storm asks Killian and Seth, dropping the room into silence. I glance at Jade, who looks as awkward as I feel about that question.

      "We don't know, but it has something to do with Karma. I'm sure someone will come and get us out soon," Seth responds.

      "Yeah, that doesn't happen, so you will be waiting a long time," Storm sourly replies to him and smiles at me. “You are going to be trouble, aren’t you, Karma?”

      "That's what you think," Seth replies to Storm’s first comment with a huff before I can say a word, and Storm’s expression quickly returns to annoyance once more.

      "It's what I know," Storm retorts, and his purple eyes somewhat start to glow for a second. Despite the fact it's pretty, it's fucking terrifying with the look on his face.

      "We don't want to argue, that is going to get us nowhere," Killian awkwardly says, clapping a hand onto Seth's shoulder. "Right, bro?"

      "Right," Seth eventually replies, and Storm rests back, crossing his arms.

      "A bit of advice, because I'm the fucking nice guy, don't leave the house for a few weeks," he tells them both.

      "Why?" Killian asks.

      "Your family locked up everyone in this place, and you added a fair chunk. That test I made you do, everyone here has done. That means they are good souls, but even good people can't resist getting revenge on the ones who locked them up," he warns them.

      "We got it," Killian tensely replies, pushing up off the table. He looks down at me for a second, and there is so much guilt in his eyes before he leaves the room with Seth following after him.

      "Can I help you clean up, Coxen?" Jade asks as Coxen starts picking up the plates. He nods, and I help her pile the plates before she takes them to the sink with Coxen.

      "Tomorrow morning, I'm taking you for a tour," Storm informs me.

      "Are you now?" I reply.

      "What else are you going to do here?" he asks, and he has me there. It takes me a few seconds to come up with an idea.

      "Plan a way to escape," I reply, and he only laughs. Why am I starting to like his feckin’ sexy laugh?

      "I will be waiting for you in the morning. It's a date," he grins, looking happy that he got his own way.

      "It isn't a date!" I shout after him, hearing his laugh for a response before he disappears around the corner. What a feckin’ eegit!

      "Seems you have a date," Jade chuckles as she comes to get more of the plates off the table.

      "No, I have one feckin’ asshole who thinks he is getting a date when in reality he has another thing coming entirely," I remark, but Jade only grins at me before walking off. Why does it feel like Storm is going to be nothing but trouble?
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      I brush a hand across my face when I feel something tickling my nose before I roll over and bury my head into my pillow. Suddenly, something pulls my hair hard, and I cry out, sitting up and widening my eyes at the sight of Kit sitting on my pillow, a big clump of my curly red hair in his tiny hand.

      "What the feckin’ hell is wrong with you?" I ask him, rubbing my head where it is sore from the missing clump. Kit just points a little finger towards his mouth, and I sigh. I know exactly what is wrong; he is hungry.

      "Even if you are hungry, you can't go around pulling my hair out while I'm sleeping. I might accidentally stab you or something," I remark, and Kit makes a sound that suspiciously sounds like a laugh as I climb out of bed, feeling the cold floor under my feet as I go to the box at the end of my bed. I pull my bag out, searching in the side compartments until I find a packet of biscuits that my mum must’ve packed for me. There are also a few tea bags in the pocket to no doubt have with the biscuits. I wish I could give her a thank you hug. I swallow the sadness that builds in my throat when I think about my mum and how worried she must be, never mind the thought I might not see her again. Reminding myself to be strong can only last for a little while.

      I remember how determined Seth looked about someone coming to rescue him and Killian, so there is hope there. I need to get close to Seth, at least close enough that he might tell me more about this rescue plan of his.

      "Here you go. Make it last as I don't know how long we are going to be here." Kit, the greedy bastard, steals the biscuit I offer him and jumps off the bed, taking it and my hair, like a prize he won, with him. There is no description of crazy that suits Kit enough to call him it. I quickly use the bathroom before coming back into the bedroom and looking at the pile of clothes Storm got for us. After searching through the three long dresses that are handmade—pretty but not me at all—and finally getting to the bottom of the pile, I find a long black top and black shorts. I pull them on, tucking the shirt on one side into the shorts before pulling my shoes on and running a brush through my hair, which does little to control its crazy ass. I pick up my jar of peanut butter and my tea bags before leaving my room and going down the stairs.

      I turn into the kitchen, pausing at the sight of a topless Killian cooking breakfast. I nearly drop my precious peanut butter as I mentally drool over his firm, muscular back that swoops down into a tight waist. It only gets worse as he turns around, showing me his large chest that is toned, and he has a tattoo over his heart which is a circle made of knots, yet there is nothing inside it. I gulp as I look down at his crazy perfect six pack and the v-line that disappears into his low hanging joggers.

      "Your jaw is on the floor, Karma," Killian says.

      "It isn't, you are seeing things. This is nothing," I say, nodding at his chest as I walk to his side, placing the peanut butter on the side and the tea bags next to it.

      "The way you just looked at me could never be described as nothing. I won't forget it, that's for sure," Killian responds.

      "Are you always this charming and romantic?" I ask him.

      "Are you always this good at avoiding everything?" he counters, but he doesn't wait for an answer as he picks one of the tea bags up. "Yorkshire tea, the best kind. I'm a big tea fan."

      "I don't mind a cup of tea, but I'm more a peanut butter fan. You can have the tea if you want," I offer, and he looks down at me with a surprised smile.

      "You don't have to give me them," he tells me.

      "I want to, honestly. Though that French toast looks awesome and would be a great thank you trade," I tell him, accidently sweeping my hand across his muscular arm. Yep, that was a total accident alright.

      "Alright, but I was making the house breakfast anyway," he tells me, grinning as he offers me a plate to hold and slides the toast off the pan onto it. I find a knife and cover my toast in peanut butter before going to sit at the table.

      "You're up early anyway. I didn't have you down as a morning person," he says as he carries on cooking.

      "I'm not, are you?" I ask, avoiding the reason I'm up early.

      "I like mornings, call me weird. There is something about watching the sunrise and loving the pure silence...but then I realised this morning, you can't see the sunrise in here. There is something deeply fucked up about that," he mutters, leaving me a little lost for what to say to him. "At least it is quiet though."

      "So how long have you been a god of justice? Are the rumours true that you are immortal while in service?" I ask him, because why not? I've heard a million rumours about the famous gods of justice, and I'm curious what is true.

      "Since our father was killed by the higher gods about fifty years ago...and yes, we became immortal from the moment we inherited his powers," he explains to me.

      "What do you mean he was killed?" I ask.

      "Have you not heard the rumour about the curse of justice?" he asks as he continues cooking, and I try to rack my brain about why that sounds familiar, but nothing comes to mind. When I don't answer, he looks back to see my blank face, and he sighs. "The powers of justice are a strong thing to control, and they are similar to the higher gods’ powers. So, one of my ancestors grew too powerful, too old and lost all control. He attacked the higher gods, and they had no choice but to kill him and then pass a law called the curse of justice."

      "Why would he attack them? What is the curse of justice?" I ask, captivated by his story, though he doesn't look at me much as he talks.

      "The curse of justice is a law that states when a god of justice turns a hundred years old, they must be killed, and their child will take on the powers for the next hundred years," he explains to me.

      "That's insane. I'm so sorry they killed your father," I whisper. “They gave you a death sentence because of your powers.”

      "He wasn't a good father to us, so don't worry," Killian replies.

      "What do you mean by that?" I ask him.

      "My father didn't want anyone to be a new god of justice, and he never meant to get my mum pregnant. She died in childbirth, he was horrified he had twins. As a result, we were brought up in foster homes, not told we were gods until the day my father was killed," he explains to me. “As kids, we saw magical things no one else did and never had anyone to explain it to us. It wasn’t easy.”

      "Sounds like the higher gods are still lording it up," Storm coldly remarks, and my head shoots to see him leaning against the door, biting into an apple. "Also, I overheard your conversation. There is one part of the prison that gets natural light, and you can see the sunrise. It's full of apple, lemon and orange trees. I will show you it later if you want."

      "Thanks," Killian replies, nodding his head once. "I made breakfast if you want some." Seems like someone is making friends. Why does it make me happy? I shouldn’t care; I don’t really know these guys.

      "Maybe later, but thanks. I'm stealing little Karma for the morning," Storm replies.

      "For the love of gods, stop calling me little," I snap before eating the rest of my toast in annoyance.

      "But you are so little," Storm replies with a smirk at my annoyance. “Don’t worry, I think it’s cute.”

      "Let's just go before you say anything else that makes me want to throw something at you," I mutter, standing up and taking my plate to the sink. "Thanks, Killian. Maybe we can talk more later?"

      "We need to leave," Storm interrupts before Killian can reply to me, and Killian only grins over at Storm before looking down at me.

      "Any time, my angel," he replies. Oh, these gods with killer smiles, sharp jawlines and dangerously sexy eyes are definitely going to be trouble.
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      "What have you got planned for us then, big guy?" I ask Storm after I close the front door, stepping out into the garden. I run my eyes over the herbs, flowers and various plants that are being grown out here, admiring how healthy they all look. It sure takes some dedication to keep a garden like this alive. Storm looks back at me for a moment, giving me a second to take in his white shirt, black trousers and holder for his axe which is still strapped to his back like he expects trouble at any moment. Storm's black hair is a complicated looking braid, with a long yellow string woven in before it's tied at the bottom, near his lower back.

      "Big guy is a nickname I like, little Karma," he tells me. Dammit, I didn’t mean to call him any nickname at all.

      "Maybe I should call you little guy then," I retort.

      "Nothing about me is little, darling," he teases, and I roll my eyes, swiftly walking past him to the gate which I pull open. He is such a typical guy, and even though I know better, my cheeks still burn a slight red. Thankfully he swiftly changes the subject. "I wanted to show you around, introduce you to some of my people and just have a chat."

      "Alright then," I reply, following him across the bridge that I'm getting a little used to. I'm still not a fan of heights, but jumping off that bridge sure did help with my fears a bit. I briefly glance down, seeing all the bridges with people walking across them, and instantly, I feel a little dizzy and shoot my head up, focusing on Storm's hair instead. We get off the bridge and walk across the ledge and down the steps.

      "The level below our home is the general housing area. I will show you that another day, but there isn't much to see other than homes in caves,” he tells me as we pass another ledge and carry on down the stairs.

      "Are these stairs the only way up?" I ask.

      "No, there are five more stairways on the other side, but this is the only one that goes to our level," he explains to me.

      "How many people live here?" I ask as we get to another ledge, and Storm steps out into it. He pauses, placing his hand on his chin as he thinks about an answer I presume.

      "We did a count about five years ago. It was four hundred and ten, if I remember right," he tells me. "Though many people have children here, people die, and sometimes we get newcomers like you. It could be more or less than that count now." I walk to his side, stopping as I look over the huge bridge in front us, observing the busy group of people that are walking around on the other side between wooden stalls where there are other people handing out food and random goods, by the looks of it. I love the vines of flowers that crawl up the walls, but it makes me pause for a second.

      "Wait, how do the flowers and your plants grow without light? I'm also curious how those balls of light exist in the house and know when it's bedtime and turn off? And who makes that big light I saw yesterday that is now just a tiny ball in the sky?" I ask Storm, who only chuckles.

      "Wait here," he tells me as I frown at him in confusion. Storm walks into the middle of the bridge, and every person on the other side stops to watch. Storm closes his eyes as he raises his hands in the air. In a matter of moments, bright light beams out of his hands into the air, shooting up into the top of the prison. The beams of light start swirling around each other until they make a swirling ball of light that is very much like the sun. You can even feel the heat from it. At this moment, I see why they admire him so much. Worship him almost. He truly is something else. When I look back at Storm, he is watching me as he literally lights the world up. Something about him makes me never want to look away. After a few more moments, he stops the beams of light and lowers his hands. The crowd cheers his name as he walks across the bridge to me.

      "That's how I keep this place alive, little Karma," he says, making me remember that he is still an arrogant asshole. “Though my name is only one of my powers, I control weather.”

      "Impressive," I reply to him, as I'm not going to lie. That is all he is getting though. I step around him and walk across the bridge, hearing his footsteps close behind me. The crowd has gone back to their usual jobs, but the moment they see Storm, they all bow their heads. After making it across, I stop on the pathway.

      "Storm, baby!" I hear a woman shout, and I look to the left as a woman runs through the crowd, in a tight dress that even Mads would say is trashy, though her long blonde hair is stunning, falling around her in waves, and she has these big, blue, doll eyes. Like I'm not even here, she steps around me, and I turn to see her throw herself at Storm, wrapping her arms around his shoulders. And he damn well hugs her back, smiling at her when he lets go a few moments later.

      "Vivian, you seem happy this morning," Storm happily says.

      "I am! I saved those dying apple trees in the yard. It took a lot of work and magic, but they will live now. I've also planted some new orange trees this morning," she says in a bubbly sweet manner.

      "You're a plant goddess," I blurt out, and she turns, very slowly looking at me from head to toe before clearly deciding I'm not her friend, as she tenses up and crosses her arms. No wonder Storm likes her, plant goddesses don't like to wear clothes, their skin is soft, and they smell amazing. My mum had a plant goddess come and help her briefly when the flowers were dying in her garden. I remember watching from the window as she used her powers, and it was so beautiful to see how she connected with the flowers…even though she was naked, as mum couldn't convince her to wear clothes. My brothers thought she was the best thing since sliced bread.

      "Vivian, this is Karma. Karma, Vivian," Storm introduces us, and I step closer, offering a hand out which Vivian looks at in disgust before shaking it.

      "How did you know what I am?" Vivian asks, swiftly pulling her hand back and placing it on Storm's arm. I don't need her to say a word to make it clear she thinks Storm is hers, though he doesn't move closer to her or show any interest back. Not that it matters to me if Storm is single or not.

      "I've met a plant goddess before," I explain, and she nods with a scowl before looking up at Storm with a much nicer expression.

      "Why don't you come over to mine tonight? It must be so difficult with a packed house," she practically purrs. I sniffle a chuckle at her suggestive comment and pull my eyes away as I don't need to hear Storm agree to go over.

      "I like a busy house actually, Vivian. So no, I can't come over. Now, I promised Karma a tour, so I have to go," Storm replies, to my surprise. "See you around." I glance back as Storm comes to my side, only to see Vivian’s look of pure anger directed at me. I guess I will have to watch out for poisonous vines growing around my neck tonight. We walk further into the street that is sort of like a market, but I notice no one pays with money. Everyone is exchanging something for something else, or just giving things away.

      "So, you and Vivian?" I find myself asking and wanting to shoot myself when I realise how it sounds. Storm seems oblivious though as he answers.

      "She is my ex. We dated for a year or so, but after the lust wore off, there was nothing left between us. It wouldn't have ended well either way," he darkly states. "Enough about me though. This is the market, the main part of the prison, and you can get anything you need here. The people trade things they brought in with them or made. If you have nothing to trade, you can trade jobs instead, like cleaning, manual work or even babysitting." I leave all talk of Vivian in the past, because it really isn't anything to do with me. Nope, totally not thrilled that they’re through; doesn’t matter to me.

      "I hate that people are born here when they did nothing wrong. Surely the higher gods should let them out into the world, they did nothing wrong," I point out.

      "Don't you understand this place yet, Karma?" Storm stops to ask me. "No one in here has ever done anything wrong. We are all innocent, and the higher gods care nothing for the lives of the innocent or guilty. They only care about themselves."

      "How do you know that?" I ask him.

      "Secrets, my little Karma," he whispers to me, making it clear he isn't telling me anything more as he starts to walk off. What secrets could the higher gods have that Storm could possibly know?
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      "Hey, stranger," Jade says, making me almost jump out of my skin as she comes into the shower room where I am pulling on my clothes. "How was your day?" she asks as she starts stripping out of her clothes. Luckily, I'm not a shy person as she strips naked and runs, diving head first into the pool at the back of the cave. The room is steamy from the rising steam of the natural rock pool, which is warm and soothing to bathe in. At the front are seats carved directly out of the stone, with hooks for hanging towels on them. Whoever designed this place paid such attention to detail. It is incredible.

      "Wait, don't you hate water?" I ask her.

      "Cold water, yes; warm steam water that smells like lemons...nope," she replies. "Now how was your date with Storm?"

      "It wasn’t a date, remember? Anyways, I met Storm's ex who I think now hates me, I saw the markets, the tree yard where they farm the most food. Then we went to the final level where it is like a big stone clearing where they have classes for the kids in the day on the one side, and on the other, they practice fighting. It's crazy down there," I reply, remembering the place quite vividly.

      "Coxen told me they also do parties there. He showed me around today, it was fun," she kindly sighs.

      "Coxen seems sweet," I remark, watching her expression closely as she pulls a neutral face.

      "He is...maybe too sweet," she says, winking at me as she rests her head on her arms, floating in the water. "Now which one of the hunks we live with are you eyeing up? They are all sure looking at you at every moment they get."

      "They don't—"

      "Karma, I'm a cat with crazy extra senses. I can smell their desire and yours. Even Seth fancies you, who in my opinion is a dickhead so maybe don't choose him," she tells me, and my cheeks burn red as I take in what she just told me. They can’t all be attracted to me…right? Maybe she just got it wrong or something.

      "Dating gods is against the law," I remind her.

      "Yeah, but what is the worst that they are going to do? They have already locked you up, and to me, it looks like all the gods in here are getting it on. Coxen told me both his parents were gods," she explains.

      "And he seems pretty normal. Doesn't the law say that children born of two gods turn into monsters?" I say, remembering my mum telling me and my brothers the laws when we started officially working. We have a book in our house that tells us everything. Mum was lucky that she loved my dad, and even though he is human, it doesn’t bother him what we are. He told me once it makes life interesting.

      "It does, but I am starting to believe everything the higher gods have told us is a load of horseshit," she replies.

      "I'm starting to believe the same thing," I mutter, pulling on the hoodie that a random lady gave me in the market because she said it was my colour. Dark green. The lady was right. All day, people have stopped us, talked in such admiration about Storm, and been nothing but friendly. None of the people here are monsters...well, except maybe that creature in the lake below. I really need to ask Storm what the hell that was.

      "Maybe we are safer in here," Jade muses. "I mean, don't get me wrong, I want to get out and see my friend because it's so important to me...but outside is where we are controlled. Where we are told who we can and can't love. We are governed by the higher gods who rule with an iron fist, and in here, well I don't know about you, but Storm is one hell of a better leader."

      "I need to protect my family and see them again. Staying here isn't an option for me, Jade," I sadly reply to her. "But honestly? You're right. I like the idea of this place, living with no rules."

      "I bet you do with all those hunks looking at your butt," she says, and we both laugh as I pull my shoes on.

      "I'm going to let you bathe in peace," I tell her, walking to the door.

      "Have a good night," she replies as I leave the room, shutting the door and walking into the living room. This room is just as spectacular as the rest of the house. The cream couch is L-shaped and has a lovely wooden coffee table in the middle which faces the fireplace. The fireplace itself is handmade from stone, and there is a fire roaring inside it.

      Above the fireplace is a painting of five people sat around a table with large chairs behind them that stretch up to the ceiling. I walk closer, looking up at the people in old-fashioned white clothes, who I don't know...except for one. Storm sits on the far right in his seat, his head is held high. His hands are holding his axe on the table, and the detail of the painting is so perfect. I pull my gaze to the other four people, two women who look like night and day. The woman sat next to Storm has black hair piled high in a bun; her face is cold and expressionless. The other woman has white hair, except it falls down her shoulders in curls, and she seems nicer from the smile she wears. The other two men in the painting give me shivers. They both have red hair, a deep dark red, and matching red glowing eyes. The women have strange white and black eyes. Actually, they all look creepy.

      "Storm has a strange group of friends, doesn't he?" Seth says from close by, though I never heard him even come into the room. I look back as Seth sits down on the sofa, and I watch carefully for his mood as I choose to sit on the other sofa. I know I should give up and leave Seth be, because he clearly doesn’t like me, but for some reason I just want to find out the reason why. What I actually did to make him hate me.

      "Why do you dislike me so much?" I ask him. "Our date was a disaster, yes, but you actually got to walk away in the end, and I had to find a healer!"

      "It's not about the fucking date, Karma," he huffs. "And I really have said sorry quite a few times about that night. If you hadn't disappeared, I would have gotten you a healer."

      "I thought I'd cut my losses and fix myself on my own. I mean, that flying pig did knock you out and—"

      "Maybe someone shouldn't have made a bet with a leprechaun that pigs couldn't fly," Seth remarks, but we both are smiling by this point, and I can't help but laugh, which sets him off as well.

      "So, what is it that makes you hate me?" I ask, wanting to get to the bottom of this whole thing.

      "You think I hate you?" he asks, looking confused.

      "Well, yeah," I reply.

      "I don't hate you. I liked you after that date, and I would have demanded a second chance at that date if you were human. I hoped you would have a good life, not a fucked up one like you now have. I hated when we were given your name," he tells me and takes a deep breath. “I hate how the people that locked us in here clearly wanted to get to you and make sure we never told a soul about you. Karma, I hate that you are trouble, but actually, you are alright.”

      "Seth..." I reply, not having a clue what to say about that.

      "Don't worry about replying, I really don't want to hear it. I'm not the nice guy you need in your life," Seth angrily comments, the moment we seemed to have just had instantly gone and replaced by his usual attitude. He walks to the door, and I almost regret the words that leave my lips.

      "I liked our date. I never forgot it like every other date I’ve ever had. I wished you were human too." Seth pauses under the doorway to look back, and I can't process what the emotion is in his eyes. Without another word, he disappears, and I'm left wondering what exactly just happened between us. I wouldn’t say we are now friends, but we are a little less than strangers that had one date. I walk through the entrance hall and into the empty kitchen, seeing the study door behind is open. Even though I should know better, I walk to the study door and push it open a little more, seeing Storm reading a book on a chair.

      “You can come in, little Karma,” Storm says, making me jump. I sheepishly grin as I step into the room, seeing the shelves on each side of the walls that have books on them. “These are all the books that people have brought in with them. Though I’ve read every one of them, and people borrow them from time to time. Any chance you brought a book in?”

      “No, I didn’t,” I say with a sigh, knowing a book could make this place all the more interesting. I’ve never been a big reader, not like Mads is, but whenever I need cheering up or to get lost in another magical world, I’d ask Mads for a book recommendation. That’s when Mads’s nerdy side came out in full force as she found her Kindle.

      “If you could have done, what book would you choose?” he asks. “I find this question very interesting. Your choice of book will tell me a lot about you.”

      “Honestly?” I say, leaning against the door. “I’d find a book on magical prison break outs and how to successfully do them.” He laughs in surprise at my answer, and I grin.

      “You are unexpected, little Karma. Like a breath of fresh air,” he tells me, and I’ve never cared much for simple compliments, but Storm makes them seem that much more.

      “Thank you for taking me out today. This place, it is nothing like I ever imagined or heard about. Everyone out there thinks the prison is full of heartless monsters in cages,” I explain to him, straightening up as I lock my eyes with Storm’s. “This place…the only heartless thing is the walls. I wish everyone outside could know that.”

      “Maybe one day…though I’ve given up hope I will ever see outside of here again,” he says, and for a second, I see the desperation in his eyes. The sadness. “Will you tell me everything you like the most about outside?”

      “Sure,” I say, moving to sit on the chair Storm waves a hand at. I don’t know how many hours I sit in Storm’s office, telling him about the outside world the best I can. It feels like I’m reading him a book, ironically one that we are both stuck reading forever.
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      "Ouch, what the effin' hell was that?" I screech as I wake up, rubbing my very sore arm. The dim light from the glowing sphere illuminates Kit's face as he sits on my bed, his star-like skin reflecting off the light in the room like a mirror. He is licking his teeth while I rub my arm where I can feel blood pouring down. It feckin' hurts.

      "I swear I am going to stop feeding you if you keep doing shite like this. I want to keep my hair, and no more biting!" I demand, feeling exhausted, so I know it couldn't have been long since I went to sleep. Kit doesn't give a shit and points at his mouth, which is creepier than usual as I can see my blood on his teeth. "Fine! I will go and get you food. I swear I'm never being a parent if kids are as evil as you are!" I shake my head at his bigger smile, like he is finally happy now, before I climb off the bed. Kit never used to eat this much food when we lived at home, but this week, he seems to think he needs more than just breakfast and lunch like he used to have. I pick up my hoodie, pulling it over my thin top and shorts, before quietly leaving my room.

      I have to admit I've liked my first week here, and damn does it feel nothing like a prison. Storm somehow finds somewhere or something new to show me in the day, Killian has taken over the kitchen, and Seth helps Coxen with the gardening. Jade is a typical cat, she eats and sleeps most of the day, though I really think she is awesome. I was scared of coming into this place, when in reality, it’s pretty amazing. It’s still a prison with walls you can’t escape, but Storm really makes this place alive. I’ve watched how he makes the sun and light spheres everywhere, how he creates rainclouds to go across the prison every other day, and his powers are insane. If this is how powerful he is when the prison dims his gifts, I don’t want to see what he would be like outside.

      After slowly closing my door, I tiptoe down the corridor, holding onto my arm as it starts to really sting. I go down the stairs, mentally wishing I hadn't already run out of biscuits, before heading into the kitchen, where I jump when I see Killian sitting at the table. He has a pencil in one hand, a light hovering low as he sketches on a notepad. I go to step away, not wanting to disturb him, when he notices me, and I have to pause. His eyes drift over my bare legs— I thank Jade for finding us razors—all the way up until he meets my eyes and clears his throat.

      "It's not like you to be up in the middle of the night. Everything alright?" he asks, and I notice how he turns the notepad over like he doesn't want me to see as I walk closer. He seems to just notice my arm when I go to talk, and he speaks first. "What happened? Let me look." I don't have a choice really as Killian pulls the chair in front of him out, and I slide into it, trying to ignore how my legs press against his as he faces me. I am totally ignoring how warm and comforting he feels.

      "Do you remember my little secret that was in my bag?" I start off asking Killian as he takes my arm into his hands and pushes up my sleeve. In the light down here, you can see a pair of sharp teeth marks near my wrist where blood is dripping onto the floor. Killian looks at me in confusion before he remembers my little goblin friend.

      "What is your goblin called again?" he asks.

      "Kit, and apparently the stress of moving here is making him emotionally eat more food. I get it, but he is being rude about telling me he wants midnight snacks," I say, and Killian chuckles with wide eyes. Killian’s expression changes from humour and surprise to something else in a second, leaving me paused in this moment as he holds my arm. There is just something about Killian, far more than just his good looks that draw me to him. We always seem to be so comfortable around each other, like we have been friends for years. I don’t ever hesitate with anything I say around Killian. I just know he won’t judge me or hate anything I say. Seth and Storm make me nervous around them, like I have to think about what I need to say next. Attractive guys have always had that effect on me though. That’s what is so strange about Killian; he is so gorgeous, just like all gods are, yet I feel at home around him.

      "Close your eyes," he softly tells me, and I pull a face, not knowing if I want to do that. The last time a guy told me to close my eyes in a seductive way, my brothers had made him do it, and they poured ice cold water over me. The little dipshits. Dammit, I miss them though. "Come on, you know by now that I'm your friend."

      "You do make me pretty good food," I cheekily say, and he only smiles at me in an agreeing way and tilts his head to the side. "Fine, fine." I take a deep breath and close my eyes, feeling Killian placing his hands over the bite mark on my arm. I flinch from the sting of it being touched. After a few seconds, warm golden light shines brightly, or as brightly as I can see through my closed eyelids. I can't hold in my curious side for long, and I open my eyes just to see what the light is. My lips part in wonder as I see that every part of Killian is glowing gold, his eyes the brightest, and he is extremely beautiful.

      I look down, seeing swirling gold waves covering my arm, which his hand is on. There is no pain anymore; there is nothing but light and the pure beauty of it. The gods and the many powers we all can have might make some of us evil, but there is also so much light to us. The glow slowly fades from all of his body until there is nothing but his eyes glowing. They too eventually fade, and Killian moves his hand off my arm after clearing his throat. Registering there is no pain, I quickly look down and see there is nothing but dried blood on my arm. I look up to thank Killian, only to frown as I see the bite marks are now on Killian's wrist instead. He took my injury from me.

      "I can heal myself, and they will be gone in the morning," Killian dismisses my frown and lets my hand go to cross his arms, discreetly hiding the marks. As much as it is a sweet thing to do, he didn’t need to. I have boosted healing, but it takes a good week, considering I’ve just taken the bandage off my hand from my burn. If he can heal himself in a day, that is pretty impressive.

      "Wait, you didn't have to do that," I say, finding myself moving closer and placing my hand on his arm. Killian tenses ever so briefly before looking at my hand and letting his gaze travel to my face.

      "I know," he replies, and it's such a simple response, but the way he says it is anything but simple. I shake myself out of it, swiftly standing up.

      "Thank you, though you shouldn't have," I mutter, and he smirks when I look back at him. "I should get some food for Kit before he sneaks into Seth's room and bites his grumpy arse."

      "Seth is complicated and certainly deserves a goblin bite on his ass. I'm not sticking up for my dickhead brother, but he lost his human wife a few years ago. We didn't ask for an immortal life with crazy powers, and all Seth wanted was a normal life with a family. Something permanent when we never had anything permanent other than each other growing up. I won't tell you more, but just give him a chance. You were the first and only date since she died," he tells me, and damn do I feel bad for judging him so harshly. I couldn’t imagine growing up not knowing what I was, especially without my family. They both didn’t have anyone, and for Seth to lose his wife, that must have been horrible.

      "Really?" I end up whispering on instinct, even though I fully believe what Killian is telling me.

      "Yeah, Karma. Seth is angry with the world for giving his wife cancer, angry with our dead father for being selfish, and angry that he is immortal with a ticking time bomb of death in about thirty years," Killian tells me. "He needs to heal, and this place might actually be good for him. You might be good for him."

      "Why would I be good for him?" I ask, completely confused. If anything, I only seem to piss Seth off and push him further than I really should.

      "You don't see it, but you make him smile and laugh. Hell, no matter what jokes or dumb shit I've done over the years, he hasn't smiled like he does when you aren't looking," Killian says, picking up his notepad and pencil before walking out of the room. These justice twins just get more confusing and complicated, and yet, I kind of like them.
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      "Checkmate, I win again!" Storm says with a loud laugh, and I cross my arms, resting back on my seat with a glare firmly on my face as he cheers for himself. Again.

      "You said you wouldn't be a sore winner if we played again," I remind him, though he doesn't calm down one bit. Storm is a big child when it comes to playing chess. Seth and Killian told him where he could shove his games after a week of it. Coxen warned us all that Storm is a sore loser, and that he doesn’t play. Jade has never played chess and decided she didn’t want to learn just to get beaten. I should have seen this coming and run the other way.

      "I lied," he replies, still grinning. After shaking my head at him with a smile I can't get rid of, I pull my chair out before walking to the sink. As I get out a glass from the cabinet above the sink, the door is knocked a few times, and Storm goes to answer it. I just finish pouring my glass of water when I hear Vivian's overly sweet voice as she coos at Storm. I've managed to completely avoid Vivian these past two weeks here, mainly as every time I saw her, I made sure to walk away as quickly as possible. She has never come to the house before though. I lean against the counter as Storm walks in first, looking slightly awkward as he rubs the back of his neck. Vivian comes in straight after him, raising her head higher and practically huffing when she sees me. As usual, she looks like she forgot half her clothes in a vest top and tiny shorts, her long hair swaying around her. God dammit, she smells amazing, like freshly cut roses or some shit, and it makes the whole room smell nicer. I highly dislike her for no good reason other than the fact she is Storm's ex, and being petty is clearly my middle name.

      "What brings you here?" I ask after putting my glass down, not even bothering to hide my tone of voice. I don't like her. Not one little bit.

      "I have a brilliant idea for you, Karma. See, my next door neighbour is moving in with her children because she can't cope on her own, and that leaves a lovely four bedroom house cave. Now, you guys have been here a couple of weeks, so why don't you move in there together?" she suggests, and clearly she is just trying to get rid of me. The house next door to hers would mean she could watch my every move, and I have no doubts I would be watched. I’d rather live in the lake with the scary ass god eating monster.

      "No," Storm sharply replies to her before I can even come up with a reason why I don't want to move out. I glance over at him to see his eyes firmly fixed on me, and I have never seen anyone look at me in the possessive way Storm is in this moment. I'm not sure why I feckin' like it.

      "Why not? Everyone stays a week at most, and yet she is still here over two weeks later!" she demands, losing her cool a little. Oh, she doesn’t like not getting her own way. Surprise, surprise.

      "I don't have to explain myself to you, Vivian," Storm responds, clearly pissed off from having to deal with her. We have talked about Vivian a little over the weeks, after Killian asked about why she was following Storm around like a puppy dog. Storm said that plant goddesses have a bad tendency to choose their soulmates and get fixated on them. Storm didn’t know this when they started dating, and now no matter what he tells her, she comes back like a bad smell. Well, he didn’t call her that, but in my mind, that is what she is. I would feel a little sorry for her if she wasn’t so bitchy. "I have work to do. You know where the door is." Storm walks around her to the door and then looks back once to nod at me before disappearing. I go to walk out, not exactly wanting to stay around Vivian any longer than I have to, but she roughly grabs my arm.

      "You might want to let go before I make you," I threaten, because there is no way in hell this smelly goddess is going to bully me. I mean, she smells fucking amazing this close, but there is no way I’m calling her something nice with how she is looking at me.

      "Do you think you have a chance with Storm?" she asks, keeping her hand tightly on my arm. Her tone is nothing but patronising.

      "Whatever I do, or who I do, really isn't anything to do with you," I reply, pulling my arm away. "And you should be careful who you threaten. I can sense your fears, and right now you fear nothing other than being ugly and alone. You adore your long hair, pretty eyelashes and shiny skin. It’d be a shame if you woke up hairless and covered in shit, wouldn’t it?"

      "I'm not threatening you," she quickly backtracks. "I'm telling you the truth. Storm is immortal, and you are not. What do you think is going to happen when you get old? Do you think he will want you then?"

      "I don't need any advice from you about anything," I remind her, ignoring how she does hit a soft spot. Storm is immortal…and I’ve never thought about it. When I’m an old lady, he will still look like he does right now, and man would that suck. Even being his friend would be difficult.

      "I love him, I always have done, but he never loved me. He has never loved anyone or let them close enough to even try. Every person in this goddamn place loves him one way or another, and whatever you feel for him is nothing special. Just remember that," she somewhat gently tells me as I walk away. I stop in the archway, not looking back as her words hit home in a way I'm not sure I like. What if she is right? Storm is immortal, and that means liking him at all isn't something I should be doing. I can be his friend though and pray that is enough.

      "You heard what Storm said. You know where the door is," I reply to her before leaving the room and walking up the stairs. Jade is on the middle step, sat down and clearly listening which, for some odd reason, makes me smile. She pats the space next to her, and I go and sit down just as Vivian walks into the corridor.

      "Don't come back here again if you're just going to be a bitch," Jade coldly remarks.

      "You can't say that to me," Vivian sputters, and for the first time she looks unattractive. Anger and frustration really don't suit her.

      "I just did," Jade replies, flashing her a toothy grin as a long hiss leaves the back of her throat. The threat makes me shiver, and Vivian looks frightened before she quickly high tails it out of the house. Jade and I are silent for a long time as I just stare at the corridor, not knowing which of my emotions to focus on. The last two weeks, I've come to see Storm, Killian, Seth and Jade as a makeshift family. Even Kit and Coxen fit in well, and we get along somehow. Killian and Storm could even be called friends. Jade reminds me of Mads, who I miss so damn much. I miss my family just as much too. I fiddle with the charms on my necklace, pulling out the lightning one that started all of this.

      "That's a pretty charm," Jade says, glancing at it with me. "I've seen them before, but I can't remember what they did."

      "What do you mean you’ve seen it before?" I ask her, confused and very interested. Maybe she could tell me what the hell this charm is and how it did the feckin’ impossible.

      "Oh, my friend I told you about owns a stall in the magical market. There was a charm stall right next to hers, and I used to look through them," she explains to me. “The old lady who sells them is a snake charmer and pretty funny.”

      "This necklace, well this charm, was the cause of all my problems. I'd love to know what it is meant to do, if you could remember," I ask her.

      "I will think about it," she shrugs.

      "Thanks," I say, and without really thinking on it, I rest my head on her shoulder. "I'm glad we met. You're a good friend, Jade. I'm just sorry we met in here."

      "Same, girl," she replies, resting her head on top of mine for a second before we both straighten out and smile. "Now give me a shout if that flower smelling woman comes back. I'm not having her make my friend sad when she is just jealous."

      "There is nothing to be jealous of when it comes to me and Storm," I explain to her. “I doubt he sees me the same way I see him. I’m not even sure what I feel about him, other than the fact I want to keep Storm around.”

      "Yeah, there definitely is something to be jelly off," Jade replies, and I know there is no point arguing with her when she can sense my feelings towards him. "Why don't we go and see the guys in the fighting area? Coxen said that's where they all are, and man is it sexy to watch, don't you think?"

      "I haven't gone and watched them," I admit. "I'm really not a fighter, I'm more like a bad escape artist with a tendency to trip over obvious stuff."

      "Oh girl, I don't go to fight. I go to watch. They take their shirts off," she tells me, laughing and grabbing my hand before she drags me to the door. I really don't think being around anything sharp while drooling over shirtless guys is the best idea for my accident prone self, but hey, how bad could it go?
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      "Watch out!" someone shouts for like the third time as I try to make my way across the fighting ring at Jade’s side. Jade swiftly pulls me to the side as a random dagger swings past me, and I look back to see it slam into a target right behind us. Oh man, that could have really hurt.

      "Maybe we should go around the targets?" I ask, my eyes widening when Jade pulls me down quickly, and an axe is thrown over our heads. The whistling sound of it going over our heads is going to give me nightmares tonight. I just know it.

      "I have cat instincts, they won't get me," she carelessly replies.

      "It's not you I was feckin' worried about!" I mutter, but that only seems to make her laugh as I search around us for anything else that is flying our way in the madness we have descended into. We come away from the target area, finally, and walk straight out into a clearing where there are nothing but topless guys practice fighting with swords, daggers and axes. As I look around, the men and some women I spot seem pretty happy as they fight against each other. What is it with men and shiny sticks that makes them so happy?

      "There are your gods," Jade teases, pointing a finger towards the middle of the fighters where Storm and Seth are fighting. I feel frozen in place as Storm swings his axe at Seth, who counters with two swords. They roughly push each other away before coming back to swing at each other once more. I don't know who is winning, but hell, I have to admit they look sexy as sin right now. Sweat drips down both their bare chests, sticking to their skin as they fight, and it only emphasises their muscular and toned bodies. Even though they aren't using any powers, which they don't need to, their brute strength as they fight is crazy and somewhat amazing to watch. Only gods can fight like this. Fierce, scary and damn sexy.

      "Karma!" Killian calls my name, jogging over to me from the right. He stops in front of me, holding a towel which he uses to wipe some of the sweat off his face. "Do you fight? I didn't have you down as the type, but I’m happy to see you here."

      "Nope, and you're right, I'm not the type. I'd likely harm myself before someone else if I tried to practice weapons," I tell him, wondering if I could get my daggers back off Seth at some point. This place just reminds me that I could have a chance of defending myself with those. I look back at Seth and Storm, seeing that they are so focused on beating each other that only a fool would interrupt. I’m no fool.

      "Have you ever tried though?" Killian asks, and I look back at him as I answer. Words escape my lips for a second as he peels his shirt off his chest. The world seems to slow down as the shirt comes off, and man, even though I’ve seen Killian shirtless in the kitchen a few times, it is always impressive.

      "Nope," I manage to cough out. I elbow Jade when she laughs, and Killian just looks confused as he shoves his shirt into his trouser pocket.

      "Well, call me your new teacher. Come on." Killian wraps an arm around my shoulders, leading me away as I hear Jade just laugh. This is not what I had in mind today, though pressed against Killian’s bare chest isn’t too bad.

      "I didn't come here to fight," I look up to tell him, making sure not to place my hand on his chest like my body itches to do.

      "What did you come for? Did you miss me?" Killian asks, teasing me.

      "Maybe...If I said yes, would you let me escape back to the house?" I ask.

      "Err no," he says with a laugh. "Come on, I'm not going to do anything but show you how to defend yourself. In this world, that's something everyone should know how to do."

      "My older brother, Peyton, once tried to teach me how to throw daggers...and I accidentally stabbed him in the foot," I say, remembering how mad he was at me. He was hopping around for a week until it healed, and my other brothers kept “accidently” stepping on his foot before running away, because they knew he couldn’t catch them.

      "I will keep my feet out the way then. Maybe a light sword might be better for you to start with," Killian says, and he seems somewhat nervous as we get to the line of weapons. Killian chooses two swords before handing me the smaller one and nodding his head to the side. We walk until we get to a clearing.

      "Right, stand here and hold your sword up, angel," Killian instructs, shaking his head at me as I stand still, holding the sword in the air. Killian puts his sword down and comes over to me, standing close to my back, and my body tenses from the close contact. Dammit, I like having him close to me.

      "Move your hips this way," he instructs, placing his large, warm hands on my hips and turning me to the side. I almost sigh as he slowly moves his hands up my sides to my arms. I gulp as his hands cover mine, moving the sword into position. "Perfect," he whispers into my ear, his hot breath blowing against my neck. In a matter of seconds, he steps away and picks his sword up before walking a few feet away. I’m not sure if he knows he is teasing me, but god, is he good at it.

      "Now stop me," he says, swirling his sword around with impressive wrist actions and stepping closer. When he lifts his sword, I do the only logical thing that comes to mind. I drop my sword and run away.

      "Karma!" Killian shouts in panic. I don't get to register his warning until something hard slams into the side of my face, and everything instantly goes black.
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      "How is your head now?" Storm asks when I come out the shower room, seeing him sitting on the sofa with a black glass bottle in his hand. He takes a long sip as I close the shower door and walk over to sit next to him. I choose to sit close even though there is plenty of room. Maybe the head injury—that I wouldn’t let Killian heal and take from me—is making me braver than usual. Storm doesn’t move, instead he just lets me rest against his side.

      "Sore. I can't believe I didn't see that flying ice sphere," I mutter, placing my hand on the lump on the side of my forehead, where it is still throbbing after earlier today. Killian and Jade blamed themselves for the accident, Seth couldn't stop laughing at the fact I ran away from practice fighting, and Storm carried me back to the house when I woke up, despite my several protests about it all being embarrassing.

      "You were running away from Killian like he decided to stab you or something," he chuckles before his face darkens, and he takes a long sip of his drink that smells like some pretty strong alcohol. "I thought you guys looked pretty close before that happened." I try to ignore the jealous comment, knowing that Storm isn’t going to make me feel bad for anything with Killian. Storm doesn’t own me, nor has he made a move to suggest he wants to be more than a friend. I also know literally nothing about him, other than what everyone else in this prison knows. As much as I don’t like to admit it, Vivian was right in some ways. Storm is a closed book and keeps everything locked away tight.

      "Hand that over," I say, holding my hand out for the bottle, knowing that I could use a drink. Storm shrugs before giving me it, and I take a long sip, the unfamiliar liquid burning my throat almost instantly. I cough a few times, thinking the closest thing I've tasted to this is whiskey, before I can even speak. "What the hell is this stuff?"

      "Honestly? Who knows?" he tells me. That isn't concerning at all. "A pleasure god who lives in here makes his own drinks, and he gave me that a while ago, telling me it would 'chill me out'."

      "Does it?" I ask with a little chuckle as I rest back on the sofa, well aware that at some point, either Storm or I have moved closer to each other. Our legs are now pressed tightly together.

      "I wish," Storm replies as I take another sip and hand him the bottle back, watching as he takes a long drink. "Nothing can erase the past and make everything less stressful. Not even this stuff." I’m surprised by his comment, because that is the first time I’ve heard him comment on anything to do with his past.

      "We know each other now," I start off as he hands me the bottle back, and I drink some for bravery. "Will you tell me what kind of god you are?" I ask, reminding him of the first time I asked, and he asked me a question right back. What happened with me isn’t a secret though, so I was just teasing him, and I’m pretty sure he knows it. The last few weeks, Storm has asked a load of questions about my past and my life before here, but he never asked about what I did to get here. Storm leans back, placing his arm over the back of the sofa, his fingers finding their way into my hair.

      "If you will do something for me, then yes," he replies and moves his gaze from me to my hair as he gently twirls the curls around. “You have exquisite hair, you know that?” I can only nod, words escaping me.

      "What do you want?" I eventually ask him, and the question seems to linger between us as he looks down at me, facing me as he takes the bottle back, bringing it to his lips. I never knew it could be sensual to watch a guy take a long drink, but holy gods, Storm makes it borderline erotic. Not that I'd tell him that. I'm pretty sure he knows it anyway from the smirk on his lips.

      "A lot of things, Karma, but this time, I want you to be my date to a party next weekend," he tells me. “We celebrate the changing of the seasons, the way my parents once did many years back. Next weekend, we change from autumn to winter.” Even though he is asking me out on a date—which god, makes me nervous and happy at the same time—he sounds sad. I just wish I could understand him more to know why it does. I know he is old, like really old, but it sometimes feels like he has been in a trance for a long time. Just frozen in this prison, waiting forever to escape. Then he looks at me, and somewhere in his gaze, I see something familiar.

      "You are asking me out on a date? Again?" I ask with a cheeky smile. “Is there any chance of getting stopped by your ex-girlfriend on this one? Not that I’m saying yes.”

      "That tour wasn't a date, I was teasing you. I want a real date," he responds, tilting his lips up. I’ve cheered him up a little bit.

      "And that's the price to know all your secrets?" I ask, well aware of the way he is looking at me, the sweet musky smell of whiskey on his breath as he awaits my answer.

      "Not them all, but some, yes," he replies. Damn, I knew it wouldn’t be that easy. “What do you say? I promise you will love the party." His hand finds itself on my shoulder, resting there, and damn I can't say it doesn't feel good when he is touching me. What the hell is in this drink? I take the bottle off him, drinking more before answering. I need something else to focus on that isn’t Storm before I do something stupid like kiss him. God, now I can’t stop thinking about what he tastes like. Whiskey and bad decisions most likely.

      "You have a date then," I say, knowing I’m too curious to say no to that. It’s like hovering peanut butter in my face and expecting me not to want it. God help me. I have a date with one of the most attractive and charming men I have ever met. They say curiosity killed the cat, and I'm not even a cat, but curiosity has the better of me. Or Storm's abs do. I'm not sure which one it is. "Now out with it, what are you?"

      "A higher god. The god of weather to be precise," he calmly tells me, and I nearly choke on thin air as I try to even process that. I grab his hand, turning it over and not seeing the dragon mark they all have. “Our parents both named us in the literal sense. Another thing we have in common.”

      "You don't have that mark, so that can't be true," I say, lifting his hand and turning it over. I can see his other hand, knowing it’s not there. I must be shocked, because I don’t even realise I’m holding Storm’s giant hand until he links our fingers. My hand fits almost perfectly into his, like a tiny little doll slotting in a pocket.

      "They gave themselves marks as a reminder of my betrayal and to erase their history," he tells me as he takes the bottle back. "My adoptive brothers and sisters would never want to forget what happened between us."

      "Holy Batman, you really are a higher god," I mutter as he drinks more and hands me the bottle like he knows I need a drink. His eyes leave me and go to the painting above the fireplace, the faces are hauntingly bright in the dim room.

      "Yes.”

      "What happened to you?" I softly ask, because I can sense a little bit about his fear. I never understood what I was feeling from his fear before, but it makes some sense now. He fears family.

      "I was the first born of all my siblings, and somewhat grew up alone as my parents couldn’t have any more children. My mother, a very powerful goddess of life, adopted my twin sisters and blessed them with incredible powers like my own. I was ten. My adopted twin brothers were born three years later by the same human mother who gave up my sisters. My parents gave them powers and made them immortal like us. One big happy family…what a joke that ended up being. I helped my parents bring them up, told them it didn’t matter that we weren’t related by blood; they were my family. My father, a god of earth, died when I was eighteen. It was a price of giving my adopted siblings all that power and immortality. My mother passed away from sadness not much later.

      “I ended up alone, bringing up two sets of twins with insane powers that were hard to control, immortality that they wasted. This was around four hundred years ago, if you want to know my age. We were not the only ones with powers, but no one could challenge us, so we naturally became the leaders. Therefore, the title ‘higher gods’ was founded," he pauses, clearing his throat and holding a hand out for the bottle. After a long drink, he carries on with his story as I’m stuck in shock and silence. "We ruled peacefully for a long time, happy with our lives...well, so I thought. I found out my adopted brothers and sisters had a secret place, a building where they experimented and tortured both gods and humans. I believe the powers my parents gave them made them cruel and insane. They became monsters. I destroyed the place, letting the people free, and called my siblings in to explain to them how wrong it was what they were doing. I planned to help them, teach them right from wrong somehow. Our parents created peace, and that is what we needed to carry on, or we risk the entire world. I thought that they understood, that they listened to me, but I was wrong. So fucking wrong.

      “They found unbreakable chains, the only thing in the world that can hold a higher god down, and tied me up after a long fight I almost won. I let them win because I couldn’t kill them. I should have killed them, I know that now, but back then, I saw them as my only family left. They threw me in here with all the creatures, gods and humans they had messed with and said I betrayed them. They built the prison with their powers to keep me in, and the only thing they left me with was that painting as a reminder. This place is their grave of secrets, starting with me."

      "What crazy assholes," I blurt out. "You brought them up when you didn’t have to, and they betrayed you. Not the other way around."

      "They don't see it that way. I've heard nothing other than their cruelty over the years in here, and I know there isn't much left of the siblings I grew up with," he despondently tells me. "And a sick, crazy part of me still wishes my siblings weren't completely lost."

      I freeze, my whole body filling with cold fear as I suddenly realise I killed one of Storm's brothers, the brothers he clearly loved at some point and wishes were good somehow. Looking up at the painting, I see the higher god I killed almost instantly and know now why he looked familiar. That’s why Storm’s last name was familiar to me: it was the same as the Karma job on my hand.

      "It's okay, you know? My fucked up past isn't something to get upset over," Storm says, moving his hand to my shoulder and gently stroking my back. When I look back at him, I want to tell him everything and hope he can forgive me. It was an accident...but he might not see it that way. A deep part of me isn’t ready to lose my friendship or whatever this is between Storm and me. I also don’t want to tell him something so terrible when he is trapped in here forever. He clearly has suffered enough. I keep my selfish lips shut, even when I know it’s going to destroy me not to tell him.

      "You're immortal," I decide to say instead, because I need far more of this drink and a bucket of courage to tell him the truth right now.

      "Yeah...it comes with more problems than it is worth at times," he replies.

      "You really shouldn't ask me on a date," I blurt out. “I mean, the justice twins are immortal, so you should date them really.”

      "They aren’t my type or gender, darling. I know this is complicated between us, but hell, for once, I want to do something reckless and crazy just because I want to," he says, reaching up and tucking a little bit of my hair behind my ear. "And trust me, I want to spend time with you, my little Karma."

      "You're going to break my heart; I know it and so do you," I gently mutter, knowing it's true, and hell, so does he. I'm going to end up like Vivian at this rate.

      "Maybe, maybe not," he replies, before pulling away and standing up off the sofa, clearly done with this conversation. "Night, Karma."

      "Night, Storm," I reply, drinking some more of the bottle he left with me, before putting it on the floor. I curl up on the sofa, looking up at the painting which I now know haunts more than just me.
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      Eating my final slice of toast, I look up as Karma laughs at something Killian said to her, and I somewhat envy how he can make her laugh so easily. I stare around to see Coxen and Jade talking quietly together, touching arms every so often when they think people aren't looking. Storm buggered off this morning, and I hate how trapped we are in here unless he can take us with him. I think I could deal with the fact we are stuck in this prison until someone comes for us, but fuck, I can't deal with Storm insisting we stay in the house unless he is with us. I pull at the rim of my top, clearing my throat as Karma looks over at me.

      "So, what do you have planned for today, goldipops?" she asks, smiling in a way that lights up her beautiful face, and it becomes hard to focus on much else. Karma hasn't a clue how stunning she is, how different and unique. She is like a cold glass of water on a hot summer's day. Her green eyes wait for my answer, as her firm lips part ever so slightly. It takes a damn lot of effort not to show her how I feel and keep her a good distance away. Guys like me only fuck up pretty women like her. Killian is smirking at me as I sit back, crossing my arms. Killian gets up, saying goodbye to everyone as he follows Coxen and Jade out of the room, leaving me alone with her.

      "Pace the house, wait for my fucking babysitter to escort me out. You know, the usual," I sourly reply.

      "Storm only wants you to stay alive. Even a gobshite such as yourself can see that," she replies, pushing the chair out. I stand with her as she steps up to me, being brave and reckless just like she always is. Why the hell it turns me on, I will fucking never know. Pushing a finger into my chest, she glares at me like I'm the devil itself. "If you want to die, then leave."

      "Are you upset that I called your boyfriend a babysitter, or is it that you don't want me to leave?" I ask, curling my hand around hers, moving her finger down and away from my chest. I can hear her breathing intensify as I tug her closer to me, pressing all her soft body against mine, the smell of her hair filling my senses. She smells like freshly cut flowers and slightly of peanut butter. I didn't know these things could be remotely attractive until I met her.

      "I'm not upset, Storm isn't my anything, and of course I don't want you dead. As you said, someone will come for you, and you kinda need to be alive to help me escape," she points out.

      "So, you are just using me, Karma?" I ask, tutting as her cheeks burn as red as her hair. "How very heartless of you."

      "When are you going to stop being an arsehole to everyone? Are you really always angry with the world?" she asks me, tilting her head to the side ever so slightly. For some reason, I can't stop noticing every little thing about her, even when I want nothing more than to be away from her. I like her; hell, I'm not that much of an idiot not to realise that by now. I like how kind she is when I can see she doesn't want to be. I like how she keeps a creature that no one else would, and it's clearly never crossed her mind that the goblin could be to blame for all her bad luck. I like how she never once lied to us about accidentally killing the higher god, and she doesn't hate me or Killian for not believing her. Karma is downright fucking addictive with how special she is...and what's worse is that she doesn't even know she is doing it.

      "The world doesn't care if I'm angry or not. It just takes what it wants...so does my answer matter?" I reply to her, reminding myself not to fall for her.

      "I don't know why, but it does to me," Karma replies, and I pull my eyebrows together in confusion. I've been nothing but an arsehole to her, so why the heck would she care about me? The reason suddenly slams into me like a barge pole.

      "Killian told you about my human life, and my wife I lost to cancer, didn't he?" I ask, and her guilty expression is answer enough before she can even speak. "You don't have to feel sorry for me, Karma. I don't need it from you." I let go of her hand and walk to the door. Her hand grabs my arm, stopping me by the hallway, and I have no choice but to look back down at her.

      "I do feel sorry for you, I'm not going to lie about that, but I don't care about you because you have a messed up past. You need a friend, I think, and I'm offering that. Just don't be a dick all the time," she tells me. Though the way she looks at me, it just reminds me why I need to stay away from her.

      "You're confusing, Karma," I sigh.

      "I think you said that to me on our first date," she says with a big smile, letting go of my arm and walking around me. I rest against the hallway pillar as she walks up the stairs, disappearing from view. No matter how much I push her away, she comes back like nothing happened. I doubt even telling her to run away would do much at this point. The front door opens and Storm walks in, holding a green dress over his arm. As much as I hate having a babysitter, Storm isn't a total dickhead. He is a good fighter and actually gives me a decent challenge when Killian cannot be asked to fight for long. We could be considered friends, if he didn't look like he wants to kill me every time I'm near Karma. I'm pretty sure he would gouge my eyeballs out if it wouldn't make Karma upset.

      "Are you coming to the party tomorrow night?" Storm asks me. "And have you seen Karma around?"

      "I'm coming only because Killian thinks it might be fun to get out," I say, crossing my arms.

      "Good. The people need to see that you two are alright guys, not assholes like your father was and what they think you are like," he tells me. I tighten my fists in anger because of the simple fact he knew my father, yet I never got a fucking chance. It's not Storm's fault, but my father isn't around to get mad at.

      "Karma is upstairs," I tell him.

      "Thank you," he replies, walking past me and stopping with one foot on the first step. "You know she is mine, right? I don't share at all."

      "Have you told her that?" I say, smiling widely which only serves to piss him off. He narrows his eyes at me, clearly seeing that as a challenge before stomping up the stairs. I don't know who he is kidding. Karma does whatever the hell she wants, it's part of her unique charm. Well, charm is one word that comes to mind anyway.
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      "You ungrateful little—" I shout at Kit as he jumps off the bed, stealing my last cupcake that Jade made me, after I gave him one of his own. Someone knocks two times on the door, interrupting my attempts to grab the cupcake out from under my bed. I huff, sitting up and brushing my hair out of my eyes as I have a seat on my bed. "Come in!" I expect to see Jade walking through the door, but instead, it's Storm. My lips pull up as he shuts the door and holds up a long, floor length dark green dress with black lace embroidered into the hem and down the middle.

      "It's for you. Admittedly, I had help from Jade with what to get as I've never chosen a dress for anyone before," he explains to me, looking nervous. Storm, a higher god with unimaginable power and strength is nervous I won't like the dress he got me. Holy gods, I didn't know Storm had this sweet side to him. I slide off the bed, walking up to Storm and jumping a little to wrap my arms around his neck. His arms tighten around me, holding me close as he almost lifts me up a little. I pull my head back to see him softly smiling down at me.

      "Thank you. I really mean that," I gently tell him, well aware of how it feels to be in his arms. This close, I can pick up on how he smells like rosewood, reminding me of a tree at the bottom of my parents’ home that I used to sit under as I watched my mum plant more flowers. It was a nice place to escape from my crazy brothers when they were running around the house, being too boisterous for me. Neither of us seems to want to let go as the tension makes my bedroom feel smaller by the second. I focus on his eyes, instead of, you know, his lips or his muscular chest pressed against mine. Or his large hands spread over my back, the warmth of them making me want to press myself further into him.

      “Your eyes literally look like they have the galaxy in them,” I whisper, totally caught up in his gaze. They are a swirl of blue, yellow and white stars on a deep purple backdrop that almost seems endless. I shake my head, stepping back, forcing him to let me go. “Wow, I almost forgot how much of an eegit you are for a second then.”

      “I almost thought you could be romantic for a second there too,” he replies and looks away. He can shove those romantic ideas right up his pretty arse. Not that I’ve been looking at said arse…much.

      "I'm a firm believer that we should be friends," I tell him as he places the dress on the dresser and tenses as I speak. Storm looks at me with determination, and I take a step back without realising I've done it. Storm feels like a wolf looking at his prey, determined to catch me no matter how long it takes. My pounding heart only makes every second seem so much longer, more drawn out than before.

      "I'm not," Storm simply states as he walks right up to me, placing his hands on my face and pressing his lips to mine. Nothing about the way he kisses me is simple. His lips devour mine with enough passion to set the world on fire, and his dominating kisses make me forget there is a world altogether. Just as I go to press myself into his body and slide my hands onto his face, he pulls away, stepping back and leaving me in a breathless, confused state.

      "I..." I start to speak, only to have no clue what I should say to him. I'm not immortal, and he is, meaning there is no chance for us to have a real future. This is just torturing each other...and I want more.

      "Tell me you still want to be friends, and I will be the best fucking friend you've ever had. I won't ask for more even if it kills me. Say nothing, let me leave this room and take you on a date tomorrow. We will be so much more than anything you could imagine," he tells me. Any words get frozen in the back of my throat as Storm walks to the door, slowly opening it and looking back once at me. The look is possessive, sexy and right now, I realise I'm in for a whole world of trouble with Storm. The kind of trouble that is only going to break my heart, but I know it will be damn worth it.
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      "If sexy Storm or Killian or even Seth doesn't want to devour you tonight, then something is wrong with the world," Jade remarks, and Coxen nervously coughs from his place at her side. His arm is wrapped around her waist, and it only makes me grin, remembering Jade sneaking into my room last night to tell me excitedly all about her and Coxen. They even say the L word now, and Jade said she never told a guy that before, let alone after only knowing him a month. Even though it's only been a month, it feels like so much longer than that. Our little makeshift family works in a very strange way. Killian, Storm and Seth have some kind of bromance going on, even though none of them admit it. Coxen and Jade are cute together and make sure we all eat together and get along. Hell, it somehow works.

      I haven't told Jade about the kiss with Storm yesterday because I haven't even admitted it happened to myself yet. The lines of friendship are seriously blurry with Storm, Killian and Seth. The tension is hard to ignore. I've found the most attractive men in the world, who are also smart, brilliant and make me laugh. These men are something of dreams, and I live with all three of them. I can hardly remember any of my exes now. They are a blur, and every moment with my gods is clearly plastered in my mind forever. Wait, not my gods. My is not a word I should use to describe all three of them.

      Storm is possessive in his nature, and if that kiss was anything to go by last night, he isn't giving up on me. Killian is teasing, the complete opposite to Storm in a way. I never know if he is this flirty and teasing with everyone, and if he means it all or not. Seth I just don't understand, and I doubt I ever will. The way he looks at me sometimes, all dark and moody lust, makes me want to kiss him. I doubt he really wants to kiss me though. I'm pretty sure he just about tolerates me. Either way, I can't have them all, that would be insane. I don't even wash my own clothes right, Jade has to fix it for me. I can’t imagine the mess all four of us would make. I shiver from the thought alone. "Hey, where did you go?" Jade asks, snapping her fingers in my face.

      "I just miss my closet of heels," I lie. Well, it's not totally a lie, just more of a big avoidance excuse. "I have some beautiful green shoes that would match this dress perfectly." The dress Storm got me fits me like a glove, the lace goes all the way down to my feet and sways as I move. I’m in love with this dress and the soft, shimmery material it is made from.

      "You know what I miss from the outside?" Jade says, nodding her head for us to walk down the corridor. "Hamburgers. Juicy steaks. Bacon."

      "Same. Oh, and peanut butter," I reply, wishing I made my jar of peanut butter last longer than the few days it did.

      "I've never tried these things, but the way Jade explains them makes me want to one day," Coxen adds in. His grey hair is styled, and he is wearing a black suit that makes him look smart.

      "One day, I'm going to show you everything out there. We will get out," Jade says to Coxen, and they kiss as we get to the top of the stairs. I step around them, walking down the stairs to see Storm, Seth and Killian waiting at the bottom of the stairs. They each look as handsome as the other, and it has quite the impact to see all three of them together, looking at me the way they are. A flush burns on my cheeks as I walk down, needing to do or say something awkward to get their gaze off me.

      “Coxen and Jade are making out up there, we should just go without them,” I explain, but it takes a while before any of them reply to me. Of course, it has to be Seth that is sarcastic first.

      “You sound jealous, Karma,” Seth remarks.

      “No, why would I be?” I ask.

      “You tell me,” Storm replies before Seth can, and I turn to see he has a flirty smile to go with that comment. Seth clears his throat, and Killian just looks between Storm and me, not seeming impressed. Nope, this is more awkward than I was going for. I shake my head before pushing through them and making my way to the door, feeling them close behind me. I don’t get brave enough to look back once until we get outside, and Storm is the last out, closing the door behind him.

      “I thought we could take the easy route down,” Storm loudly says, coming over to us.

      “Which is?” Seth asks just before Storm pulls out three glowing pink stones. They look like the glowing purple flying gemstones, or that’s what I have decided to call them, but these are pink instead.

      “I think I’d rather walk than touch one of those magic gemstones again,” Seth plainly states, whereas Killian holds out his hand.

      “Well, these are the opposite to the purple ones. Just live a little for once, Seth,” Storm says, throwing a stone at Seth who has no choice but to catch it. Killian takes his stone, winks at me before running and jumping off the bridge in one smooth motion. I run to the bridge, looking down to see Killian gently floating down past the bridges, swirling pink magic glowing around him. Seth mutters something about proving a point before leaping off the bridge, leaving me alone with Storm as he floats down.

      “Where is my stone then? I only see three,” I ask, placing my hands on my hips.

      “You’re coming with me, little Karma,” he replies, and I widen my eyes. I see that as being more than a little dangerous. Storm doesn’t care one bit as he steps closer to me, picking me up, and I’m forced to hold onto his neck in case I fall. Storm walks us back to the ledge before stepping off it, and I gasp as my stomach has butterflies from the drop until we begin to slow down as we fall. After a while, I can open my eyes, and I find Storm smiling down at me, like there aren’t other things to be looking at. It’s quite beautiful all around us from the pink magic, but I barely notice, because Storm’s eyes are beautiful too.

      “Is the creature I met in the lake with these gems created by your family?” I ask him, feeling curious.

      “Yes. She is the last living creature. Many died within the first ten years,” he tells me. “I know it is a harsh way to introduce people into this prison, but she is a fair test. I’m sure she is immortal, though we don’t talk. She hasn’t eaten me though.”

      “Does she have a name?” I ask with a chuckle. I’m pretty sure not being eaten by someone isn’t a good way to judge a friendship.

      “No, at least she never told me of one,” he explains to me. “These stones litter the beaches of my old home. They make me miss it.”

      “Tell me what it looks like, what you loved the most about it,” I ask him, and without thinking of it, my fingers stroke his hair as he talks, and his eyes close for a moment.

      “The shores are filled with a multicolour of stones, hidden in the sand while the red water of the sea brushes against them. The sun shines bright all year round, making the stones glitter and shimmer in the prettiest way. I never thought I’d see that bright, beautiful light again, but then I saw your eyes on that first day. That moment you told me I’d never need to push you, your eyes shone bright with how brave you are. You reminded me of home in that moment, Karma,” he tells me. Our feet touch the ground as I stare, speechless, and my heart feels warm in a way that almost makes me forget the world as Storm lowers me down onto the ground.

      “Can I steal Karma for a dance?” Killian asks, his hand going to my shoulder, and in a moment, the entire world comes back in a flash. There is soft music in the background, people laughing, and the sounds of children playing nearby. It smells like cooking, but I can’t tell what, and there is also a sweet smell in the air. When I look away from Storm to see Killian, I spot the eight or so children near us who are laughing and chasing bubbles that an old lady is making appear from her hands. It’s magical to see, and I can’t help but smile.

      “I’d love to dance,” I tell Killian, even though he and Storm are tensely staring at each other. It doesn’t take much to see jealousy there, especially with how Killian is always flirting and Storm kissed me yesterday.

      “Storm, can I borrow you a second?” Vivian interrupts the staring contest, and I glare at her as Killian takes my hand, pulling me away. We pass Seth who, to my surprise, is making gold glitter butterflies appear out of his hands, and they mix with the bubbles that the children are running through.

      “I didn’t know Seth was such a softie,” I remark as we pass through people.

      “I suspect there is a lot you don’t know about Seth, angel,” Killian tells me as we get to the dancers. Like we have always danced together, Killian sweeps me into his arms and sways us around to the soft beat. “You look enchanting tonight, Karma.”

      “Really?” I ask him, keeping my eyes firmly locked on his. Though Killian’s eyes are darker than Seth’s, they still look like pits of gold dust that are so magical to gaze into. My green eyes must be dull in comparison.

      “I wish you could see yourself how I see you. If we met before here, I think I would have broken every single one of the laws for a moment with you,” he tells me, before twirling me around and pulling me back to him. Killian is a good dancer, he knows how to move his body and control mine almost effortlessly.

      “Maybe it was a good thing you kidnapped me in the end then. I’ve grown to like you a little bit,” I admit, and he laughs. God, I love his laugh.

      “I’ve grown to like you a little bit too,” he softly remarks, leaning down and kissing me. I freeze in unexpected shock. Killian softly explores my lips as I arch myself into his touch, loving how he feels. My hands slide into his hair as he groans, pulling me closer, and I happily sink myself into him. Kissing Killian feels like finding a new home. Cold drops of water splash down on us, breaking us apart as we hear thunder rattle in the dark cloud that has appeared above us. Killian swiftly moves me aside just as Storm slams into him, smacking him to the ground as the rain harshly pours down on us all. Seth wraps an arm around my waist, stopping me when I try to run towards Killian and Storm, who are intent on smacking the shit out of each other. The cloud flashes white lightning across it, highlighting Killian’s face as he punches Storm, sending him flying across the ground.

      “Let me go, Seth!” I demand.

      “No, you could get hurt,” Seth says, shaking his head as Jade gets to us. Lifting one sharp nail, she places it under Seth’s neck, and he gulps.

      “Let her go, Seth. They won’t hurt her, and she can handle herself. You can’t hold her back, if you care, you will have to help her,” Jade says. Seth mutters something about stubborn women as he lets me go, and I don’t think as I run, jumping between Killian and Storm. I place my hands on their chests as they stare at each other, blood dripping down their faces, and they both heavily breathe which I can feel under my hands.

      “Enough! Don’t do this over me. Please,” I say, but neither of them says a word. Suddenly an alarm blasts out in the prison, the noise vibrating off the walls almost. What the hell is going wrong now?
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      "What is that alarm?" I ask. My hands slide down from Killian’s and Storm's chests because the blaring alarm has distracted them for a second. I look up to Storm for answers, and he holds a hand out for me as the rain stops and the cloud disappears. If this is how powerful Storm is with his powers weakened in this place, god only knows what he would be like on the outside. Feckin’ hell it would be crazy to witness.

      "The alarm means the doors have been opened," Storm answers, still sounding furious.

      "Finally," Seth states, before running off towards the door with Killian fast behind him. I instantly try to follow them, only to have Storm grab my hand, stopping me.

      "Let them go and stay here with me. They will only get you killed, and we won't ever be able to see each other again," he pleads with me, and it just about breaks me to hear him ask me this. His hair is soaking wet just like mine, but it suits him. His thick eyelashes drip droplets of water down his cheeks and to his lips. Everything about Storm is made to perfection, and he is right, I could stay here with him. I would be happy for a long time, and I have no doubt Storm would love me even when I got old. But that isn’t the future I feel is fated for me. I know deep down that I have to follow the twins. I have to escape here.

      "They are our friends...and I have a life outside. A family," I tell him. This is my only chance to see my family and Mads again.

      "So do I...but my family will kill you for even knowing about me," he warns, his voice is desperate and pleading. "I can't let you go and die."

      "I've run from everything, from everyone. If I have to run from you so I can see my family and get the justice I deserve, then so be it," I tell him, even though I know it’s hurting him to hear it. I never wanted to hurt him.

      "What did you do? You never told me, and if it's bad enough that they locked you in here and threw the justice gods in here with you, it must have been bad," he asks, and I so wish he hadn’t decided now was the perfect time to ask this question.

      "I killed one of your adoptive brothers," I whisper, the words blurting out from my lips as tears stream down my cheeks. Storm stumbles back, letting my hand go as shock and disbelief shine in his eyes. "It was an accident...and I don't understand why it happened. I'm sorry." Storm stands so still, and it breaks my heart when I take one step back. Then another. My heart and body fight me as I turn around and run across the bridge. Tears roll down my cheeks as I leave him, as running from him is likely the hardest thing I’ve ever done.

      Leaving the bridge, I run down the steps, tripping on a few and managing to keep myself running until I get to the ledge at the bottom. I run across it, seeing gold light flashing from inside the room, knowing something is wrong. I skid to a stop as I get into the circular room with the tunnel on the other side. Seth and Killian are standing side by side, slamming gold waves of power into a man in a cloak who is stood still. The power isn’t touching him, and he doesn’t even seem to be noticing it. The cloaked man turns to me, like he can sense I’m here.

      “Karma. Just who I came to get,” the man says, his voice and accent unfamiliar to me.

      “Who are you?” I ask, gaining the attention of the twins now as they spot me.

      “Leave! Now, Karma!” Seth desperately demands, sounding like he actually cares for me. Killian looks at me for a second, his eyes pleading with me to leave.

      “No,” the cloaked man states, and with the wave of his hand, green energy swooshes out of his hand, destroying the twins’ magic like nothing. I scream, running towards the twins as the wave of green energy heads towards them, but I’m too late as I know the power is going to hit them first. It’s going to kill them, I feel it. In the blink of an eye, Jade recklessly runs past me and jumps in front of the twins, taking the full force of the green energy blow. All three of them fly in the air, smacking against the ground as they slide to a stop. I run over to Jade who is face down on the dirt when I get to her. I turn her over, a cry catching in my throat when I see all the blood on her chest and the burns.

      “M-my friend. T-tell her it was the higher g-god. P-promise me,” Jade asks, gasping for each word. My hands feel the hot blood pouring onto them as I try to cover her chest up with her coat. I don’t have a clue what I’m doing, but I can’t let her die.

      “I promise. You rest now, it’s going to be okay,” I tell her, sounding more calm and less panicked than I feel. I know deep down I won’t be able to save her, but I am going to try. I’m going to desperately try.

      “The ch-charm boosts y-your own powers. I rememb…er.” Her last words echo in my ears as her dead eyes just stare at nothing, and her hand falls ever so slowly out of mine. Jade is gone, and nothing but pain controls everything now. It floods me, the grief and shock feeling like they will break me. I glance up as the twins’ bodies shake from the buzzing green energy flickering around them…and I know they must be dead too. He killed them all. A scream unlike anything I’ve ever done leaves my lips as I rise up. The world seems to start going green, but I just barely notice through the pain and anger. My hands lift on their own, and it’s then that I see green lightning flickering and swirling around my arms. I don’t question the power, I don’t think of anything but revenge.

      “Oh, aren’t you powerful? So beautifully powerful. It’s a shame we have to leave now.”

      “No,” I respond, not really hearing what he says as I step forward, the ground crackling from the lightning that surrounds my body with each step. I feel powerful, broken and lost…but more determined than ever. I’ve run from everything my entire life…but I will not run from this. He killed my friends. He killed my gods. My justice twins are lost, and he will pay. I pull my hands back before rapidly pushing them forward. Lightning flies out of my hands, straight towards the cloaked man. He only laughs, catching the lightning like a toy, and with a cold laugh, he throws my power right back at me. I cry out as it slams into my chest, and I feel the world falling away. Just as my eyes close, I hear Storm shouting my name…but it’s too late, and I can’t fight the darkness any more. Not even for him.
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      “Where is Karma?” Seth groggily demands, storming into her room where I’m sitting on the end of her bed, a bottle of whiskey in my hand as I replay those last moments over and over like I have done for two days while they have been passed out. I don’t know who took Karma, but I have a good guess. The way she used lightning…she isn’t just a karma goddess after all, and I never fucking noticed it. Of course, they wouldn’t keep her alive. Now she is out there, and I’m fucking locked up in here because I was too late to go after her. I will never forgive myself for this. She is mine, and I let her run away.

      “Gone,” I growl out, looking up at Seth and Killian who have finally woken up, thanks to a healer. They look like shit, and it’s typical that the twins would wake up at the same time. “Jade is dead, and Coxen is mourning her while blaming us. Anything else you need to know before you get the fuck out of my sight?”

      “Jade saved us, fuck,” Killian says, sounding like a ghost until he seems to snap out of it. “Where is Karma? What the hell do you mean gone?”

      “As in gone outside. They took her,” I inform them. I take a deep drink before standing up off her bed and blink as I see a goblin sitting on her dressing table.

      “Didn’t you know she had a goblin in here? She called it Kit,” Killian says, though there is no humour in his voice like you would usually hear. Seth is in a trance as I walk over to the goblin. I haven’t seen these creatures for a long, long time, though they used to be a lot bigger. This one looks like only a child. I bet it can’t even talk yet…but I hope it’s old enough to have done something else.

      “Is Karma your goddess?” I ask him, and Kit tilts his head to the side, thinking about it before nodding once. Hope swells in my chest as I grin, knowing this goblin is going to give us a chance. I throw the bottle of whiskey away and straighten up. Everything just changed.

      “Why would you ask it that?” Seth asks, coming to stand next to me.

      “By any chance, has Kit been eating a lot recently?” I ask Seth, who shrugs.

      “Karma told me he has been eating three meals instead of his usual two meals a day,” Killian tells us, coming over to stand next to Seth, all three of us looking at Kit.

      “Kit, open a portal to your goddess. Karma is in danger, and only we can help her,” I demand, and Kit yawns before picking himself up. He turns his back to us as the twins look at me like I’ve lost my mind. Black light bursts from Kit, spreading across the wall behind the dresser and eventually pulling the entire dresser into it as Kit floats in the air and the portal gets bigger. “Goblins are loyal and imprint themselves on gods and goddesses. Karma is an extremely powerful goddess, and Kit would have been drawn to her. Goblins are protectors, and there is nothing in the magical world that can stop a goblin from opening a portal to their goddess. Get ready, twins, it’s time we rescued our Karma.”

      

      The End for now…Find Book Two by clicking here.
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            Description of Chosen Gods

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        My name is Karma, and I will do anything to save my family and my gods…even from myself.

      

        

      
        All the secrets are out, and the world as I know it is changed forever.

        The higher gods take me as their prisoner, and it’s not just me they take to play games with.

        My family, my best friend, and my gods are all on the line. I’ve already lost one friend; I won’t lose another.

        If I don’t win the games, everyone I love dies.

        So I will not lose.

        My name is Karma Maria Kismet, and I am going to destroy the higher gods.

        I am going to get justice…no matter what it takes.

      

      

      

      
        
        Chosen Gods is a full length 75,000+ words Urban Fantasy RH Romance.  RH means where there is more than one love interest. Book one of Three. 18+.
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            Prologue

          

          Neritous

        

      

    

    
      The skies are dark, and the full moon illuminates the rocky ground below us as we hurry across the barren valley to the ancient ruins in the distance. The prison casts its dark shadow over us from far away, and the world is eerily silent, in spite of the chaos that I know is unfolding in the prison at this very moment. There’s no escaping for those within, and that suits us just fine; we have what we came here for. It’s a shame that cat bitch had to jump in front of our magic, but it’s hardly the end of the world. By this time a few months from now, the world will be trembling before us once more, and the twin gods of justice will be nothing but a hiccup in the grand story of our family… and our legacy.

      Our legacy, I think, pulling the limp girl from my shoulders and setting her down on the dust-covered ground. Her fiery red hair spills across the stone like a pool of blood, her skin as pale as the moon in the darkness of the night. It’s such a contrast, and as I look down at her still form, I’m reminded of just how much she looks like her mother. That isn’t the only similarity, though; she’s beautiful, innocent, so unaware of her place in the world… and of just how much of a threat she truly is.

      “Do we wake her?” asks my companion, coming to stand beside me and stare down at her. He crosses his arms, tilting his head to the side as if he’s seeing her for the first time. It’s strange, getting a good look at her after all this time and searching. I still find it amazing how something so lovely could hold such destructive power… and that’s the joke of it all. She doesn’t even know what she’s capable of.

      Realizing he’s waiting for a response, I pry my eyes away from the sleeping girl and turn to look at him. “No,” I tell him after a moment’s thought. “Karma must not know the truth. At least, not yet.”

      “Are you sure that’s wise?” he asks, and I can sense the skepticism in his tone.

      I nod grimly. “Karma must not know the truth,” I explain. “She must not know that it was me who saved her from the prison. No one must know.”

      “She’ll find out one way or another,” he says, shifting his weight as he returns his gaze to the sleeping Karma. “Why not deal with it now?

      “Because I want to see who she is first,” I reply. “We need to know the full extent of her abilities, and her… malleability. If she is more a Kismet than anything else, there is no point in keeping her alive.” I pull my gaze away from her, taking a step back. “If she can’t learn to embrace her true power, then she is nothing to us. The only way we will know for certain will be to wait… and observe.”

      My companion nods slowly, and although he doesn’t seem completely convinced, he wisely doesn’t make his resistance obvious. “Of course,” he replies. I turn and begin to walk away, ready to prepare the next step in my plan. It’s the next sentence out of his mouth that causes me to stop dead in my tracks, my eyes going wide and my body going rigid from head to toe. “If she takes our family traits, though,” he says slowly, deliberately, “then she might be able to kill us. You must know that.”

      “Then find a way to make sure she can’t,” I tell her, straightening up and not turning around. “Break her, if that’s what it takes, or find me someone that can.” I pull my hood up as I carry on walking, leaving my family alone to do what they do best: destroy every part of Karma Kismet’s soul. I must admit that it will be a little disappointing to see the fire in her eyes go out - she had such tenacity, such drive… but this is our chance to mold her into the weapon that we need, and I am prepared to do whatever it takes to make that happen.

      Until then, though, I have a world to destroy and a new order to establish. We’ve been slumbering on our potential for far too long, and this girl is the key. But there is much work to be done, and I don’t have time to wait for the changes to begin. As I walk, I finger the girl’s charm necklace in my pocket before pulling it out and glancing down at it. It’s almost cute - innocent and naive, a remnant of a life she’s never going to see again. I squeeze it in my hand, so tightly that the little metal medallions dig into my palm. There’s only one charm on this necklace that matters. I open my hand to stare down at it now, lifting it and watching as it gleams under the pale moonlight. It’s time the world knew about the gods who truly rule it…
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      The first thing I become aware of, aside from the splitting pain in my head, is that something cold is brushing against my cheek. It feels like concrete or stone, and I realize through my spinning head that I’m lying on the ground. A cool breeze tickles my cheek and sweeps a few strands of hair out of my face, and I for a moment I think I must be hallucinating when I hear the sounds of gently rustling leaves in the distance. But no, it’s not a hallucination; another breeze rushes over me, and I become aware of other sounds, too… Night sounds. Outdoorsy sounds.

      Am I outside? I wonder, and the concept feels almost foreign to me. My whole body feels like it’s being weighed down by something, and the pain of even shifting a little against the cold ground is enough to surge through my muscles at the slightest movement. I let out a weak groan, allowing my eyes to flutter open, and the sight before me is nearly enough to make me cry: above me is the endless night sky, an infinite expanse of darkness the color of ink. The clouds are backlit by bright moonlight, and there are stars all around me; I don’t think I’ve ever really appreciated seeing the stars until this moment. It’s so beautiful, and I instantly remember how much I really missed this. The days and nights in the prison had begun to bleed together after a while, and with next to no way to see outside or know how much time had passed, I had started to feel like I was trapped in some sort of infinite nightmare. Granted, I’d made friends in there - and maybe even a little more - but that didn’t change what it was at the end of the day: a prison. A cage. And now I’m free, back under the night sky.

      I could stare at that night sky for hours, counting every little star and wishing I could remember them all forever. Though it used to bring me peace, the night sky is now a cold reminder of the past, of everything that happened to get me to this moment. I feel an incredible surge of sadness as the events of the past few days come rushing back to me like a tidal wave: the higher god I killed. The twin gods of justice coming after me and throwing me in prison. The mysterious cloaked figures who put them in jail alongside me. Storm, with his mysterious test and gorgeous eyes, his tragic past and his cottage and the kiss that we shared. And then there’s Jade… poor Jade. A tear leaks out of my eye in spite of my best efforts to stay strong, and I find myself missing my family more in this moment than I ever have before.

      Come on, Karma, I tell myself, closing my eyes and willing myself to take a deep breath, you have to stay focused. Your job isn’t finished yet. There’s a moment’s pause, and then the voice in my head adds, What would Peyton do?

      I can practically hear him giving me a pep talk already, and it’s motivation enough to open my eyes again and face the bitter memories that the night sky provokes.

      My gods, my family, and my best friend need me. I’ve lost plenty, but there’s plenty that I need to protect. I can’t lie here and give up. I’m a Kismet, and we don’t give up.

      Every little inch of my body hurts as I try to sit up, forcing myself to be strong. It feels like I’ve fallen down a mountain, or had the shit beaten out of me by a group of giants. My muscles are on fire, and even just moving my head a little is enough to send a pulse of pain up my neck and through my skull. I probably have a concussion, at the very least, if not a bruised skull, and I would honestly be surprised if all my bones were intact. But that doesn’t matter, and we gods are built sturdier than most; my wounds will heal in time, but I can’t afford to dilly-dally when other lives might be on the line.

      I give a grunt of effort, pushing past the pain long enough to first sit up, and then slowly get to my feet. For a moment the blood rushes out of my head and I sway on my feet, the world spinning around me. I grit my teeth and will myself not to pass out, focusing on my breathing until the world comes back into focus. I straighten up and allow myself a look around at the courtyard I now find myself in the middle of. It seems like the ruins of some ancient building, with parts of the walls broken and fallen down. The pieces are huge, and I can only wonder at what this might once have been before it was abandoned and destroyed. Nature has taken some of it, covering it with vines, and I can even see flowers growing out of a few of the cracks in the stones beneath my feet. The air is cool as it blows against my skin and pushes my dress around my legs, but as I look down, I see blood spattering the hem. Slowly, I raise my hands, and they begin to shake as I realize that there’s blood on them, too.

      I suddenly feel like I’m going to be sick, and not from the pain, but from the grief, which is striking me again in spite of my determination.

      Jade is dead. She sacrificed her life to save the justice twins, and I couldn’t save her. The twins might be dead, too, for all I know. I never saw them get up, and the idea that they might have been killed too strikes fear into my heart. Jade sacrificed herself to save them, and if that sacrifice was for nothing…

      Come on, Karma, I tell myself, don’t think like that.

      But it’s no use. Jade’s dead body just keeps flickering in my mind like a nasty picture that’s impossible to get rid of. Even if the twins aren’t dead, they are still trapped in that prison while I am stuck out here. What if I never see them again? What if they spend the rest of their lives rotting in there, and it’s all because of me?

      The sound of a voice snaps me out of my thoughts, and I’m nearly startled enough to jump out of my skin. “Are you going to play nice this time, little mouse?” the voice asks from behind me, and for a brief moment I’m reminded of the creepy murderer in a horror movie - you know, who tells the victim not to run. I never did understand the victims’ logic in those movies, though. You never run if you hear that voice. It’s best to hide. I quickly turn around, my eyes settling on the hooded figure who is standing very still in the courtyard. He’s some distance away from me, but even without any distinguishing features, I can tell that this is the same arsehole who killed Jade. I can’t put my finger on why, but I just know it. For all I know, he could have possibly killed the justice twins too before he knocked me out.

      Rage begins to fill me, burning like fire, and when I look down at my hands, I see a familiar green lightning beginning to flicker out of them. I turn my hands around, entranced for a moment by how the lightning moves like a wave but doesn’t seem to hurt me. I have no feckin’ idea how to control it, but it might be the only thing to help me get out of this. My karma powers aren’t exactly the best for self-defense, and whatever this lightning is, it was powerful enough to take out a higher god, so it will have to do for this son of a bitch. All I need to do is find my family and disappear. After that, I can make a plan to get Storm and the twins out of prison somehow. Maybe I can use my necklace of charms, too.

      “That would be a massive nope, you feckin’ gobshite!” I starkly reply, crossing my arms and feeling for my charms with one hand. It only takes a minute of fumbling to realize that they’re missing. Dammit. Plan B it is, then. Except I don’t have a plan B, and I didn’t really have a solid plan A to start with. I still have that cool lightning, but I remember this guy was too quick at throwing that back at me, so I can’t count on it working on him at all. I take a step back, digging my feet into the dirt as the wind blows my hair into my face. I knock it away, really wishing I had a hair tie right now. I want to keep my eye on this guy. I don’t know who he is or what he wants, but it’s obvious from our interactions so far that he isn’t on my side.

      “That kind of language does not suit your heritage, and it will not be allowed in my presence without punishment,” the man says, seeming to revel in his own smugness. If I were any closer (and I had any chance of holding my own against this guy), I would sock him in the mouth. “Now—”

      I stop listening to him, deciding in a split second that running away is looking like my best chance of survival. If you can’t fight it, run. That’s what my brother always told me, and it’s always my solid plan C.

      Plan C, don’t fail me now, I think.

      I turn and run straight towards the ruined part of the building nearest to me, noticing that there’s a gap in the middle of it that should lead to the other side of the building, and the forest beyond. I’m halfway there when I skid to a stop, frozen in place when I see two women walking out of the gap. They’re standing side by side, their movements almost perfectly in sync with one another. I know who they are, and it’s that knowledge that stops me in my tracks. I nearly trip over myself, dirt puffing up like a cloud around my feet as I stare at them with wide eyes. My heart is beating so loudly that it makes my ears ring as I watch these higher gods, the female twins that Storm told me about.

      They look just like they did in the painting he showed me. They wear matching red cloaks with red dresses under them by the look of it. Their skin is pale but in a smooth, picture-perfect way, almost photoshopped, if I didn’t know better. They have thick black eyelashes, white eyes with tints of black in them, and ruby red lips. The only thing that is different about them is their hair. One has long black hair, and the other’s hair is as white as snow.

      “Ah, sisters, you took your time,” the hooded man says, passing by me like I’m nothing and stopping in the middle of the twins. They look to him, and for a second, the black haired god looks my way and smiles. If I didn’t think she looked inhuman before, I’m in for a shock: her teeth are razor sharp, stained with blood, like a shark’s.

      I gulp because that is feckin’ creepy, and it takes everything I have not to shrivel up under her intense white gaze like a little girl at her first haunted house. Maybe I should just focus on the guy instead. He is clearly the boss man, anyway, and less disgusting to look at. His black cloak is such a contrast to the red ones his sisters wear, and I can see now why everyone is frightened of them. Even when they don’t say a word, there is something about them that is downright terrifying. The power seems to vibrate off of them in waves, an intense, ancient magic that I can tell would be enough to make me do whatever they want. This is what it’s like to stand in the presence of higher gods, and I realize with a start that I’m trembling, and not because of the cold night air.

      I know this man is going to kill me; why else would I be here? I accidentally killed his brother, and now I’m going to pay for it. I avoided it for a while, but sooner or later it was going to come for me; it was only a matter of time. I just wish I got the chance to say goodbye to Storm and the twins, to Jade as well. I wish I got to say goodbye to my family and Mads while I’m at it. Maybe even Michael, but perhaps not Kit. Gods know I would probably get bitten for that. I’m sure the poor fecker is starving by now and biting Storm. That thought makes me smile, and reignites the boldness in me that’s gotten me in and out of countless scrapes in my lifetime.

      “It was an accident, you know that?” I say, tipping up my head and putting on what I hope is a defiant stare. There’s probably no point in reasoning with these guys, but what the hell. I might as well try to talk my way out of this - it’s not like I have anything to lose at this point.

      “What was?” the man asks, tilting his head to the side.

      “Killing your brother,” I answer, crossing my arms. In spite of my blustering, the nervousness is taking hold of me, and it’s all I can do to keep from visibly shaking.

      The last higher god watches me for a long time, and for several moments there is no sound except the wind in the trees. Finally, he gives me a slow, knowing nod, and lowers his hood so I can get a good look at him. I don’t know what I expected to see, but whatever it was, it wasn’t this. Red hair, red eyes, and man, is he creepier than even Storm described him as. It’s more than the pale skin and red eyes (although, let’s be real - those certainly don’t help). It’s more like a feeling that he radiates. I can sense something is very feckin’ wrong with him somehow, like just being in his presence is making me sick. He looks just like his brother I killed, but there is a cut on his eyebrow that stands out, mainly because it looks like a horn shape. If I drew two ball shapes at the end, it would look a lot like something else, and that is not a shape you want on your forehead. That thought is almost enough to make me laugh, but not quite.

      “I know you didn’t mean to kill your father on purpose,” he says, his voice overly-patient all of a sudden. “That isn’t in your nature, from what your family and friend have told me,” he adds, and so much about that one statement makes me step back, my hands dropping down. They’ve spoken to my family. They’ve spoken to Mads. Could they be here right now? Have they been imprisoned by these bastards? If so, that puts them in just as much danger as I am.

      It’s only after a few seconds that the significance of his statement fully hits me. Did he just say the dude I killed was my father? What crap is this higher god snorting?

      “I think you have the wrong person. He wasn’t my father,” I tell him, lifting my head and locking my eyes on his. The red is so much darker when you really look into his eyes. It’s endless, like a sea of blood. I imagine he has spilt enough blood in his lifetime that he could easily fill a sea. The higher gods aren’t as all powerful and knowing as they think they are; instead, they are cruel, and they are monsters that happen to rule. I wish Storm was out here with me. He could put them in their place.

      “Yes, he was. See, your powers can’t hurt me because I learnt long ago how to protect myself from my brother’s powers. Your powers come from him, so they are the same in some respect,” the creepy god tells me, his voice slow and almost like a purr of satisfaction.

      “You’re crazy,” I laugh. “A crazy feckin’ eegit.”

      “Oh, you poor little mouse, you really didn’t know?” he asks, tilting his head to the side and smiling, though his words suggest sympathy. His sisters laugh like this is all some big joke as I take a step back, shaking my head. Could it be true? Everything he said? Did I kill my father without even knowing it was him? My mother wouldn’t have cheated on my dad. No way. This must be all lies. Some part of my heart hurts though as my eyes water with tears. A deep part of me thinks it is true, no matter how much I try to hush that part. Memories come rushing back to me of times I’ve overheard my parents arguing, saying that mum had to tell me something because I was getting older. I always brushed it off as them arguing who was going to give me the sex talk or something. I never thought it was serious…at least most of me didn’t. Not until this moment. “Oh, you really didn’t have a clue, did you? How very sad to live a life not knowing where and who you came from.”

      “I’m not who you think I am. My mother is—”

      “Is dead. Your aunt brought you up as hers, hiding you away like a little pet. I suppose she must have always wanted a girl with that many boys,” he replies, his answer cold and cruel. I’m not a pet to my mum. She loves me; that I don’t doubt. If what he is saying is true, one of my dead aunts is my mother. Which one? I don’t know hardly anything about them. Maybe that is why mum never wanted to talk about the past and my aunts, because it hurt too much.

      “No,” I mutter, shaking my head and taking another step back. Tears fall from my eyes this time, and they make everything so real. The warm wind blowing against me, the night sky with the millions of stars that watch us all, knowing the truth. The salty air I can almost taste with every breath, and the distant sound of waves, washing against the sand. I don’t know the truth or who to believe. I hate that a deep part of me believes him straightaway and desperately wants to know more.

      “Yes. My brother had a thing for Irish women, and I believe I met your mother once. She was actually in love with him, while he never loved anyone that wasn’t his family,” the light haired twin softly says, her voice sounding like what I’d imagine angels sound like. Though I imagine she is an angel of death, and her voice is only sweet to lull poor victims into her trap.

      “I don’t understand,” I mumble.

      “You are a child of a higher god, the only one still alive, I believe. Neritous went on a killing spree after a seer god told him his child would murder his family and rewrite the world as we know it. You can see how we wouldn’t want that; we do like to rule,” the man says with a frown. “Honestly, I think he was overdramatic. I’ve never known a seer to be right.”

      “So you are going to kill me? Not that I believe a single word you are saying,” I spit out, feeling more than frustrated as I shake with anger and shock. It can’t be friggin’ true. “I know who my parents are, and I’m not a child of a higher god.”

      “The only way a higher god can be killed is with the power of the higher gods. You couldn’t have killed him if what I’ve told you were a lie,” he tells me.

      “Then what do you want?” I ask, and I wipe the tears on my cheeks away. I’m not sure what they are falling for. The truth, Jade being gone, or the fact they are going to kill me. I won’t ever get to see Storm or the justice twins again, and that really hurts. I’ve grown attached to the assholes. I will never get to see my family or Mads again. Or hell, even Michael or Kit.

      “We lost a brother, and we need a replacement. Welcome to the family, Karma Maria Cyncus.”
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      “I-I don’t believe you,” I stutter, shaking my head as quickly as if there were a bee in my hair. His words are rolling around in my mind like a boulder, enormous in their weight and significance, and no matter how much I try to resist them, they just won’t leave.

      Karma Maria Cyncus. A child of a higher god. It doesn’t seem real; this all feels like a bad dream, and I tell myself any minute now I’m going to wake up safe and sound in my own bed at home. No higher gods. No murder. No conspiracies. Things can go back to the way they used to be, and this time, I’ll appreciate the life I had before. I swear it…

      Except I’m not at home in bed, and this is no dream. The pain that wracks my body is testament enough of that. Even still, my brain rebels every time I consider this man’s words. If this is true, then it means my family lied to me - has lied to me, for years. But I know my mum, and she’s no liar. Neither is my dad. They love me, and they would have done anything to keep me safe.

      What if it was to keep you safe from the truth? whispers a traitorous voice somewhere in my mind, and I balk at the thought. Could this even be possible? Could my parents, all my siblings, have really disguised this from me for all these years? It doesn’t seem possible, but even as I reel at the idea, something about this rings true, deep down in my soul. It’s like finally solving a math problem you’ve been struggling with for hours, or putting the last piece into a jigsaw puzzle. The picture is taking shape, and there’s no turning back the clock. The truth is as unavoidable as it is unbelievable, and I friggin’ hate that. My head drops as I stare at the ground, my tears dropping from my cheeks onto the sand and stone beneath my feet, and I do nothing but count each one as I try to process everything. I hate that I’m crying. I hate that I’m standing before these gods, looking like a weak little girl, but at the moment, that’s how I feel. It’s like everything I’ve ever known has been pulled away from me, turned upside down and inside out and leaving me with nothing but this rotten, betrayed feeling.

      The power I had in the prison was like nothing I’ve ever experienced in my life. It was strong and overwhelming...but it was me. I knew it then, and I know it now, as surely as I know my own name. And maybe some part of me has wondered, ever since I first conjured up that green lightning, whether or not this magic could point to some deeper truth. It might not have even been a conscious thing, but all those moments of speculation, all that fierce denial that this could have been anything other than an unfortunate accident… maybe deep down, I’ve never felt quite like I fit into the story I was told my whole life, and that thought scares me almost as much as the thought that I’m related to these bastards.

      But there’s no denying it anymore, even as I clench my hands into fists at my sides and shut my eyes as if that will be enough to block out the world around me. There was no charm when I used that magic, and karma gods don’t have those kinds of powers. That’s the reason they’re not considered higher gods; the most they’re able to do is see a person’s sins or good deeds, but the rest is left to magical items, like my necklace. And that charm Mum gave me for my birthday...

      My eyes shoot back open, my breath hitching in my chest as I remember what Jade said as she died, what Mum implied when she first gave me that medallion. The charm boosts power, it doesn’t create it. Whatever happened in that prison, it was all me.

      I look up, and I feckin’ hate the smirk the red-haired man has on his face. Twins one and two are emotionless, but they keep watch, the feeling of their milky white eyes on me enough to send shivers up and down my spine. I have no doubt if I attacked this guy, as much as I might want to, then I’d be facing all three of them. I don’t have anyone to back me up. The only men that might have been able to are locked up, and family can’t help me fight the higher gods. They don’t have that kind of power. Hell, I don’t even know if I have that kind of power, and I might be one of them! What chance does an untrained, lost little girl have against the rulers of the supernatural world?

      “You do believe me, my pretty little niece,” says the redhead, his smirk only growing as I snap my head up to look at him in defiance. “It’s all right - I can see it in your eyes. No matter; I knew you would come around sooner or later.” He straightens up, his tone suddenly businesslike. “I suppose some introductions are in order,” he says, taking a step closer to me, and it takes everything I have not to make a break for it then and there. “My name is Xur, and I promise you are welcome in our family if you wish it.”

      “And what if I don’t wish it?” I spit back, my tone biting.

      He laughs. “I suppose I should rephrase that. I promise you are welcome in our family, whether you wish it or not. How’s that?” I don’t respond, only able to glare back at him as he chuckles at his own joke. “Now come here,” he says, and holds a hand out for me to take. The courtyard feels like it stretches infinitely on between us, and I don’t think I’ve ever felt so old and tired in my entire life. In this moment, staring down this man - Xur - who has torn my life apart at the seams, I promise myself I will never accept his hand. I don’t know who my parents are that gave me life, but I sure as heck know who brought me up. I know who my real family is, whether we’re related by blood or not. Those people - the ones who taught me how to walk, who taught me how to ride a bike, who picked me up when I fell down and cleaned up my skinned knees - those will always be my real family, and I realize that the instant I lose sight of that, then it’s all over. It doesn’t matter where I came from.

      Besides, these are the higher gods, and if—and that’s a big if—I were actually related to them, then it would be nothing other than an embarrassment. They are murderers and coldhearted bastards. These are the tyrants who have made life miserable for lesser gods for hundreds of years, who throw innocent people in prison and never look back. It’s their fault that Jade is dead, that the twins might be too, that countless innocent people have lost their lives. I don’t want anything to do with their family or their offer to let me join.

      “I have a family,” I tell him, raising my head up as my heart continues to pound out of my chest. “So thanks, but no thanks. If you’re not going to kill me, I have things to do.” I cross my arms, my eyebrows furrowing, and at this point, I feel like sarcasm is the only thing I have left. These people are never going to take away who I am. As if on cue, my hair falls around me, and the red curly waves just remind me of my Irish heritage. Everything I am is from who brought me up. I am nothing like these people, and I never will be.

      Xur’s eyes seem to go even more red in that moment - if that’s even possible - and his expression darkens. I feel like a cornered animal in a cage, and can’t help but take a step back, in spite of my bravado.

      “Are you rejecting me?” Xur growls, his voice low and dangerous, and my eyes widen as I watch him. Red lightning begins to flicker around his arms and chest, burning parts of the cloak away with its sheer power. Why is his lightning red and not green anymore, I wonder? Could it have something to do with his power level - or is it just the fact that he’s pure evil? My money’s on the second one, if I’m being honest.

      Before I’m even aware of what’s happening, Xur has suddenly moved right in front of me. It’s practically like he teleported, although I think I caught a glimpse of his robe streaking into a black blur in the split second before he arrives. If he’s able to move so fast that he can’t be seen, there’s truly no escaping him.

      I instinctively take another step back, eyes going wide, but before I can move any further, he grabs my arm. I notice far too late how sharp his nails are - inhumanly sharp, almost like claws, further solidifying his demonic appearance. Before I know what’s happening, he digs his first nail into my wrist and begins to drag a long line down my forearm, slicing open a vein and causing a rush of blood to come pouring out. My cry is more from being startled than from the pain itself, and if I didn’t have a goddess’ speedy healing, I would probably be in trouble from this alone.

      My new powers begin flicker green lightning all around me, and I take the moment to try to get a hold on them, to figure out how I can harness them, but they’re still far too foreign and unstable for me to understand them yet. All I can do is let them explode out of me in a rush of magic that’s powered by fear, but even though the surge of power is reminiscent of the one from the prison, it still doesn’t do anything more than bounce off Xur. He glares down at me like it’s nothing more than an annoyance, though it does manage to burn his cloak and arm in places. As if in retribution, he digs his nail in further, and now it really is starting to hurt; I let out a pained cry and try to wrench my arm free of his grasp, but he has me in an iron grip.

      This guy is out of his mind, I think, railing against him with all of my strength and struggling to pull away from him, but I don’t manage to get my arm free before he does what’s possibly the craziest thing he’s done yet. I watch in horror as Xur drags me closer by my bleeding forearm, and then he brings my wrist up to his mouth, touching the cut to his lips for a moment. I feel my stomach turn at the sight, but then he shoves me down onto the floor, allowing me to pull my arm away and put pressure on the wound. It should close up in time… emphasis on the word should. I can’t be certain of anything anymore, it seems.

      I crane my neck to stare up at the deranged god, my eyes narrowing into determined slits as I try to stop the bleeding and fresh wave of pain that’s coursing through me. Xur takes a step back, seemingly done with me for now, and begins to chant. I don’t catch most of the words he murmurs under his breath, nor do I understand the ones I do hear, but the power that the incantation holds becomes obvious in a matter of seconds; his body begins to radiate a dim, pulsating red light, and I can feel the dark magic coming off of him in waves. It’s enough to even make me temporarily forget the discomfort in my arm, and I find myself frozen in awe and terror as the power flows through him… but almost as soon as it begins, it ends, the red glow winking out. When he opens his eyes again, he crosses his arms and steps back into the gap between his sisters as if what he just did was the most normal thing in the world.

      “What the fuck did you just do to me?” I cry, scrambling away from him. “What was that?”

      “It will heal,” he replies, his voice condescendingly patient, as if he were an adult talking to a petulant child.

      “But now you can’t escape your family,” Xur continues, looking like he just won something as he licks the blood - my blood - off his lips. I glance down at my arm, which is still bleeding a little, but the cut isn’t that deep, and I can already see the flesh beginning to stitch together. I can ignore it for now.

      “You are feckin’ crazy!” I shout, struggling to get my feet back under me so that I can stand up. “Storm told me you were, but he was seriously right about you lot!” My voice cracks, although whether from the anger or the stress of the situation, I can’t say. Xur just continues to smile down at me, but he’s not the next one who speaks next.

      “There’s a reason Storm has spent four hundred years trapped in that hole,” says one of the twins, the one with snow white hair. Her voice makes her sound like an angel, and her appearance makes her look like one; the only thing that gives it away is her creepy, blind-looking eyes. “Storm knew us when we were but children,” she continues, her voice like silk. I don’t trust anyone with a voice that sweet. “It’s true that we made many mistakes,” she continues. “We will certainly be the first to admit that. But I do hope you can decide to judge us for who we are now, and not who we were then.” A small, knowing smile spreads on her face, and I don’t like the way she’s looking at me. “After all,” she adds, “Storm was no angel himself, and yet it seems you’ve taken to him quite well.”

      I swallow hard, ignoring the comment about my relationship with Storm. How the fuck would she know that, anyway? As if you even need to ask, I tell myself. They know everything about you. “And who the hell are you supposed to be?” I demand, glaring defiantly up at her. “Some escaped circus performer, by the looks of it.”

      She laughs a cold laugh. “You certainly have a tongue on you, girl. Not to worry; we’ll deal with that in time.” She places a pale hand to her chest. “My name is Eenta Cyncus. I am glad to meet you.”

      My curiosity finally gets the better of me. “How do you know who I like, anyway?” I retort. “You don’t know me at all.”

      “Perhaps,” Xur replies, “but we know Storm. He has never shown emotion the way he did when I took you.” I swallow hard, wondering if he’s telling the truth. “It was interesting, to say the least,” he continues, looking thoughtful. “I tell my sisters every little secret I learn. What I know, they know. If you join us, it would be the same for you.” He grins down at me, as if he’s a salesman doing a marketing pitch instead of a freaky elder god who’s trying to threaten me into surrendering. “Although,” he adds, “perhaps it was simply because Storm knows you are immortal like him, and that there is a true chance of the two of you having a future together.”

      “Storm didn’t know about me,” I exclaim. He would have told me the truth if he had, wouldn’t he? Hell, I don’t even believe it yet. Some part of me stubbornly resolves not to until my mum says it. I want to hear it directly from her; if she tells me it’s true, then I will have to face it. But now isn’t the time for that.

      “Are you sure?” Eenta enquires, and her voice is so overly saccharine and gentle that I want to look around for the child that spoke and not the woman who actually said it. It’s weird, and it’s unsettling. “He’s been in that prison for centuries, seen countless women born and die there. Isn’t it strange that he got so close to the first woman he would actually be able to spend his life with? Except for us, of course.” I instantly bristle at her suggestion, and I know it’s out of jealousy. Part of me feels petty to even be getting territorial over Storm, especially when at this rate I’m probably never going to see him again, but I can’t help it. Storm wouldn’t be interested in those two for so many reasons, but that doesn’t make the taunt any less effective. I want to stab the bitch because she even suggested it.

      “He sees you three as his brother and sisters, even though you aren’t actually blood related at all,” I tell them, shaking my head in disbelief. “In fact, you don’t act like family one bit,” I sneer, letting out a laugh without much humour to it.

      “Is that so?” askes Xur. “Do enlighten us, Karma.”

      “Family doesn’t lock each other up and throw away the key!” I snap. “Family doesn’t betray one another! And family sure as hell doesn’t kidnap family!” I gesture at my chest, my mouth twisting in a sneer. “What would any of you know about family?”

      “As I said before, we made small mistakes,” Eenta replies, tilting her head to one side and giving me a long look. “You will come to see us as family soon. I’m positive of it,” she continues, a broad smile appearing on her face. She’s acting like locking Storm and everyone who ever did anything to piss them off is a minor mistake. How many innocent people have died because of them? It’s sickening to see her grinning like that... although at least she doesn’t have sharp creepy teeth like her sister, who I realize hasn’t spoken at all. If she is anything like her other two siblings, though, I’m going to guess we wouldn’t get along.

      “I highly feckin’ doubt it,” I reply, finally getting to my feet. I take another step back, knowing I’m pushing my luck but unable to do anything else. It’s becoming clear that I’m going to have to figure something out soon. They aren’t going to be this chatty forever.

      Before I can decide if I’m going to run or not, though, the oddest thing happens. A few feet away from me, a mass of black energy begins to form in the middle of the air. The sisters exchange a look, and Xur frowns, but none of them seem to know what it is. This all happens in the blink of an eye, just before I see the back and butt of Kit floating in the middle of it. I’m relieved to see Kit…but not like this.

      “Kit?” I whisper, completely confused why I’m looking at Kit’s butt floating in a black energy which is getting bigger, stretching. Suddenly a dresser flies out of the black energy, and my clothes from inside the prison are thrown all across the dirt in front of us. I look between the higher gods, who look just as confused, and back to the black energy which I’m guessing is some sort of portal. Not like any portal I’ve seen before though. Nor did I have a clue Kit could do magic like this. I assumed he was just a greedy little fecker.

      “Did you miss me, little one?” Storm’s grumble makes me shiver as he steps out of the black energy, and his eyes lock onto mine. My heart feels nothing but relief and happiness as I see him, and until now, I didn’t realise how much I like having Storm near me. I feel incomplete without him. I grin at him as I run my eyes over his long hair, which is down, falling around his face, and his purple eyes look much darker than when we last saw each other. He still looks like he has the galaxy in his eyes, though this time I feel like he wants revenge now, and it has made his world a little darker. His very presence makes me shiver, let alone his voice. The higher gods make me nervous and afraid because their energy is wrong. It’s horrid. Storm…well, his energy makes me want to bow my head and serve him forever. Not that he should ever know that. He already has a big head.

      “Very much,” is all I can find to say with a cracked voice, and it’s not enough to explain how happy I am to see him. We both don’t need to say anything. The way we left things was complicated to say the least. I know he is mourning Neritous or, at least, the child version of him that he loved. Despite everything, I don’t think it will matter to him now. I can see that. When you just want to be around someone, it’s crazy the things you simply forget for love. Not that I love him. I don’t think anyway. A few moments later, Killian steps out of the black energy, with Seth close behind him, and my heart beats that much harder.

      “You’re alive,” I whisper, knowing they can’t hear me as I take a step closer to them. They look tired, wearing white shirts and joggers that ride low on their hips because they don’t fit well. Neither of them has shaved in a while, making them almost look like a wild pair of hot twin guys. Not that you find those in the wild, because I’m damn sure women would be out hunting all day if you did. The blond twins never have looked at me like they are right now. I meet Killian’s gold eyes first, and the usual light I find in them isn’t all there. He looks just as lost as Storm. When I turn to see Seth, I watch how his hands are tightened into fists and how tense his whole body is as he looks into my eyes. Seth’s eyes have always been dark, lost and cold…but this time, I see a little bit of light in them. It’s not much, and it doesn’t one bit help me understand Seth any more than I do—or don’t. That guy is an enigma to me, one I’m attracted to and want to find out more about. I’m not admitting that out loud though. It’s good to at least think about all the things I’ve been avoiding before, well, whatever is going to happen. I really hope Storm is here to help me escape and stop his family. I don’t know if he could kill them though. I know somewhere deep down he loves them.

      “Karma, are you okay?” Killian asks, his eyes drifting to my arm that I’m holding and the blood dripping down it. Before I answer, I see Seth hand Storm his axe out of the corner of my eye.

      “I thought you guys were dead, and it nearly broke me,” I explain, my voice cracking. “You guys gave me a friggin’ heart attack.”

      “We're not yet,” Seth coldly replies, and I look to him, nodding a few times.

      “Come here. We aren’t going anywhere without you, Karma,” Killian firmly tells me as he holds a hand out for me to take. The moment I try to step towards them, two hands slam onto my shoulders, stopping me as they dig their nails into my bare skin. The twin sisters stand on either side of me, making it clear I can’t go anywhere, as Xur moves to stand slightly in front of us all.

      “Let her go. Now.” Storm’s statement is cold, emotionless and downright scary as it makes me shiver. I can’t see him, but I can guess he doesn’t look one bit impressed at seeing his family again. “You only get one warning.” The sky instantly starts to get dark as it feels like the air gets tenser, making it hard to breath. It’s like that feeling you get right before a storm, except this time Storm really is here and far more deadly than anyone else in the world.

      “Make me,” Xur replies like it is some big joke, which is a little bit of a surprise because, if anyone, he should fear Storm. I mean, he locked him away because he was scared he would kill him and his sisters. In a blur, Storm is in front of Xur and tightly grabbing him by the throat. He lifts him high in the air as the sky goes even darker than it was a second ago. Rain pours down on us a moment later, and lightning flashes across the sky. I cry out as it feels like my throat is being closed and crushed. I fall to my knees, the world going blurry as I gasp and claw at my throat to stop it. I gasp for air, a cry leaving my lips as nothing else comes out. I’m dying, and I don’t even know why or how. There is nothing there. As the real panic begins to settle in, I hear Storm’s voice.

      “What have you done?” Storm roars, and the feeling soon stops. Moments later, Storm picks me up, holding me to his chest with his axe pressed to my back. His other hand goes to my cheek, his thumb wiping a tear away as he examines me. I try to speak, but my voice is cracked and doesn’t sound right. My throat burns from the pain that is still there, even as it is fading.

      “I’ve made sure my niece is safe for good. We have a blood bond, an unbreakable one that means if you hurt me, you hurt your precious ‘little one’. You wouldn’t want to do that, now would you?” Xur comments with a raspy voice, but he is still laughing. He linked us, so whatever happens to him, it happens to me too. That means he can’t be killed unless I’m dead too. The thought just makes me want to panic. I turn my head to meet Xur’s eyes, and see the smile there on his stupid lips. How the heck am I meant to get revenge without killing myself in the process now?

      “You feckin’ eegit! This is why you are bat shit crazy!” I say, though my voice is strained and raspy, but it still gets my point across.

      “I will find a way to break it,” Storm promises me, looking furious. The justice twins come to each side of us as Storm lets me go but takes my hand to keep me close. Storm points the axe at Xur and the girls.

      “I will have my revenge for everything. Nothing has changed,” Storm growls loudly, and Xur for a second shows some fear. Eenta just smiles like we are discussing having a family barbeque and not murdering each other. I don’t even bother looking her sister’s way, knowing she likely is enjoying this.

      “Everything has changed, though,” Xur smugly replies, and his eyes go to me as he makes that point. I’ve made Storm weak, and now he isn’t a threat to them. That’s what he is saying without actually saying it. Storm has wanted nothing more than to escape that prison, and the second he does, I’ve stopped him from actually being able to do anything. Not without losing me, which he thankfully doesn’t want to do. I look up at him, how strong he appears to be, and I know I need to be strong too.

      “I want the bond broken. Now,” Storm demands, and the very weather around us gets worse. The rain falls harder, the skies get darker, and it is becoming more difficult to breathe from the pressure. I look to Seth, who is watching everything and everyone so closely. The higher gods haven’t even acknowledged their existence yet, but I doubt they see them as a threat. After all, they executed the justice twins’ father without a second thought or a struggle at all.

      “How about a game?” Eenta suggests, clapping her hands. “I do love a game to keep us all entertained.”

      “You are not bonded to her. I think I should play a game of killing you and your sister, Gestune. Then Xur, because he needs to watch you two die first,” Storm replies like he has it all planned out, and lightning flashes across the sky as he speaks. The rain is now settling into my dress and every bit of my skin it can find, making me shiver. It’s seriously cold. My arm aches as much as my throat does, but I have to stay strong. Even when I’m in pain and scared, being here with Storm and the twins makes things a little better. Killian’s or Seth’s hand moves to rest on the middle of my back like they could sense I need comfort, that this has been all too much for me, for anyone, to cope with. I’m not even sure what is real and what isn’t.

      “One move to harm my sisters, and I will stab myself. Repeatedly. Now, I will heal, but Karma has only half of the strength I have. She would die from that,” he replies. “And there is nothing on this earth that could hold me down or stop my friends from helping me kill myself. If I go down, or my sisters do, I’m taking Karma with me.”

      “What game?” I interrupt, placing my hand on Storm’s hand holding the axe and lowering it. I don’t fancy being stabbed a few times right in this moment, and threatening them isn’t working. I’ve always heard rumours about how the higher gods like games and challenges. Every year, they invite people onto the island for a challenge, which no one ever comes back from.

      “I’m suggesting five games to celebrate there now being five higher gods on earth! If you win them all, then Xur will break the bond,” Eenta says, placing her hand on her brother’s arm after he glares down at her. They share some understanding, because when he looks to me, he is smiling.

      “I promise, if you win, I will break the bond,” Xur claims.

      “No, don—” Seth tries to stop me, but before Killian and Storm can protest with him, I speak.

      “Then let’s play,” I say, interrupting Seth before he could finish that sentence. I doubt we are going to get another chance to break the bond, and fighting our way out isn’t going to work. The guys look at me like I’ve betrayed them somehow, but I just know there isn’t another way. I don’t want to be bonded to that lunatic anymore.

      “Perfect. While the games commence, you are welcome here at our home, and we would prefer it that way. Your family and your friend are already here, Karma. They do love the castle and the island,” Xur says, and I tighten my fists. If they have hurt one hair on their heads, I will lose it. My hands flicker green, and I have to take a deep breath to make it stop.

      “Where are they?” I tightly ask through gritted teeth.

      “In the guest quarters, and I have treated them like they are my own family, which in a distant way they are. I’m sure Storm remembers where the guest quarters are,” Xur says, but I won’t believe him until I see them for myself, especially given how he’s treated his own family. “It has been updated for a more modern appearance now.”

      “I do remember, considering I helped my parents build the castle,” Storm tightly replies.

      “Brilliant. We have many things to prepare. Do excuse us,” Xur happily replies, bowing his head to us with a big smile I just want to knock off his feckin’ mouth. What an utter gobshite.

      “This isn’t over between us, Xur. Death will find you by my hand,” Storm vows. Xur locks eyes with Storm before walking away with the sisters.

      “What now?” Killian asks into the silence that is between us all. I wipe some tears off my face and straighten my back as I look between my gods.

      “I need to talk to my mum. I need to know the truth.” I might need to know it, but I sure as heck don’t want to know. The truth usually isn’t all pretty and nice. My mum must have hidden the truth for a long time for a reason, and now I just need to know it.

      I want to know who I am.
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      Storm watches Xur and his two sisters disappear into the distance, looking like he’s on the verge of going after him. If it weren’t for the blood bond, I have no doubt that he would, but I’m relieved that he doesn’t make a move. He’s a powerful god, no doubt on par with his family, but that doesn’t change the odds; even if my fate weren’t linked to Xur’s, it would be three against one, and I don’t want to see him get hurt.

      You really are going soft, Karma, pipes up a cheeky voice in the back of my mind, but I shake it off; no one can blame me for wanting to keep the guy safe, can they? Especially when he has a body like that...

      “Okay, let’s go,” Storm says, his voice pulling me out of my thoughts. He turns and holds a hand out to me, and I don’t think I’ve ever been so happy to see his smug face and crooked smile. I don’t give him any attitude, instead wordlessly sliding my hand into his before glancing over at the justice twins. In spite of their uncharacteristically rugged appearance, they still have that distinct haughtiness about them, that air that made them so frustratingly attractive in the first place. But beneath their uppity expressions is a look of genuine concern, and it’s almost - almost - enough to make my heart melt. I’m still processing the fact that they came for me; these guys had to have known they were risking their lives and their jobs by interfering with the plans of the higher gods, and yet they did it without a second thought.

      Nobody has ever fought for me like that before.

      I flinch as Storm turns my hand over to examine the cut on my wrist. My quick healing abilities are helping it along, and it already looks less deep than it did when Xur first dug his nails into me, but it still hurts like a son of a bitch, and my arm is covered in a crust of dried blood. I hiss in a pained breath at Storm’s touch, and he looks up at me, meeting my eyes. “Sorry,” I mutter through gritted teeth. “The fucker got me good. If I had known it was a blood bond he was doing…” I trail off as Storm smooths a hand gently over my wrist, his touch light and deft, and even though he doesn’t have healing magic the feeling of his hands on me alone is enough to soothe me a little. He’s touching me like…

      Like a lover, I think, and feel my face start to heat up in spite of myself.

      In the blink of an eye, Killian rips the bottom of his shirt off, drawing my attention mercifully away from Storm and his galaxy eyes. The justice god makes his way over to us, standing beside me as he folds the strip of fabric into a makeshift bandage. He wraps the cut gently before tying it tightly enough to keep any more blood from leaking out.

      I smile thankfully at him, my face betraying genuine emotion. He meets my eyes with his own, like pools of liquid gold, and it’s enough to make my stomach turn over. My lips suddenly feel like they are burning from the memory of his kiss, a kiss I so want to repeat again and again. And perhaps find out what it’s like to do more than kiss Killian. I’m struck by the fleeting image of his hands on my body, looking up into his gorgeous eyes as he pushes me onto a bed, and that only makes me blush harder; why is it that everywhere I turn these days, I find myself going red in the face like a virgin schoolgirl? I feel the same way about Storm every time I look at him, even though the rational part of me knows romance should be the last thing on my mind right now.

      Not even Seth gives me a reprieve from the heat I can feel inside me in the presence of these men, and for a while I thought he was the biggest arse I’d ever laid eyes on. I suppose there was a reason I went on that ill-fated date with him all those months ago, though… My eyes betray my interest, and when Seth meets my gaze, he tips his head to one side, looking like he’s on the verge of making a smart comment.

      I drop my gaze to the ground, biting my lip. I’ve never been this confused in my entire life.

      “Thank you for coming for me. All of you,” I tell them, because it needed to be said. I’m not under any illusions; if they hadn’t shown up when they did, I would be at the complete mercy of Xur and his sisters. Even if I still am, it helps to know that I’m not in this by myself. I clear my throat, feeling the sudden urge to throw my arms around them and hug them close, no matter how awkward it would be. “I know you could have gone anywhere and not stayed here to defend me.”

      “It was an easy decision to make,” Storm replies. “Xur and the other higher gods are a threat to everyone in the supernatural realm. And besides…” He grins at me, tipping me a wink that would probably enough to make most girls’ panties disappear in an instant. “It would be a shame to lose you, little one.”

      I make a show of rolling my eyes, giving him a playful nudge with my elbow, and peer up at him from behind the curtain of my red hair.

      Storm looks like he’s about to say something else, but then Seth clears his throat. “We should go and check in with people. Find out what has been going on,” he says, turning to Killian and crossing his arms. Although his tone is surly and businesslike, I catch his eyes lingering on the wrapped up cut and my hand in Storm's as I lower it. Something passes between us in that moment, but it’s too foreign and confusing for me to think about it right now, and I shove it aside.

      “You will both come back to me, right?” I ask, my voice low and quiet. I don’t like second guessing myself, but they somehow still have this effect on me. I’m suddenly terrified to not have them by my side, and the idea of losing them for real is almost too much to bear.

      “They will,” Storm answers coldly before either of them can say anything, and I turn to him, my eyes going wide. I guess they aren’t on great terms still, but I suppose I shouldn’t be surprised; I still remember how Killian kissed me and how mad Storm was when he saw it. He’d come damn near close to killing him, I have no doubt. And yet, he worked with them to track me down. And now he wants to keep them around. Feckin’ hell, I don’t understand guys. I need a manual or something.

      “We will always come back to you, Karma,” Seth tells me gently, and to my surprise, my cheeks go red again as a flush of emotion fills me. Did Seth - the Seth - the stick in the mud businessman who can’t take a joke and would rather order others around than get his hands dirty… Did that Seth just say something soft? It’s almost too much to believe, and I do what I always do when I’m confronted with an emotion I don’t understand: resort to sarcasm.

      “Good to know, goldipops,” I tell him with a small smile, and to my surprise, Seth smiles back at me. It’s a real smile, and it looks strange on his face - almost foreign. You don’t see Seth smiling often. I think I like it. Hell, even Storm and Killian are furrowing their brows as they look between the two of  us. Seth turns around without another word, giving no indication that he’s aware of the dynamic between the others, and extends his hand. Gold magic begins to flicker around his fingertips, and a circular portal manifests in front of him. He glances back at me over his shoulder before he steps into it, not waiting for his brother to follow.

      Killian looks at me once more before following Seth through the portal, and it lingers for a moment before winking out of existence.

      The clouds of rain have long left, leaving us cold and wet outside in the ruins. Another chilly breeze sweeps over us, making me shiver, and Storm pulls me close, almost instinctively. The feeling of his sculpted arm around my shoulders settles my nerves a little, and I peer up at him for a moment before clearing my throat and glancing around. The dresser is still sitting on the ground, looking anachronistic amidst the ancient ruins. Kit is sitting on top of it, looking awfully proud of himself for someone who spends his day biting fingers.

      “How did you escape the prison?” I ask Storm as I lead him over to the dresser. I pick up Kit, who for once does not bite me like I fully expect him to. Instead, the little goblin just points to his chest, an expression on his face that could almost be mistaken for pride. Is he grinning? Either way, he looks very tired, and his eyes look like they’re ready to drift close at any minute.

      “Are you seriously taking credit for this, Kit?” I ask the sleepy goblin, eyes wide.

      “What do you know about goblins, Karma?” Storm asks me, and I turn back to him, brow furrowing.

      “Only that everyone thinks they are bad luck,” I reply. “Although I really don’t think they’re all that bad. I mean, they’re cranky, sure, but they’ve got character. Isn’t that right, Kit?” Kit doesn’t respond, clambering up my arm before settling onto my shoulder. He peers around my neck at Storm before hiding himself in my hair, tucking his head down below my ear. He has never done that before - usually a long look is the only thing that passes for affection for the goblin, and the change in behaviour is almost enough to make me forget about my injuries and present situation. I stay still, wondering if he’s going to bite my ear or something - I wouldn’t put it past him. But instead, he just goes to sleep in the tangle of my red hair, his chest rising and falling. Damn, I think. You think you’ve seen it all. Maybe the little bugger missed me.

      “Goblins are powerful creatures,” Storm explains. “Even as children, like yours is, their capabilities are astounding. There’s a reason some supernaturals consider them wells of magical energy - their natural abilities are impressive, even compared to us gods. Add to that the fact that they take a long time to age, and you have yourself a powerful creature - even if it’s easy to overlook.”

      “I’ll be damned,” I say, shaking my head. “And here I was thinking he was only good for hissing and biting.”

      Storm laughs. “You know,” he continues, “back in the time when I was a child, there were many of them who freely wandered the earth, making friends with gods. They would bind themselves to powerful gods or goddesses and protect them however they could, but those bonds weren’t to be taken lightly. Each goblin can only bind itself to one god or goddess, and only after deeming them worthy. That’s a hell of a task on it’s own - how’d you manage that?”

      I grin and shrug my shoulders. “You’d be surprised what not being an arse can get you.”

      Storm snorts. “Right.” He shakes his head. “Anyway, the story goes that once a goblin has chosen its patron god or goddess, it will never betray them, no matter what comes between them. Goblins can never be separated from their goddess by any magic, as their inherent powers are stronger than anything on earth,” he explains to me.

      I’m pretty sure my mouth is gaping open at this new information. “You’re saying Kit is more powerful than me? Than us?” I turn my head to look at the sleeping goblin, awestruck that something so small could hold so much power.

      Storm nods, and there’s not a hint of sarcasm on his face. “Breaking past the prison magic was nothing more than a walk in the park for Kit,” he tells me. He casts his eyes to the ground, his face twisting into a grimace. “I just wish I could have gotten all my people out of there,” he says, shaking his head as his broad shoulders slump. This is what leadership does to a person, I realize. Well, it’s what being a good leader does to a person. Storm cares about everyone in that prison, and it breaks my heart to see him hurting for them - enough for me to soften my gaze and clear my throat.

      “Hey,” I say, turning to face him and squeezing his hand with my own. The action sends a jolt of pain up my wrist, but I hardly feel it as I look up into Storm’s eyes. “You did the best you could. And you saved my life - I owe you… Well, everything.”

      “I know,” Storm says, nodding and lifting his head. “And I know I can do more for them out here than trapped in here. This thing is bigger than the prison - hell, it’s bigger than all of us. We’re talking about the higher gods here, and their ability to keep being tyrants. If I can help put a stop to them, then it will all be worth it.” A small smile appears on his face, and he bends his neck to peer at Kit. “I’m just glad this little guy was there to help us out. We would’ve been fucked otherwise.”

      “I’ll say,” I agree, shaking my head in disbelief. “I mean, holy cow. I thought he was just a greedy fecker that lived under my bed that I put up with because…” I stop, grinning. “Well, he is cute at times.”

      “They eat a lot to gain power, and then they sleep it off,” Storm explains. “That’s where his appetite comes from. The more you feed him, the more quickly his magical abilities will increase.” He looks at me. “You should be proud of yourself, little one - goblins only bond to gods and goddesses that they sense are powerful.”

      “People keep telling me that I’m powerful,” I say, looking at the ground. “Maybe one of these days I’ll believe it.”

      “Just as long as you don’t get a big head,” Storm teases, and I roll my eyes.

      “That’s rich, coming from you.”

      He laughs. “Fair enough. You know, goblins have a sad history in some respect; they can only be created by the deaths of their parents. They are immortal unless they have a child, which is the only way they can die. I’ve always had a soft spot for them, but I never was chosen by them for any reason. My mother had a goblin, though - that’s why I know so much about them. She died when she had her child.”

      “So Kit is alone in this world?” I ask, actually feeling sorry for him.

      “That’s right,” Storm replies, nodding slowly. “I understand what he felt like. No family, no loved ones, no one to feel for… I always had the other prisoners, sure, but I didn’t ever really feel a true connection...that is, until I met you.” His voice is soft and gentle, almost tentative, but his words hit me as hard as if he had screamed them at me. “Seems Kit and I have a lot in common.”

      There’s a moment of silence that stretches between the two of us until it’s almost unbearable. “Did you know who I was?” I ask him quietly. “When you first met me, did you know I was immortal? Was that why you took a liking to me - because you knew I would never leave you?”

      “Not until you told me you killed Neritous,” Storm replies, and I feel the knot of anxiety in my stomach ease up a little. “I swear it,” he adds. “I liked you because you told it to me straight. You didn’t balk at my power, even though by all accounts, you should have.” He shrugs. “Your cute sassy attitude is addictive. I realised the truth about you when you told me at the party, because only a higher god or a child with higher god power could have done what you did. But if you’re asking whether my feelings for you were genuine before that, the answer is yes.” No hesitation. Relief begins to spread through me. A deeper part of me doesn’t want Storm to like me just because we are so similar and both immortal. Is this going to change the way he looks at me? Will he feel… obligated to me, somehow? But he opens his mouth to speak, seizing my eyes with his own. “You ran away, and I was chasing you so I could tell you. To stop you before the higher gods found you. Then I saw Jade…” He shakes his head.

      “Jade is really dead,” I say, but the words are so hard to say that I can’t help but cry as I say them. It still doesn’t seem real, even though I saw her jump in front of the blast. I can’t believe I’m not going to see her smile again, or to laugh the way only she could make me. Although we didn’t know each other for long, she felt like a real friend, like a Mads who understood what it was like to be a goddess. And poor Coxen... I wish I could give him a hug and tell him how sorry I am. “She died to save the twins. I don’t understand why she would do that; she didn’t even like them much.”

      “But she loved you, and she knew how you felt for them,” Storm soothingly tells me. “You will always miss her, but she died in an honourable way that will not be forgotten. Jade was a good friend, and we all will miss her.”

      “The world and her friend still think she killed a child,” I reply. “I have to find her friend and make sure everyone knows the truth.” That was her dying wish, and I’m sure as hell going to make it happen if I can. I’m not going to die in these games, or whatever comes afterwards, without telling her friend the truth.

      “I promise I will help you find her,” Storm tells me, and then he looks up at the clouds. He just stares for a long time, and it really only then strikes home how he is outside the prison for the first time. It’s been hundreds of years, and his only connection with the outside world has been the door and the openings in the roof of the prison. It was magnificent to see the sky for the first time when I got out, and I was only in prison for a short while - how must he feel, after all this?

      I admire how he looks in this moment, watching the sky. The dim lighting reflects across his eyes, making them brighter as he looks up. I can see the stars he is looking at, without asking him what he is looking for. Storm is free, and despite everything, I smile for him.

      “Okay,” I eventually say. “Are you alright? Being out for the first time, well, in a long time?”

      “I forgot how pretty the stars are and how fresh the air is out here. I forgot a lot,” he tells me, looking up at the sky still as he speaks to me, but he closes his eyes briefly. “The wind blowing against me, it’s so different and like a long lost friend. It has been so long. Too long.”

      “You won’t be going back,” I softly make sure he knows. I want Storm with me always, and that means if the higher gods are still against him, he isn’t alone anymore. He is the only light in this world, and if anyone should be ruling the gods, it should be him. He was born to be the ruler after his parents.

      “I will go back one more time—when I’ve killed the higher gods, because right then, I’m freeing my people,” Storm tells me, finally turning his eyes to me. “I will help them adjust to this world and everything they have missed.”

      “Sounds like a plan I can get behind and help with,” I say, because I’d really like to be by Storm’s side when we open the prison and let everyone out. Even Vivian deserves to be free, despite how much I don’t like her.

      “The higher gods are your family, Karma,” Storm tries to remind me. “They were mine once, but it is so raw to you. They are so new to your life, and you are yet to hate them like I do.”

      “No, they aren’t my family. Blood doesn’t make family, Storm. My family—my parents and brothers—brought me up, and my friends are more my family than the higher gods could be. My family is not them,” I firmly say.

      “Remember that, and don’t trust them. Whatever happens, never trust them, Karma. They haven’t changed, I can see it in their eyes,” he tells me, like I’m going to start a secret book club with the lunatics or something.

      “I don’t trust anyone easily,” I remind him. It took a while for me to learn to trust Storm, but now I would never do anything but trust him.

      “Do you trust me?” Storm asks me, his purple eyes darkening the longer I don’t answer.

      “Yes, I do,” I admit, and I’m surprised how vulnerable that makes me feel to admit that. Storm takes me by surprise and kisses me, a deep and drawn out kiss that leaves me a little wobbly when he pulls back.

      “Good to hear, considering I’m keeping you, little one,” Storm says as I’m a little shaky on my feet. This sexy god needs to warn a girl that he is going to kiss her next time. I hope there is a next time.

      “Keeping me? I’m not little or your pet,” I eventually say after replaying his words.

      “You are little, and you’re not my pet. You are simply mine,” he replies and starts walking off, with me having no choice but to go along with him. Some things never change. Storm is still an arsehole, but this time, I’m pretty sure I’m beginning to more than like him.
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      It takes us about ten minutes to walk out of the ruins and start on the path to the castle in the far distance. Even from this distance, I can see that it’s much more well-maintained than the wrecked building where we arrived, and in spite of myself, I find myself craving a hot bath and a warm bed. Not that I’m necessarily expecting them to give that to me - for all I know they’re going to toss me in some dungeon and starve me until I give them what they want - no games required.

      I give Storm’s hand an involuntary squeeze at that thought, and he glances down at me with his gorgeous eyes. I’m still a little ruffled by his possessiveness earlier, but it would be a lie to say it didn’t turn me on a little. Most guys I’ve met have ended up having big heads but nothing to back that up. Storm, though… Well. Let’s just say I wouldn’t mind him scooping me up and tossing me onto a bed one of these days… not that I’m going to admit it to him, or anything. He’s full of himself enough as it is.

      The long path we walk down is made of gold stone, and high trees line the sides, so I can’t see what is on the other side of them. It’s still not clear to me where in the world we are, although I suppose that’s the point of this island. If we make it out, we’ll be the first group of gods to ever survive imprisonment here… although at this point, the idea of what comes after this feels almost as foreign as my newly found heritage.

      One moment at a time, I remind myself as we round a gentle bend. I can hear waves lapping against the shore in the distance, and the tangy smell of salt in the air reminds me of the times I went to a beach with my family as a child. It’s quiet here - almost too quiet, considering the chaos we’re now in the middle of, but it’s also undeniably beautiful. The footpath is lined with cat eyes all the way down the sides, illuminating our way like glimmering candles in the dusky darkness. Between those and the stars that twinkle down in the sky, we’re not short on light, at the very least.

      I feel on edge, even though I’m aware the higher gods can’t hurt me without hurting themselves. I feel like I’ve been drawn into something far bigger than myself, and I don’t like how small it all makes me feel. It’s not that I’ve ever wanted to be important - it’s just that I don’t like being used. I’m just a tool in these gods’ game against Storm, I know it and so does everyone else.

      Including Storm.

      If they kill me, he would never forgive himself - that much I know for a fact. I can’t say whether his feelings for me have progressed more than simple attraction (although his possessiveness indicates that they may well have), but it’s obvious that he has a personal stake in this, and if I ended up dead because of a feud between him and the others, he would rip himself apart.I don’t want him to feel that way. I resolve that I’m going to work out a way to win each one of these games... and make sure Storm gets the chance for his revenge. Make sure I get the chance for revenge.

      A question dawns on me as another gust of ocean air whips through the trees, mussing up my already tangled red curls and nearly sending Kit tumbling off my shoulder. “Where are we, exactly?” I ask Storm, turning to him as we walk. Even those who manage to escape the higher gods’ island unscathed are notoriously tight-lipped about the location of the island - no doubt due to being strongarmed into never giving away that information. Anything to help them hold on to power, right? Either way, what few rumours I’ve heard aren’t credible, and we could be anywhere in the world right about now.

      “The higher gods’ island,” replies Storm, giving me a cheeky grin. “Or had you not realized that yet, little one?”

      I roll my eyes. “Right, very funny. I mean where on Earth are we? It doesn’t look like Europe.”

      “It’s not,” agrees Storm. “The castle itself is in the middle of the Dead Sea. I was born here, and my parents before me. The island has seen better days, but the castle is magnificent… that is, if Xur and the others haven’t tainted it.” His expression sours, and he shakes his head.

      “How have the humans not found this place by now?” I ask. “Surely there have been ships, airplanes…”

      “The island is magically hidden from humans,” Storm answers. “Granted, I’m sure it’s gotten harder with modern technology, but the right wards could make it completely undetectable. Even most gods can’t see it unless they are invited in… or teleported in, as the case may be.”

      Huh. So the rumours are mostly true. If I weren’t in a life or death situation, I might even be pleased to have wound up in such a fabled place. But right now, the secrecy feels more ominous than charming.

      I look up at Storm as we make our way down the golden pathway, the castle continuing to slowly grow closer on the horizon. I try to picture him as a child, climbing the trees and scrambling among the ruins. Was he always this snarky, or did his dealings with his family harden him? It’s hard to imagine him without the rippling muscles and grizzled features.

      Storm catches me looking at him and raises an eyebrow. “What was it like growing up here?” I ask, my curiosity getting the better of me.

      “Honestly? Perfect,” he tells me, a hint of longing in his voice. “I had a good childhood with my parents.”

      “What were they like?” I know I’m treading on thin ice here, but I can’t help myself. Storm is intriguing.

      “My father was one of those people who could light up a room the minute he walked in,” Storm replied after a moment’s thought. “And my mother…” He hesitated, looking around at the trees on all sides. “She was an old soul… gentle. She had an affinity for taking care of living things.”

      “In what sense?”

      He sweeps his free hand around us in a broad arc, and I look out over the rows and rows of ancient trees. “Do you see this forest?” he asks. “My mother grew all these trees from saps herself one day, and I remember watching. She was able to place her hands into the dirt and grow a tree from nothing more than a twig. She always used to say there was never enough life in the world. I used to spend hours playing in the forest she grew, climbing the trees, falling and skinning my knees…” He shrugs. “It was peaceful here. And beautiful. She made it that way.”

      “She sounds like she was lovely,” I say quietly, and can’t help thinking about my own Mum. Is she worried about me, I wonder? Did she come to me on my birthday knowing that eventually I would find myself on this journey? Did she ever come  close to telling me the truth about my parentage?

      “She was,” Storm agrees, and nods. “I miss her, especially now I’m here. Back in the prison, I was pretty good at blocking out the sadness I felt for my parents. It was easier in there, I think - I had people there to take care of. They were my family. But now…” He lets out a long breath, not meeting my gaze. “I’m just glad she isn’t here to see the mess her adopted children have become. In that sense, maybe it’s a mercy.”

      “I remember you said she was the goddess of life,” I observe.

      “That’s right,” says Storm, looking over at me. “I’m surprised you remembered.”

      “Come on, my memory’s not that bad,” I retort, elbowing him playfully, and he chuckles.

      “She was cursed to only ever give life to one child,” Storm continues. “That’s why she was so keen on growing things, adopting children…”

      “I didn’t know higher gods could be cursed,” I say.

      “It depends on your definition of a curse,” says Storm. “Our powers always have a way of cursing us in the end, you know? There’s always a downside.”

      I nod, humming thoughtfully, although I don’t know if I actually believe that. I’ve always thought that our powers are part of us and who we are. We are gods, here to defend the humans who need protecting - isn’t that enough of a tradeoff for the powers we have at our disposal? Our destinies are determined for us from the moment we’re born, but that’s the price we pay for being gods. I remember my mum telling me that when I was just a kid, confused about what it meant to be a god of karma. I spent my childhood railing against the idea of having a predetermined path in life, but now I find myself missing the straightforwardness of my world and job before.

      “I’m almost scared to see my family,” I quietly admit, nodding towards the castle. I don’t like admitting I’m scared of anything, but this has all rattled me, and right now Storm feels like the only person I can talk to about this. My family has always been my safety cushion - no matter how bad things got, they were always there to catch me in the end. Now I don’t know how to feel about them.

      My family lied to me my entire life, and that’s the horrible, unavoidable truth of the situation. I know they did it to protect me, and I know they love me unconditionally, but that doesn’t change the fact that I don’t know who I am anymore. Am I Karma Kismet, or am I Karma Cyncus? Why would my mum lie to me? Xur said my real mother is dead, and now I find myself reeling: I know in my heart that my real mother is the woman who raised me, not the woman who gave birth to me, but I can’t get over the fact that the life I thought I knew was a lie.

      Mum always said honesty was the best policy, right? We grew up on that notion - she drubbed it into my brothers and I from the moment I was first able to understand the difference between the truth and a lie. But if what Xur says about my heritage is true, which I am starting to believe, then everything has been a lie. Would it have been easier to know who I was from day one? Or would it have been better to live in a fantasy?

      So many questions, and so few answers. I run a hand through my hair, a little embarrassed by my own confusion.

      “The great Karma Kismet is scared of seeing her family?” Storm softly teases. “I never thought I’d live to see the day when you were scared of anything.” I give a halfhearted chuckle, although we both know why I don’t want to see my family. This goes beyond everything I thought I knew about myself, and he knows it, too.

      Seeing the dismay on my face, Storm stops me, placing his hand on my cheek and turning me to face him. The warmth of his skin against mine is soothing enough for me to close my eyes for a few seconds, placing my hand over the top of his and basking in the silence of the moment. I can just pretend it’s me and him, and there is nothing else in the world to fear. That the truth is a story, and my family is who I’ve always thought they were. “Hey,” Storm says, stooping his head so he can look into my eyes. “The truth is going to be hard to hear, but you need to know it.”

      “I know,” I reply, biting my lip.

      “I will be there for you, every step of the way,” he tells me, and the sincerity in his voice is enough to make my insides turn to jelly. That classic, crooked smile appears on his face, and my heart gives a little flutter in spite of my best efforts. “You know, I’m quite addicted to being around you at this point, Karma.” I smile at Storm as I give his hand another gentle squeeze, because somehow he makes me feel safer and more loved than I ever thought possible. It’s not that he loves me - at least, I don’t think he does, and I’m not sure how I feel about him, either. This is all so complicated now, and I think he knows it as well as I do. If we get together, there’s the potential that it will be forever. We are both immortal, if this is all true, and that’s not a commitment I’m ready to make right now.

      “What if it’s all true?” I ask, turning back to face the castle and beginning to walk again. “I mean, part of me is in denial, and I don’t know how to accept any of it,” I admit to him. “I know that it might be true - probably is true - but that doesn’t make it any easier.”

      “Whatever the truth is, you are still Karma,” Storm reminds me, speaking slowly and deliberately. “The person you are is the person you are, and nothing about your past or family is going to change that. You’re Karma: a crazy Irish redhead who is terrible at delivering karma to your unlucky victims.” He tips me a wink. “You will still have those cute freckles on your nose and cheeks, and that fiery temper I’ve grown to like.”

      “Hey,” I say, and gently whack his chest, which makes him laugh. “You’re meant to be making me feel better.”

      “Considering you are smiling now, I think I won,” he replies, grinning at me, and I can’t help the laugh that escapes my lips.

      “Only a little bit,” I say as Storm lowers his hand, linking our fingers together once more as we carry on walking to the castle. I hold onto Storm’s hand a little bit too tightly as we get to the entrance of the palace, and I stare up at it in wonder.

      For all that the ruins were old and destroyed, this palace is unlike anything I’ve ever seen. It’s enormous, the sort of thing you might see in a fairy tale or fantasy book - a medieval style building with towering turrets and spires jutting up into the dark sky. Stained glass windows line the walls, and the metalwork is all gilded in shimmering gold. It’s almost a shame that it’s on an island in the middle of nowhere; people everywhere would no doubt want to see it.

      The castle is surrounded by high stone walls on all sides, which slope gently upward to accommodate the hill it’s situated on. The walls are broken up by a set of enormous iron gates in the middle, which contribute even more to its imposing appearance. The gates stand wide open now, and the guards who stand on either side of them do not look our way as we walk in. I eye them in spite of myself, taking in the gold shiny armour that covers most of their bodies. If they’re paying any attention to us, I can’t tell; their helmets make it impossible to see their faces. I suddenly feel a little self-conscious as we pass through into the palace walls, glancing down at my weather-beaten, bloody clothes and wishing I had a charm to clean myself up. Storm doesn’t seem the least bit put off by the palace, however, so I try to follow his lead and stand up tall. The last thing I want is for my nervousness to show.

      

      The stone pathway leads us through three courtyards, each one full of guards. I catch glimpses of fountains and flowerbeds, as well as perfectly-sculpted hedges and rows of tall trees. The grounds are enormous, and I could easily see how someone might get lost in here.

      Eventually, we arrive at the entrance to the main part of the castle. It’s a set of big stone doors with polished wooden accents, all gilded with that same shimmering gold leaf. I start for the doors, but Storm holds me back, nodding instead to the left. “What is it?” I ask him. “They already know we’re here.”

      “I know,” Storm replies. “I thought you might want to see your family first.”

      My eyes widen and I feel a rush of fresh butterflies as I wonder what it’s going to be like to see them again. All I can do is hope they’re okay and trust in Storm, who wordlessly leads me off the main path and over to a side door that might be used by servants or visitors. Storm pulls it open, turning the handle in a way that suggests he’s done this a million times.

      We find ourselves in a stone corridor with no windows that seems to run parallel to the grand entrance hall. There are electric lights lining the walls in little lamps, and I’m surprised that the wall sconces aren’t enchanted like the ones in the prison. Either way, they keep the corridor pretty bright, and we have no trouble navigating it. We walk past dozens of doors before we get to one at the end, and Storm knocks the big brass knocker as he lets go of my hand.

      “I’m not sure which room they are in, exactly, but—” Storm is cut off when the door creaks open, and my eyes light up when they come to rest on a familiar head of red hair.

      “Peyton!” I cry, and fling myself into his arms before he can say a word. I might have been scared to find the truth, but I missed my family more than I could have ever realised. Just seeing Peyton now - the brother who has always been there for me, who has saved me more times than I can count, who I joke and pull pranks with - is enough to make me cast all those worries aside. Peyton is my big brother, no matter what Xur and the others might say.

      For a moment, Peyton is speechless, which is rare for him. “How are you here?” he exclaims, pulling me back and placing his hands on my face as he looks me over disbelievingly.

      The changes in my brother are clearly visible, and they startle me a little into silence. Dark bags are under his eyes, his skin is paler than before, and his face is lined with worry. His eyes look a little bloodshot - no doubt the result of many sleepless nights. The strangest thing, though, is that he is now sporting a small ginger beard. It doesn’t suit him one bit, and I can’t help but point it out.

      “We should be talking about why you’ve grown a beard! You look like a ginger Santa Claus,” I say.

      There’s a brief moment of silence, and then Storm bursts into laughter along with my brother. This lasts only a second before Peyton seems to realise that we aren’t alone, and he turns to look at Storm.

      “Who are you?” Peyton asks, lowering his hands and stepping a little in front of me like Storm is a threat. Storm notices straightaway, and he doesn’t look impressed. I go to say something, but Storm beats me to it.

      “Storm Cyncus,” Storm says, offering his hand out with a big grin. Peyton pushes me back out of the way, and before I can stop the idiot, he punches Storm right in the middle of his face. Storm doesn’t move much from the punch, mainly as he is built like a rock wall, though his lip does bleed. Pey holds his fist, swearing under his breath. Okay, maybe my big brother is an idiot.

      “Is your brother a fool?” Storm asks me like he can read my mind, and I just shrug. I’ve always known Hugo and Damien are dipshits, but I had confidence in Peyton having some brain cells in that large head of his. Either way, this is all stupid.

      “Pey—”

      “You locked my sister up for feckin’ nothing, you bastard!” Peyton charges Storm, succeeding in actually knocking him onto the ground, which I will admit is impressive. Storm boisterously laughs as he fights with my brother, and I just sigh. I think Storm might have just let him knock him over for fun.

      Men.

      “What the heck is going on out here!” The door next to Peyton’s room opens, and my mum walks out. She stares down at Peyton and Storm who have stopped the fight, paused like someone stopped time, though Storm is still laughing, and I’m shocked that my mum nearly used a swear word.

      “Mrs. Kismet, it is lovely to meet you. Karma has told me a lot about you,” Storm politely says, pushing Peyton off him, and he goes flying into the wall with an oomph before Storm smoothly gets up. “Your son and I were just saying hello.” Men have a strange way of saying hello.

      Peyton starts, “Mum, he is—”

      “Enough, Pey. Storm is my friend and nothing like his adoptive family,” I step forward as I speak, catching mum’s full attention. Her eyes fly to me just before she runs over and pulls me into her arms. I breathe in her lavender scent, and I’m instantly relaxed for a long second. It reminds me of all the times she has hugged me growing up, and told me she loves me. Every time I fell off my bike, or my brothers fought a little too roughly with me. Or that one time I fell out of a tree I’d climbed and broke my arm.

      “Karma, I was so worried. Are you alright?” she asks, squeezing me tightly. I pull back, looking into her eyes because I need to look at her as I ask. She looks confused as she runs her eyes over my face.

      “Mum, who are my biological parents?”
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      “Did she whack her head in that prison?” Peyton asks, turning to Mum with a look so incredulous that it might be comical under other circumstances. “What the feckin’ hell are you talking about?” he asks, turning to me and looking at me like I’ve lost my god damn mind. “Karma, what did they do to you in there?” I can see the speculation on his face already: thoughts of reeducation, subliminal messaging, and torture, all in the name of psychologically breaking the prisoners. If what Xur said about my family didn’t feel so terrifyingly right, I might even wonder that, myself.

      Mum doesn’t answer or look away from me, and I can see a range of emotions playing across her face like a slideshow. Guilt, regret, love, and worry, each one making my stomach drop a little lower. Finally, though, her expression settles on anguish, her eyebrows knitting together and her eyes growing moist.

      I feel like I can’t breathe as I look at her and see the pure pain reflecting in her gaze. I’m sure she knew this day was coming, sooner rather than later. That was why she gave me the charm on my birthday, wasn’t it? She wanted to ease me into the news, and she did it the only way she knew how. If things had been different, she might have sat me down at the kitchen table, held my hand, and explained it all in the way only a mother could, but instead…

      I just wish I had heard it from her first and not the higher gods.

      Slowly, Mum clears her throat, looking like she’s in a trance. “Peyton, go and find the rest of the family and wait in your room. Karma and I need some alone time,” Mum finally says, though she isn’t speaking to me.

      Peyton glances from Mum to me as if we have two heads. “What are you talking about?” he asks, his eyes wide. “Mum…?” There’s a flicker of recognition on his face, but he seems to push it away in an instant.

      “I know you must remember some of the truth, Peyton,” Mum says, her shoulders going rigid, and she doesn’t pull her gaze from mine. “It’s time I told Karma the truth.”

      Peyton looks like he’s been hit over the head, and his expression falters between denial and confusion. Mum just continues to watch me with that stoic, mournful look on her face, and making eye contact with either of them suddenly feels like too much.

      I take a deep breath and pull my eyes away from her for a moment, only to see Storm coming over to my side. He had been lingering a few feet behind me as he watched our conversation, but he must have picked up on my distress. Just having his strong presence next to mine is a comfort, and I shoot him a grateful look. He links his fingers with mine, an action that doesn’t escape my Mum’s or Peyton’s attention. They stare at our hands in what I can only assume is shock, and Mum looks as if she’s about to say something, but then Peyton seems to snap out of the trance he’s been in.

      “But—” he begins, glancing up at Mum with a panicked look on his face.

      I look up at Storm, who is staring down at me, and his gaze fills me with a strength I didn’t know I had. I don’t have to tell him I don’t want him to leave - he knows, and nothing needs to be said between us. I need him here with me as I find out the truth. Peyton, on the other hand… It’s not that I don’t love him, or want him to share the truth with me. It’s that I love him too much; he’s been here for me for as long as I can remember, and I’ve shared everything with him. I don’t want him to have to hear firsthand how I’m not actually his baby sister, how I’m the reason he’s caught up in this mess. And I’m afraid to see his reaction, afraid that after this, our relationship will never be the same.

      “Now, Peyton!” Mum snaps, and after another moment or two, I hear Peyton’s footsteps receding away back into their chambers. The knot in my stomach loosens a little, and slowly I turn away from Storm and back to Mum.

      Mum doesn’t say another word; instead she just retreats back into the room she came out of, and I quickly follow behind her.

      I let go of Storm’s hand so he can shut the door behind us, and together we head into the lounge. It’s pretty basic in here: two cream sofas, white walls and tiled floors. There is a small kitchen pressed against the one wall with a few white cabinets, a mini fridge and a coffee machine on top of it that smells like French roast. Two windows stand at the back of the room, stretching from floor to ceiling and looking over a beach. Outside, the sea looks almost pink as the rising sun reflects off it, a view that would no doubt be breathtaking if we weren’t in our current situation. It’s a relief to see that my family has been living in relative comfort, though; I was half-expecting a dingy basement with no windows and nothing more in the way of furniture than a cot in the corner. I have no doubt that this castle has a proper dungeon, too, and I’m sure that if I don’t behave myself, Xur could easily have my family moved there. The fact that these digs are nicer than I was expecting doesn’t fool me, though; it’s still a prison.No doubt any teleportation charms have already been taken away, and given the magic in this place, charms probably wouldn’t work anyway. Even if the windows aren’t enchanted, we’re still trapped within the palace walls, and outside, there’s nothing but open ocean. An escape attempt would be deadly; my family is completely at the mercy of our captors, and that knowledge is enough to make my blood boil.

      Other than a staircase in the corner of the room, which I assume goes up to some bedrooms, there isn’t much more to see. Or to distract myself with looking at. Taking in another shaky breath, I turn back to Mum, giving Storm’s hand an involuntary squeeze. There’s no getting away from this.

      “Come and sit down, Karma,” Mum quietly instructs me. “You too,” she adds, turning to Storm but barely giving him a second glance. He’s on my side, and that seems to be enough for her for now. “I don’t want to tell you the truth,” she continues, moving over to the pristine sofa and sinking into it stiffly.

      “Mum,” I begin, “I know it can’t be easy, but I need to know-”

      She holds up a hand. “I have feared this day for a long time. You have to understand that I never thought I would have to tell you this way.”

      “You owe me the truth though, Mum,” I tell her, and she gives me a slow nod, patting the spot on the couch next to her. I let out a breath and do as I’m told, coming to sit next to her on the sofa. Storm remains by the door, crossing his arms over his chest and averting his eyes. It’s clear he wants to give us some privacy but still stay near for me, and for that alone, I could kiss him.

      “No, you don’t understand,” mum says, and she is right. I furrow my brow in confusion as she picks up her handbag from the side of the sofa and starts searching through it. “I always have too much stuff in this bag.” She continues to rummage, looking up at me to add, “I can’t tell you the truth, Karma, but I can show you.”

      I try not to chuckle at the look on Storm’s face as my Mum begins to pull out a massive range of things from her bag. An umbrella first, then a makeup bag, a pack of tissue, a box of biscuits, and a postcard with a picture of Michael’s face on it. I even miss that damn goat, and the sight is nearly enough to make fresh tears well up in my eyes, but the absurdity of watching Mum dig through her purse like it’s the most normal thing in the world is enough to keep my emotions from overwhelming me.

      Finally, Mum finds what she is looking for: a small, nondescript blue box, like the kind used to carry jewelry. Mum shoves everything back into her bag, somehow (I’m still not sure how she manages to fit it all in there), before handing me the box. I steel myself, afraid of what I’ll find but unable to avoid the truth any longer. You asked for this, I remind myself. Whatever the truth is, it’s better to find it out now. Just rip it off like a band-aid.

      Slowly, I open it up, finding a small charm inside it, much like the ones she’s gifted me every year for my birthday. The charm is blue, shiny and shaped like a perfume bottle.

      I furrow my brow. “What is it?” I ask Mum, picking up the charm out of the box and holding it in the palm of my hand. Mum covers my hand with hers before she speaks, sounding like she’s choosing each word carefully.

      “It is a memory charm,” Mum replies. Seeing my questioning look, she continues, “See, I knew one day I’d have to tell you about the past, but I didn’t know what the right words for the truth could possibly be.”

      “Mum,” I begin, “it’s all right-”

      But she puts her hand up again, and it’s clear from the strain in her voice that she’s having a hard enough time just getting this far in her explanation. I bite my lip and wait for her to collect her thoughts before she continues.

      “It breaks my heart to see these memories,” she says. “Even just thinking about them makes me feel guilty… sad…” Her voice cracks a little, and she takes a steadying breath. “And it has for a long time, so I knew from the start that I wouldn’t be able to talk about it. I didn’t want that to affect you, so I got this charm. It stores memories, so I used it to make a copy of the important parts of my memory. The ones relating to you,” she explains to me.

      “I can’t believe they let you keep this,” I breathe, holding the charm up to the light and wondering what sorts of memories it could possibly hold.

      “It wasn’t an easy fight,” Mum replies with a look of grim determination. “They took the rest of our charms away. But in the end I convinced them that it was worth showing you these memories, if only to make it easier for them to sway your opinion. I… did what I had to.” She clears her throat. “I’m so sorry for everything you are about to see, Karma. I wanted you to be older when I showed you this. I had a plan… but I can’t protect you from the truth anymore, it seems. This has become bigger than me - bigger than all of us. I just want you to remember that I love you,” she adds. “Please.”

      “Mum,” I say quietly, my eyes wide, “I love you, too. Always.”

      She smiles a little at that, and reaches across the seemingly endless gap between us to stroke my hair the way she did when I was a little girl. “Remember that bringing you up as my child was an honour, and loving you was a present I will always treasure.”

      Before I can answer, my mum closes her eyes, and in an instant my hand starts to warm up. My eyes drift closed unwillingly, as if I’ve just been given a powerful sedative, and soon the warmth begins to spread throughout my entire body. It’s a pleasant feeling, like nostalgia, and I’m unable to fight it; when I open my eyes again, I’m not in the same room, and my mum isn’t with me.

      I’m standing under a tree on a sunny day in someone’s garden. It’s strange - I can feel the warmth of the sun beating down on my face, smell the freshly clipped grass and hear the buzzing of insects among the flowers. It feels so real, even if it is a memory. I don’t recognise the garden as I look around, but it’s pretty big, and there is an old cottage in the distance, with a table and chairs set up outside. I can make out the sound of chattering birds in the trees, and the sound of water in the distance - a beach, perhaps? Glancing down, I’m taken aback when I see that my body is translucent, almost non-corporeal. It’s like I’m a ghost, spying on a memory that I can’t interact with.

      “What did you want to tell me that you didn’t want anyone else to know, Maria?” comes a voice from above me. It’s uncannily like Mum’s, although it sounds younger and more carefree. I take a step back before looking up to see that there is a treehouse built into the branches of the large oak tree in front of me. Two young women are sitting on the edge of the platform, their legs dangling down. The branches rustle and the boards creak with their movement, and a handful of leaves flutter down from the tree, passing through me like air to land at my feet. I have to take a few more steps back to get a good look at the two women, craning my neck and shielding my eyes against the glaring sunlight.

      I recognise my mum almost instantly, mainly because of her wavy red hair and bright eyes. She has a flowery top on and high waisted jeans, but it’s the happiness that throws me. There’s a look of bright, unworried joy on her face - a look of love. I’ve only ever seen her look at our family the way she is looking at the woman sitting next to her.

      I gulp as I see Maria, my mother’s sister, who I know little to nothing about. Her red hair is darker than my mum’s, and is pulled up in a high ponytail. She is dressed in a white dress, showing off the freckled skin on her arms and chest. She is very beautiful, just like my mum, and has an almost otherworldly quality to her. It’s clear that she’s family from the way that Mum is looking at her... but I can’t keep my eyes off her for another reason entirely.

      She looks almost just like me. We have the same high cheekbones, long lashes and pouty lips. The slant of her nose is exactly mine. But there’s more, too: the way she tucks a stray red curl back behind her ear, the little half-smile on her face as she stares at her beloved sister, and the way her shoulders slouch in a carefree, almost lazy posture. These are all qualities I’ve seen every time I’ve looked in the mirror, little things I’ve been unable to put my finger on… until now.

      I know who she is without needing to see the rest of this past memory. My throat suddenly feels tight, and tears begin to fall unbidden down my cheeks as I watch the two women. There’s no doubt in my mind that this is my biological mother, and seeing her next to the woman who raised me is stirring emotions in me that I don’t even have a name for. Questions begin to flow through my mind, each one impossible to answer: what was she like? Was this how they interacted? What would life have been like if she had raised me, instead of Mum? This is followed by an immediate surge of guilt. She didn’t raise me, and she isn’t my Mum - at least, not in the sense that truly matters. My Mum is the one sitting next to her… but that doesn’t alleviate the confusion I’m now feeling to see the two of them side by side.

      The emotions are almost too much to handle, and I nearly miss what they are talking about as I try to get a handle on myself.

      “I’m pregnant,” says the strange yet familiar woman sitting next to Mum.

      Mum’s eyes grow wide. “How far along are you.”

      “About three months gone, Blaine,” Maria says, and my mum throws her arms around Maria while letting out a happy squeal. My middle name gives a lot away in this story.

      I rub my chest as my heart hurts with a nostalgic ache that I didn’t know it was possible to feel. Maria is my biological mother. If I wanted confirmation, I finally have it.

      “Congratulations,” says Mum, putting a hand on Maria’s shoulder. “I’m so delighted for you! Are you happy?” she asks earnestly, and I can see her pure joy.

      Maria smiles softly in response, placing her hand over her stomach, and she gazes into the distance. For a second, I think she is looking at me, but she moves her eyes away to my mum too quickly to have actually seen me. I’m just a stranger looking in on a memory that I cannot touch, the closest I’ll ever be to the woman who gave birth to me.

      “It’s not that simple,” Maria replies, glancing down at her belly.“This poor child is going to have a complicated heritage.” She takes a long breath to steady herself, closing her eyes for a moment, and then looks at Mum. “But I already love my baby,” she says. “I will protect her, shield her and hide her. The moment I found out, I was in love with my child, and that will never change…  despite how much I love her father,” Maria finishes. Thick tears continue to fall down my cheeks as my hand goes to my mouth to hold in a sob that threatens to escape. I never knew how much I craved hearing her say those words, but it feels like an incredible weight has just been lifted off my shoulders. Ever since Xur told me the truth about my parentage, there has been a nagging worry in the back of my mind, one that I haven’t really even been able to articulate. But these words have cast it away: Maria wanted me. She didn’t give me to my mum because she was afraid of me, or because she didn’t love me. Whatever else happened, she did what she did in order to protect me.

      “What did—” begins Mum.

      “He doesn’t need to know,” replies Maria. “I love Neritous...but he wouldn’t love the baby - or want it.”

      “How do you know?” asks Mum quietly, her eyes wide.

      “Why would he?” asks Maria, shaking her head. “For all he’s concerned, she would just be a bastard hybrid, and a threat to the higher gods. Besides, he broke up with me two months ago, and I’m sure he has forgotten me by now,” she adds, and I can hear the heartbreak in her words. Mum simply nods and tilts her head to the side. I’m sure she was a shoulder to cry on; they look so close right now, the same way Peyton and I are close.

      “He is a fool, but you are not alone,” Mum tells her. “I will be here for you, I promise, and Peyton will be a brilliant cousin to this little one,” she says. “And one day you can meet another man, a kinder one, and no will ever have to know who this baby’s real father is.”

      “Do you mean that, Blaine?” asks Maria, a wave of emotions seeming to pass over her.

      “Of course I do, Sister,” says Mum. “We can keep it a secret, you and me. I’m the only one who knew you were dating a higher god in the first place. This never has to leave this treehouse.”

      “I love you, sister,” Maria says, smiling widely as she places her head on my mum’s shoulder. “It’s going to be difficult. She’ll have abilities. Eventually she’ll have questions.”

      “We’ll deal with those when they come,” Mum assures her. “Now is the scary part,” she continues, grinning a little. “Now you have to tell Holly and Daniella. They are going to freak out that everyone is having babies.” They both begin to laugh at that, the sense of relief that passes between them palpable. My eyes begin to drift closed again, and although I fight it, desperate to remain in this moment, the magic is too strong. My head bows as my eyes shut, and I can feel the environment changing around me.

      

      When I open my eyes again, I find myself in a completely different place, and the sight is hard to see. The smell of blood and medicine fills the air, and the small room feels almost stifling. Maria is screaming blue murder on a bed, and my mum is at her side, holding her hand. An older woman is kneeling between her legs, shouting at her to push. This older woman has curly grey hair, but the tips are still red, so I have a feeling she is related to us somehow.

      I look to my left, where two women are holding hands and waiting. One has curly black hair and looks so much like Damien, whereas the other woman has short red hair with big bright blue eyes. They must be my aunts, Holly and Daniella, if I had to take a guess. I look back just as a baby’s cry fills my ears, and the older woman hands Maria a newborn baby, covered in blood. There’s a dusting of freckles on her face, and on her head is a tuft of red hair. It’s me.

      “Thank you, mum,” Maria says, sounding out of breath as I step forward and pull my eyes from the woman who must have been my grandmother. Everyone rushes to Maria’s side as my mum wipes the baby down in Maria’s arms. I don’t move, but I can’t help but hear everything she says anyway.

      “My sweet little girl. I love you so much,” Maria softly says, leaning down and kissing the baby’s head. Another sob leaves my lips when I see the way Maria looks at her child, and how much love there is in her eyes. How she looked at me. I’m the baby she is holding, the baby she is so in love with.

      “The girl is extremely early, a good four weeks, Maria,” my grandmother tells her.

      “She’s perfect,” Maria insists.

      “Yes,” agrees my grandmother, “but there is so much blood. Why doesn’t someone quickly take the baby to a healer and come back? I can heal you for when the baby is back, as you need to be strong.” She puts a wrinkled hand on Maria’s shoulder; I guess I was in a rush to come into the world. Mum never did talk about my birth, though she spoke a lot about the boys and how painful they were. I feel like a million clues were right there, but until the right part of the puzzle came to light, it never made sense.

      

      Maria gives a curt nod. “You’re right,” she says, before turning to Blaine. “I trust you, Blaine. Will you take her?”

      “Of course,” says my Mum. “I will be right back; I’m sure she is completely fine, but mum is right as usual. Best to be safe, and a magical healer can quickly check her.” She places her hand on Maria’s shoulder, and they exchange a loving look. “Then you can finally tell us the name you’ve been keeping a secret.”

      “Oh stop being silly. Blaine and your baby girl will be back in a second,” my grandmother says, making Maria laugh as my mum picks up the baby, wrapping her in a white blanket.

      “I will get the portal as I’m best at them,” Holly says, jumping off the bed and crossing her arms before clicking her fingers. I didn’t know Holly could do that. It’s pretty nifty. A gold portal burns into the room, and my mum looks back at Maria and her family once more.

      “Thanks, Hol. I will be right back.”

      My eyes are forced to close once more, and it makes me dizzy as I open them again, this time it makes me scream. Blood is everywhere in the hallway I’m in, slathered across the walls and the stairs. On the stairs is my grandmother and a man holding her, who I assume is my grandad. Their throats are slit, and sickness fills my throat as I gasp, covering my mouth with my hand. I look to my left, where my mum has just stepped out of a portal, holding the baby. She lets out a cry, a purely pain-filled cry that I will never forget. The look in her eyes, the pain in her voice is haunting. I’m just watching a memory, and it kills me to see this…but mum had to live it. She lost her entire family.

      “MARIA! HOLLY! DANIELLA!” my mum screams, making the baby cry from the crying and shouting. Mum climbs up the stairs, careful to step over her parents. I follow her, even though I don’t want to see what I’m sure is up there. I know this story...but I just didn’t know about me.

      “Holly,” mum cries when she finds her at the top of the stairs, a massive hole in her heart. “Daniella,” she softly cries next, finding her next to her sister, both of them holding hands as they died. Her throat is cut like her parents’, and there is so much blood that mum slips in it, almost dropping the screaming baby. My mum hurries, getting to the end of the corridor and pushing the door to the bedroom open. There, in the middle of the room, is Maria on the floor, with a gold sword pressed into her stomach.

      “Oh god,” my mum cries, rushing over and falling to her knees next to Maria, who is still alive, I think. I run over, standing over them as my mum places her hand on Maria’s cheek, as she coughs up a little blood.

      “Your baby is okay. You will be okay. Then we can figure out a name for her and go hide somewhere. It’s all going to be okay,” mum tells Maria, though we all know this story doesn’t have a happy ending. “Who did this?”

      “Neritous,” she whispers, lifting a blood-covered finger and placing it on the baby’s cheek for just a second.

      “I can heal you somehow. I will go and get a healer; you can’t die now! Maria, your baby needs you! I need you. Please, please. Gods, any god, please don’t let her die.” My mum’s pleas aren’t heard though. No one comes as Maria takes my mum’s hand in hers.

      “K-arma,” Maria coughs out before her head rolls to the side, and my mum screams as she cries. The baby cries too, just like I do as I fall to my knees at the side of Maria. I shakily place my hand on Maria’s hand, my voice catching in my mouth as I look at her. I wish I could close her open eyes; I wish I could tell her that I love her too.

      “Thank you for being my mother. I will not forget you.” My eyes close, and this time when I open them, I’m back looking at mum on the sofa. The room is so light, so bright and clean compared to where I just was that it is startling. I quickly drop the charm as my hands shake, and my mum tries to reach for me, but I can’t let her touch me yet. I crawl off the sofa, shaking my head as a sob leaves my lips.

      “Why did you name me Karma?” I ask, and I’m not sure why, but I need to hear her say it.

      “You know why. It was the last word your mother said, and it’s who you are. You are Karma for the man who did that to them. Neritous wanted to kill you, but he was too late, and then you delivered his karma in the end by killing him. Everything has a price in this world,” she softly tells me, trying to reach for me once more, and before I know what I’m doing, I’m running out of the room as tears stream down my cheeks.

      I wanted the truth, but I never expected it to crush me like it just did.
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      I can feel my heart pounding in my ears like a drum as I run down the corridor, making a hard left at the end and finding myself in front of a massive stone archway. It frames a set of ancient oak doors that stand open wide, beckoning me to the world outside the palace. I don’t know where I’ll end up when I leave, but right now, I don’t care; my brain feels full to bursting, my emotions are like a live wire, and fresh air under the tropical sun feels like my only lifeline in this moment. Everything I saw in my mother’s memories is swirling around in my head like a vicious torrent, and it’s all I can do not to throw myself onto the stone floor and cry out in pain and confusion as I struggle to process the images. Breathing like I’ve just run a marathon, I rush through the arch and onto the cobblestone pathway that snakes away from the palace. Far off in the distance on either side, I can see the castle walls, which continue all the way up to the shoreline. Even though I’m outside, I’m still trapped.

      The pathway winds its way down the hill and onto a big pebble beach. Out in the water, I can make out the forms of large rocks jutting into the sky on the horizon, the waves crashing rhythmically against them. The fact that there are stones and not pebbles slows me down once I step off the path, crunching into my feet and digging painfully into my soles until I’m forced to stop. I suppose that’s a good thing - where would I go, anyway?

      I let my shoulders slump as I stand there on the beach, staring up at the bright early morning sky and feeling the warm salty air blow my dress around.

      This is the real world, Karma, I tell myself, closing my eyes and trying to focus on the smell of the sea, desperate to ground myself in something other than the blood and pain of my loved ones. This is the real world, not the world you just saw.

      Except those reassurances ring hollow. Those images might only be memories now, but they’re memories of true events. And no matter what I might say to convince myself otherwise, that is my true past. That’s the story part of me has been seeking out ever since that night at the club, and possibly even long before that. I’ve spent so much time agonizing over this, searching for the truth, and now that it’s finally been shown to me, I find myself at a total loss. I’ve sacrificed so much to get to this, only to learn that all this tragedy and death was because of me in the end. Maybe it’s not logical to blame myself, but what part of this is logical? And at the end of the day, it doesn’t really matter if I wanted any of this to happen or not. If I hadn’t been born, my mother would still be alive. Jade would still be alive.

      Neritous wouldn’t have killed my mother and her family if she hadn’t been pregnant with me. He probably wanted to kill me, and didn’t realize that I had already been born by the time he reached my mother. I guess being early into this world actually saved my life in the end… but that’s all I can say for it. The image of that gold sword pushed through my mother’s stomach is not something I will ever forget. The agony in her eyes, her last rattling breaths… it doesn’t matter that I never knew her. She loved me, and she died to protect me. She seemed sweet and kind, and even though we only got a few moments together, I still felt how much she cared for me, across the vast distance of space and time.

      I suddenly feel all the life go out of my legs, and my knees buckle. I drop to the ground, pebbles skittering out all around me as I stare out at the infinite ocean, and slowly I drag my knees up to my chest. Before I can fight it, more tears are coming, and I drop my head onto my knees as my shoulders shake with sobs.

      My father killed my mother. My aunts. My grandparents. And if he could have, I’m sure he would have killed me, too. Innocent people died because of me; all these years, they have been forgotten, never even spoken of out of fear that Neritous will one day track me down again. This secret has poisoned my entire family, and now it’s poisoning the only people I have left.

      “Karma?” a familiar voice shouts over the sea breeze. It’s like something out of a dream, and for a moment I nearly laugh at the absurdity of it all. But then the voice calls my name again, and I drag my head up from my knees to identify where it’s coming from. What I see is nearly enough to make me do a double take, my eyes going wide and my jaw dropping open.

      Mads is running toward me across the beach. I had theorized that maybe the higher gods had put her here with the rest of my family, but after seeing Mum and Peyton, I had nearly forgotten that she might have been taken prisoner, too. It pains me to see another one of my loved ones threatened because of me, but some selfish part of me feels uplifted when I see her. I didn’t realize how much I missed her until just now.

      

      Her long blonde hair is up in a messy ponytail, swept and tangled from the wind, and her clothes suggest she has been running. I’m surprised when I look at the sky and realize it must be close to sunrise. Mads has always been one of those crazy fitness junkies who like to run before the sun has even come up - back in Ireland, she set up a running club where a group of athletes would meet up to go jogging every morning. I called them the crazy feckers club, a nickname that made Mads hit my arm every time I said it. I don’t know why, but that thought makes me smile, in spite of the trauma and grief I’m feeling right now. Mads is my best friend, the one I turn to when I’m lost and clueless in the world. She’s been a shoulder to cry on, a co-conspirator in all of our crazy schemes, and loyal to me through thick and thin. She shouldn’t be here on this cursed island, but I couldn’t be happier that she is.

      My breakdown nearly forgotten for the time being, I struggle to pick myself up off the rocks, wiping my tears frantically with the back of my hand and unable to stop the grin that’s spreading on my face.

      I run to her as she approaches, throwing my arms around her when I’m close and clinging to her like my life depends on it. She chuckles a little and hugs me back just as tightly before pulling back to get a good look at me. “Karma,” she says, her eyes as big as saucers. “I can’t believe you’re here. You… I mean, how…?”

      “I can’t believe you’re here either, Mads,” I tell her, squeezing her shoulders as if to make sure that she’s not a hallucination. “How did you get here? Did they bring you here with my family? Oh my god, Mads, I’m so sorry I sucked you into all this. Have they hurt you? I...”

      “It’s okay, it’s okay,” she tells me. “I’m fine. They haven’t touched me. I mean, well, those guards definitely aren’t gentle, but nobody’s hurt me. Unless you count being a complete arsehole as hurting someone.” She shakes her head, seeming to remember that we haven’t seen each other since the night at the club. “But that doesn’t matter,” she says. “I should be the one asking you all these questions.” She peers at me, her eyes narrowing a bit as she takes in the sight of my red, puffy eyes and slouching posture. “What’s wrong?” she asks, her voice filling with concern. “How are you here? Oh, Karma, I have so much to tell you, but I know something is wrong. You don’t hug me that often.”

      “I’ve just missed you,” I reply with a sheepish chuckle, letting go because she has a point. My hugging game has never been strong.

      “Karma...” She gently says my name, and I can tell from one look that I won’t be able to brush her off so easily.  But I don’t know what to say to her. How do I even begin to explain what’s happened to me since I fled the twins? How do I get into Storm, and Jade, and Neritous, and my heritage, and the fact that until she showed up, my situation felt (and might very well still be) utterly hopeless? It feels like we haven’t seen each other in years. “What’s going on?” Mads asks gently, touching my arm delicately as if she doesn’t want to upset me. “I don’t think I’ve ever seen you look this sad. You know you can talk to me.”

      I let out a long sigh, knowing she’s right. There might not be time to get into all of it right now, but talking to someone - someone normal, someone with no connections to the gods or their grand conspiracies - might help ease the burden a little. Especially if that someone is Mads.

      Clearing my throat, I slowly sit back down on the stones, despite how much they dig into my arse. Mads takes a seat next to me, grimacing a little at the feeling of the rocks but not complaining. There’s a long moment of silence, and she slowly leans over and places her head on my shoulder. It reminds me uncannily of the way Maria and my mum sat in their treehouse, in that memory.

      “My mum isn’t my real mother,” I begin slowly, choosing each word carefully, “and my dad isn’t my father, either.”

      To her credit, Mads doesn’t have a huge reaction to that, instead keeping her gaze fixed on the rocks in the distance. “How did you find out?” she asks at last, not looking at me.

      “Mum told me,” I explain. “Well… I guess she’s not technically my mum, but she’s the one who raised me. She… she showed me images of my real mother. Of the way she died. It was all too much, so I came out here, and that’s when you found me.”

      “Ah.” Mads doesn’t say anything, instead waiting for me to speak.

      I feel like I’m parsing through the emotions even as I continue. “Everything is so confusing right now,” I say, “and the worst part is that we are stuck here with two halves of my biological family.” I’m aware that this probably doesn’t make a whole lot of sense, but the immensity of the situation is almost overwhelming - it’s all I can do to give her little pieces at a time and hope she understands. “There’s my family - my real family, the ones who raised me,” I say, “and then there are these higher gods, these monsters who have turned our lives upside down. And there’s no getting away from any of it.”

      Mads is quiet for a long time, both of us just listening to the waves lap against the shore. I’m sure she is thinking about what to say, and probably coming up short. I don’t blame her, I don’t have a clue of what to say, either.

      “The higher gods are your family?” Mads asks finally. Her voice is calm enough, but under the words I can sense her terror at the thought. She hasn’t been acquainted with this world very long, but Peyton told her what he could, and she’s seen what the higher gods are capable of. Hell, she’s experienced it first hand.

      “Yes,” I reply, and the admission is surprisingly painful to make. It’s like admitting that you’re related to a serial killer or something. “You remember the god I killed in that club?” I ask her, and I see Mads nod out of the corner of my eye. Her expression darkens at the thought, no doubt going back to the night her whole life was snatched away from her, all because of my stupidity. Hey, I admonish myself. Don’t go there. Don’t think like that. Pulling my attention back into the present, I continue. “He was my father.”

      Mads’ eyes go wide at that. “You killed your own father?”

      “Yeah,” I say, and for the first time, the reality of that seems to sink in. It all makes sense now: his name on my hand, the feeling of being drawn to that club, the lightning charm… It was like the universe was lining up to make sure that I took him out of the world once and for all. He came for my family, and so I came for him… whether I knew it at the time or not. “But trust me, Mads,” I say, turning to look at her, “he had his bad karma coming.”

      “What did he do?” Mads asks me, pulling away to look at me cautiously. I see a hint of apprehension in her eyes, and I realise that the truth is probably hitting her equally as hard. She was only just getting used to the idea of me being a supernatural being, and now I’m telling her that I’m the offspring of some of the most powerful gods in the entire world. Will this change our relationship? I feel a horrible sinking feeling in the pit of my stomach as I wonder if this is going to make her afraid of me… but it vanishes the moment I meet her eyes again. The concern there isn’t for herself; it’s for me. That’s enough to melt my heart.

      I clear my throat, realising she’s still waiting for a response. “He killed my mother,” I reply, the words sounding surreal coming out of my mouth. “Her name was Maria. He killed my aunts and grandparents, too. All of them died because he thought she was still pregnant with me, and he wanted to get rid of me. If I hadn’t been born four weeks premature, he would have killed me, too.” I take a shaky breath, the sadness that was overwhelming me when Mads found me threatening to hit me once again. “It was all because of me,” I whisper.

      “No, not because of you,” Mads says, her eyes flashing as she straightens up and fixes her gaze on mine. “Karma, don’t you dare blame yourself.” Seeing that I don’t believe her, she takes hold of my hands and forces me to face her. “You did not make the decision that your father did,” she says, emphasizing each word.

      “I know,” I say, sighing. “But I can’t stop thinking about what if. What if he hadn’t been able to? What if Maria had raised me like she planned? What if none of this had happened? What if-”

      “Stop,” Mads says firmly, and I close my mouth. “Now isn’t the time to get hung up on what ifs,” she tells me. “Your mum is your mum and your dad is your dad. They are your family, no matter who gave you life.”

      “I know that,” I softly admit, and I know she’s right: finding out the truth doesn’t impact my relationship with the parents who brought me up. I’m just sad that Maria, my mother, never got the chance. It’s a hard feeling, a complicated feeling, and I still don’t know what to do with it.

      “And know this,” Mads continues, sounding more sincere than she ever has. “I see you as my sister, Karma. I have for a very long time, and there is nothing I wouldn’t do to save you. That’s why I’m here, in a world I’m not meant to be in, and surrounded by gods that are powerful enough to scare me shiteless. We aren’t related by any blood, but we are meant to be friends. I love you; it’s that simple, and you are the only family I care about.” Her words hang heavily in the air, and even as they make me emotional, I can also feel them powering me up, igniting a fire that has been stoking inside me for a long time.

      “I need to get revenge for my family,” I whisper.

      “And you will, Karma,” Mads says grimly. “I will help you, you know, however I can. I know my human ass isn’t much good in this world,” she adds with a dry chuckle, “but I’ll move heaven and earth if it means we can get these bastards off your back.”

      That makes me smile, and I bump her shoulder with my own. “I dunno, you do have a cute ass,” I say, and we both laugh.

      “Now, tell me everything that happened in the prison,” she says.

      “I don’t even know where to start,” I admit as I lean back. “The gods of justice—”

      “Didn’t you go on a date with one of them?” she asks me, and I’m reminded again of just how much has changed since the last time I saw her. “I set you up with him. Peyton explained to me who he was after you killed your - er, that guy at the club.” She shakes her head and hurries on. “I just remember he was a boss at one of my old jobs in the business centre. Though now I’m not sure why a god of justice was working an office job, now that I think about it.”

      “Right,” I say, nodding. “His name is Seth. Actually, it wouldn’t surprise me to know he has a part-time office job in his spare time, instead of having fun like normal people.” Mads snorts at that, and I can’t help but laugh, too, as well as say a silent prayer that Seth and Killian are okay, wherever they are. “But anyways, he didn’t forget our date. Not in a good feckin’ way either. Seth and Killian got trapped in the prison with me, then there was a test, and I met someone called Storm and Jade. Storm and the twins are here; they escaped to help me,” I say, trying to recap it all.

      “And Jade?” Mads gently asks me, clearly picking up how hard it was to say her name.

      “She died protecting the justice twins for me. She knew how I felt for them, and she was my friend. I can never thank her enough for it,” I admit, and a flash of her face fills my mind for a second.

      “I’m so sorry, Karma,” Mads honestly says. “I’m sure she knows how thankful you are, wherever she is. I truly believe that the dead never leave us.”

      “I hope that’s true,” I admit and smile at her. “Now, tell me how you are here right now?”

      “Peyton told me everything after you left, and then I went to stay at yours for the night. In the morning, they explained they were coming here to make a plea for you to be released as it was an accident. I came with them, but the higher gods or anyone else never once listened to us. The guards told us we are not allowed to leave,” she explains to me. I grit my teeth, knowing Xur and my twin aunts must have been planning this all. I’m sure they have planned the games out already, and I fell straight into their trap.

      “I’m sure they kept you all here to blackmail me,” I mutter, knowing Mads is waiting for an answer.

      “I’m sorry, I would have made your family stay away if I knew,” she tells me.

      “It wouldn’t have made a difference, Mads. They are higher gods, and nothing and no one is out of their reach,” I explain to her. “They rule this world. And now everything I do, they are interested in.”

      “Except they can’t control you. If they feel they need your family and friend to blackmail you, Karma, they must be scared,” Mads says.

      “They aren’t scared of me. I have half the power they do. It’s Storm they are frightened of,” I explain to her.

      “And who is this Storm?” she asks, wagging her eyebrows.

      “That’s another long story,” I say, and Mads smiles, resting her head back on my shoulder.

      “Good thing we have time then.” I start explaining who Storm is and everything else I can think of to tell Mads.

      This is what best friends are for.
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      “We all have rooms down here, and meals are served in this dining room with the higher gods and some of their advisers,” says Mads, making a sweeping gesture around herself at the towering stone walls of the first floor. We’ve come back inside from the beach, and I’m already missing the open air outside, even if the island is a prison in and of itself. Now she’s giving me a bit of an informal tour of the areas of the castle that we have access to as glorified hostages, since I’m really only acquainted with my family’s quarters so far. A large portion of the palace is off-limits to me and Mads, especially the upper chambers, where Xur and his sisters live and meet. They’ve given us a surprising amount of freedom already, though, and it would be a boon not to wander off somewhere without Storm with me and get lost in the bowels of the castle.

      The two of us pause at the entrance to the dining room in question, which has a high, vaulted ceiling complete with the golden gilding that accents all of the palace. The ceiling is painted with murals depicting the higher gods that remind me of the Renaissance frescoes in old Italian villas. One of them, on the far side near the back, seems to have been burned away; staring up at it more closely, I can make out a humanoid form, and realize with a start that it’s an image of Storm, before he had a falling out with his family. Well, I think dryly, they certainly don’t lack for self-glorification around here. From wall to wall stretches an enormous, elegant dining table that would probably be big enough to seat a whole ballroom full of people. The chairs near the end seem to have been segregated, probably for the prisoners, and I can feel my hands balling into fists at the sight. It’s like we’re sheep to them… and the worst part is, we sort of are.

      “It’s always creepy to eat in there, but we don’t have a choice exactly,” Mads explains to me, peering around my shoulder with a sour expression on her face. “Thankfully, most of the guards have their meals in the barracks, and the advisors are always late to dinner. We’ve sort of learnt to eat early and run for it.”

      “The higher gods don’t have a problem with that?” I ask, turning to her.

      She shakes her head. “They’re actually not always around for dinner. I think they’re too busy scheming upstairs to be bothered to come to meals on time - or maybe they just don’t want to deign to eat with the rest of us. Either way, the higher gods have only eaten with us once since we got here.”

      “Damn,” I mutter. “I can’t imagine that went well.”

      Mads gives a contemptive snort. “No, it didn’t. The moment your dad tried to talk about you being freed, they got up and left. I was half expecting them to shoot lightning bolts at us just for asking.”

      “I wouldn’t put it past them,” I tell her, crossing my arms. “But I’m glad to hear they haven’t hurt you.”

      Mads shakes her head. “They haven’t laid a finger on us - probably because they know we make better leverage against you if they just threaten us with violence. Up until that dinner, our only interactions with them were when they came about to ask questions about your nature.”

      “My nature?” I ask, frowning.

      She nods. “They wanted to know if you were like them, I suspect. Not pleasant dinner conversation, at any rate.”

      “I think I’ll skip the meal for today then,” I say as we turn around, leaving the dining room behind us and making our way back down the main hall. “I don’t want to eat with all of their creepy red eyes watching me.” Not that I’m actually hungry after seeing all the past memories my mum shared with me; if I had the choice, I would probably never eat again. My shock has worn off for the time being, but I know for a fact that those images will be seared into my memory for the rest of my life.

      “I will bring food back for you if you want,” Mads offers with a grin, and I smile at her with a brisk nod of my head. I don’t want to worry her.

      Gods, I missed having her around.

      We continue through the winding corridors, passing libraries, ballrooms, conservatories, and what looks like a kind of strategy room on our way. Mads points each one out to me as we go, impressing me with her knowledge of the layout of the castle, in spite of having only been here a short time. Eventually we arrive back outside the living space where Mum and Dad are being held, and I feel a thick lump forming in my throat once more as I remember the memory charm, and the pain on Mum’s face as she showed me visions of the memories that have haunted her for so long. Part of me is afraid to speak to her again in the aftermath of these revelations, while another part is desperate to, desperate for any sort of familiarity. Right now, the feeling of one of her hugs seems like the only thing that will set my head straight.

      “You okay?” Mads asks, putting a hand on my arm and narrowing her eyes in concern. “You look like you just saw a ghost.”

      “More than one,” I reply, but when I see the worry on her face, I force myself to smile. “But it’s all right, Mads. Really. I’m just… still a little on edge, I guess. But that’s all.”

      “Okay,” she says, giving my arm a squeeze before letting go. “Well, I’ll leave you here to your folks. There’s a little reading room over there, just around the corner,” she adds, pointing over her shoulder around the bend in the hallway. “I’ve been spending most of my time in there, reading the books they have in the library. There’s not much else to do around here other than go running, and even that gets old after a while. Come find me later, if you want - we have a lot of catching up to do.”

      “Wait,” I say, grabbing hold of her wrist as she turns to go. I suddenly feel embarrassed to ask, but my nerves are getting the better of me. I want someone objective here with me right now, and Mads has always been my rock. “Could you… come with me?” I ask her tentatively. “I’ve never…” I clear my throat. “This is the first time I’ll be seeing them after finding out… You know, everything. Would you…?”

      Mads nods, giving me a reassuring smile. “Of course, Karma. I’ll be right behind you.”

      I give her a quick hug as a thank you before turning around. Her presence behind me is enough to steady me, and I turn the handle of the door to my mum and dad’s room and pushing it open. Mads lingers a reasonable distance behind me as I move forward, and I’m left to pray that this encounter won’t be too painful as I square my shoulders and walk into the foyer.

      The second the door is open, I can hear the sound of Storm laughing loudly, followed by the sound of my brothers laughing along with him. I pause where I’m standing, taken aback; I wasn’t expecting my family to take to him this quickly, but then again, this is Storm we’re talking about; maybe I shouldn’t be surprised to see he’s made friends already. At least I won’t have to worry about my family not approving of my… boyfriend? Crush? Love interest? None of the above? The truth is, I don’t really know what Storm and I even are, but it’s a relief to see that he seems to be getting along with my relatives.

      I walk into the common area to see Storm standing near the kitchenette alongside my brothers. He’s gesturing as if he’s in the middle of telling a story, and Peyton is holding his sides and wiping tears of laughter from his eyes. I’m glad to see that they have a little levity while they’re here, although Mum and Dad are a different story. They are standing on the other side of the room by the window, and Dad is rubbing her back in slow circles. She looks like she’s calmed down a bit, but I can see she must have been crying. Even dad, who I’ve never seen completely break down, looks like he’s struggling to hold himself together as he pulls her close.

      As soon as the door shuts behind me, the whole room goes quiet, and everyone turns to look at me. My brothers’ expressions immediately go serious once more, and Storm takes a hesitant step toward me before stopping himself; he must realize that this is between me and the people who raised me.

      Mum’s eyes meet mine as I freeze on the threshold, and she suddenly looks tentative… afraid. I realise with a start that she’s as nervous as I am for this moment - is she wondering if I’ll accept her now that I know the truth? And suddenly, in an unbidden rush, a sense of catharsis washes over me as I look at her.

      “Mum,” I whisper, because that word means so much more now. I open my arms, and she runs to me, nearly knocking me over in a hug. I embrace her back, trying not to cry because way too many tears have already fallen today. The pain of seeing Maria is still burning in my gut like a fire, but the overwhelming love that I feel for the woman I call my mother is nearly enough to put it out. This is where I belong, I think, squeezing her so tightly that I wonder if I’ll ever let go.

      She buries her face in my tangled red hair, and I feel my scalp dampen with her tears, but when she speaks, her voice is heavy with joy. “I was so worried,” she says. “I thought you would never forgive me. Karma…” She pulls back for a moment to look into my eyes, her hands on my shoulders. “No matter what else changes, you will never stop being my daughter,” she says, and pulls me back against her tightly.

      “No, Mum,” I agree, inhaling the smell of her and feeling the weight of the truth lifting off my shoulders bit by bit, “I never will.”

      Dad walks over and wraps his arms around us both as mum cries onto my shoulder, planting a kiss on the top of my head. For a long moment we just stand there, the three of us, an emotional wreck, but together for the first time since the shite all hit the fan. I don’t think I’ve ever been happier to be around them, and one thing is certain in my mind in this moment: I’m never going to be ungrateful for them ever again.

      I eventually pull back and look at them both, feeling tears welling up in my eyes again - except this time, they’re tears of relief and happiness. “Maria was my biological mother,” I tell them slowly, “and I wish I could have had more time with her. I want to know everything about her, as well as Holly, Daniella, and my grandparents.” I take a breath, closing my eyes for a moment before opening them again. “But you guys are my parents. Blood doesn’t change that. You’re my mum, and you’re my dad.”

      “I’ve never been as proud of you as in this moment. I love you, Karma,” dad tells me, and I turn to hug him tightly. Mum kisses the side of my head, and before I realise what’s happening, I’m tackled by a head of red hair. It’s Damien, and the look on his face is almost enough to make me laugh; I don’t think I’ve ever seen him this happy to see me in my entire life.

      “Sis,” Damien mutters as I reach up and ruffle his hair, and that little word speaks volumes. I stop to take in his appearance, moving backward a step and cocking my head to the side with a grin. Damien has gotten a heck of a lot taller since I’ve been in the prison, and his hair is cut shorter - did he do this before they arrived here, I wonder, or after?

      “What have you been eating? You are so friggin’ tall,” I point out.

      “The higher gods might be crazy, but they have damn good food,” Damien states.

      “Language, Damien,” Dad says, and that makes us all laugh. It’s strange how, in the midst of all this, we can suddenly feel like a normal family again. But it has never been logical, I suppose.

      “I also cook good food, Damien,” mum points out, placing her hands on her hips, and Damien gives her a sheepish look.

      “Of course you do, mum,” Damien replies, turning and exchanging a pacified look with me. His wide eyes are so big that it’s almost comical, and I can’t help but chuckle. Some things never change.

      Hugo comes over next, hugging me with a squeeze before letting go and stepping back, taking in my appearance like he’s seeing me for the first time in years. “I missed you,” he says at last. “We were getting worried you’d never come back from the prison.”

      

      “I was too, Hugo,” I tell him. “There were times back there when I thought I would never see you guys again. I’m… I’m glad you’re all here.”

      “Me too,” Hugo says. “And it doesn’t matter if you’re my cousin or whatever biologically. You will always be my pain in the ass sister who is way too good at pranks.”

      I snort, rolling my eyes. “Thank you, Hugo. I’m back now, and there will be plenty of time for pranks later,” I tell him. I take a breath, crossing my arms and looking around at my family. Storm is lingering behind, leaning against the wall and watching the scene unfold with a knowing smile on his face. As for Peyton… I frown when I see that he has moved to stand next to Mads, his arm wrapped around her waist.

      “It’s good to have you back, Sis,” he says, nodding to me and giving me a brotherly grin. I’m so happy to see that our relationship hasn’t changed. “There was something else we were going to tell you, sister,” he adds, looking suddenly awkward. I raise my eyebrows expectantly, crossing my arms and taking a step back. Peyton opens his mouth to speak, then shrugs and leans down to kiss Mads on the lips. My eyes go wide, and I stumble back in shock. When did that happen?

      “Damn, you guys have been busy,” I mutter, feeling my face flush as I rub the back of my neck sheepishly. The full meaning of my words sinks in then, and I go even more red in the face. “Wait a minute, get your mind out of the gutter, all of you!” I exclaim, looking around at the group. “Unless… No. No way. Uh-uh. Nope, I really don’t need to know any more than feckin’ that.”

      Everyone laughs at that, and Dad reaches down to ruffle my hair. “I guess being taken care of by your best friend’s brother really does bring you closer together,” Mads says, grinning, and links her fingers with Peyton’s.

      “Yeah, yeah, yeah,” I say, waving a hand at them like a crotchety old man. “That’s enough out of you two. I’m going to keep my innocent mind away from the thoughts of my older brother and bestie together,” I say, looking away.

      “Though if you guys are happy, I’m happy too,” I add, and mean it. Times are hard enough as it is; it’s nice to see that the people I care about most in the world are having a chance at love.

      “So you don’t mind?” Mads asks, looking both shocked and relieved. “And hell are you innocent minded, Karma,” she adds, shaking her head in disbelief.

      “Why does it matter if I mind?” I ask. “If anything, it means you won’t be able to escape our family any time soon, Mads. That is a bonus.” I tip her a wink, giving Peyton an approving nod. Before anyone can do anything other than widely smiling at me, there’s a knock at the door.

      Mum moves to answer it, but before she gets across the room, the door swings open. Killian comes into the room first, swiftly followed by Seth. The hours we have been away have given them time to smarten up, and boy do they look good. Killian has black jeans on, a thick leather belt holding them up on his hips, and a white shirt which is almost see-through, so I can admire his muscular chest and the six pack I know is under it. His hair is brushed and styled, and he has shaved now.

      “Miss me, angel?” Killian asks with a teasing grin. Somehow he can always make me smile.

      “Karma? An angel? Who is this crazy fecker?” Peyton asks with a laugh, and I glare at him as Killian introduces himself. Seth doesn’t say a word, though he is back to his usual clothing as I look at him. A pretty suit, a short haircut and smooth shave. I never did like the business type, but I find myself checking out Seth. He is my broken god, one I deeply understand and want to fix. I can’t seem to pull myself away from him like I know I should do.

      “I’m Killian Justice, and this is my twin brother, Seth. We are good friends of your sister and here to protect her no matter what,” Killian vows. It’s crazy sexy to hear him say that, and my cheeks go red.

      “Protecting Karma is my job,” Storm interrupts, and I look at him to see his arms crossed, a glare fixed on Killian. Here we go again.

      “Actually, I think we will all find it is all of our jobs to protect Karma while we are here. The higher gods have called every god or goddess to the local towns so they can be invited to the island for the games. The first game is tomorrow; they are not wasting any time, and it will be dangerous. As we all know, Karma can’t fight, but Storm could teach her how to use her higher god powers,” Seth interrupts, being the voice of reason.

      “I can work with her,” Storm grumbles to Seth while he looks at me. “But these powers come from you, Karma. No one taught me to use them, and I never taught the higher gods. It's something you have to find on your own.”

      “Now where are we staying? We have an apartment here, here on the east wing,” Seth asks me, suggesting I stay with them. Killian nods his agreement in the corner of my eye.

      “I have my old rooms as well. Karma, where would you like to stay?” Storm asks, suggesting the same, and the room becomes incredibly quiet as words escape me. The twins look at me in the exact same way Storm does, and I know they want me to choose. How the friggin’ hell do I choose?

      “Karma already said she would sleep in my room. I’m human, and she is worried about me being on my own. Especially as Peyton shares a room with Hugo and Damien still,” Mads says, and Peyton looks at her like she is crazy until she elbows him, and he plasters on a fake smile. Like hell are they sleeping apart. But they sure are now, and I try not to laugh at how pissed Pey looks.

      “Right,” Seth mutters, and I throw Mads a thankful look as she holds her hand out for me to take. I friggin’ love Mads right now.

      “Come on, bestie. Why don’t we get you some new clothes and a shower?” she asks, and I’m quick to take her hand. It makes me remember I’m still covered in blood, dirt, and wearing a ripped dress. I look back to see Peyton place his hand on Killian’s chest, stopping him following me out.

      “We need to have a little chat about Karma. All of us do,” Peyton’s words are pretty darkly spoken. Good luck, guys. That will teach them for putting me on the spot.

      “Only you could go to prison and come out with not just one sexy god obsessed with you, but three.” I chuckle at Mads’s comment, but the truth is, this might just get us all killed. As far as I know, sharing is not something gods ever do. They would rather fight it out and break my heart in the process. As much as I don’t want to admit it, somewhere down the line, I’ve realised I don’t want any of them not in my life.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 39

          

          
            
              [image: ]
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      A long shower is in order after the morning I’ve had, and it dawns on me as I step under the steaming stream of water that I can’t remember the last time I bathed. I had almost forgotten what it was like to not be covered in dirt, sweat, and dried blood, and the heat of the water soothes my aching muscles as I put my hand against the wall and drop my head down. For a long while I just stand there, letting the trauma of the past few days wash away with the hot water, my eyes drifting closed. I feel like so much has happened in so little time, and in spite of the relief I’m feeling in the aftermath of my conversation with Mum, I’m utterly exhausted. The idea of crawling into a warm bed and sleeping for about ten years sounds perfect right now, and that’s what ultimately motivates me to clean myself off and emerge from the shower.

      At least they have good water pressure here, I think dryly as I finish towel drying my hair. I place the towel on the side then, taking a long moment to look at myself in the small, steamy mirror. The fog obscures most of me, and for a few moments I can’t see anything but my green eyes. They reflect back at me hauntingly, almost like a deep green pool of nothing. They are my mother’s—Maria’s—eyes, and I know that now, but for all these years, I’ve looked at them and they reminded me of my mum. Hers are darker, though, while mine are a more jade green, but it’s obvious that we’re related, even still. Maria’s eyes were like carbon copies of mine - it’s almost eerie how similar she looked to me in those memories.

      The eyes are just one of about a hundred little memories I now find myself looking back on, trying to figure out how I couldn’t have seen it then. All the little aspects that make me me - my ways of carrying myself, the sound of my voice, the way my body is shaped and the contours of my face - all spell Maria’s name and not my Mum’s. I suppose that’s the thing about secrets, though: for those of us not in on it, it’s hard to see the truth - even when it’s right in front of our eyes.

      I find myself wondering if there were ever moments that mum and dad wanted to tell me the truth, but they were too scared to. It must have been such an intense burden, to keep something as immense as this from their daughter, and it can’t have been easy for them - all those years, all those birthdays, all those questions about whether they were doing the right thing.

      Some part of me still hurts when I think about the truth, but I know I need to face it. It won’t be easy, and the pain I felt this morning seeing my Mum’s memories was only the tip of the iceberg. There’s a fight coming, and the stakes are higher than they’ve ever been: my life is on the line, as well as the lives of everyone I care about. I can’t afford to lose focus now, no matter how much it hurts, because trying to push the reality of the situation from my mind and pretend it doesn’t exist - like I usually do with all the bad things in my life - will not work this time. This isn’t some karma job gone so badly that I want to forget about it. This isn’t the time I tried to run up the rainbow of Nessie, our resident drunk family leprechaun, and fell into the sea. I chuckle at the memory, running a hand through my damp red locks as a memory - this one positive in its nostalgia - washes over me. I had been young and stupid then, and ended up breaking two of my ribs. Dad had to jump into the sea and rescue me, since that was before I could swim for shite. Thank the gods he is a good swimmer, at least.

      The truth is that running away from reality when the going gets tough is my usual go to plan. I was never mature enough to look the truth in the face, especially when it was unpleasant, and I’ve spent my entire life letting other people clean up my messes for me. Whether it was Dad pulling me out of the water or Peyton rescuing me from some botched karma job, I’ve spent years depending on others to pull me back to my feet. It’s been easier that way: to cower in a corner and let someone else do the dirty work instead of facing my problems like an adult.

      But for the first time in my life, I don’t want to run now. I want to fight back, and take revenge for everything I've lost because of the higher gods. It’s not just for me, either - it’s for Maria, for Mum and Dad, for Mads, who never asked for any of this - and with higher god blood running through my veins, it’s possible that I’m the only person who will be able to put an end to this. It’s time to pay the piper, and there will be no backing out of it this time… no matter what.

      I shake myself out of my thoughts, shivering at the cold air outside the shower. The fog on the mirror has dissipated, and I can now fully make out my figure. It’s almost shocking how much I’ve changed since my birthday: the prison food was hardly enough to sustain me, and I look thin and underfed. My eyes are bloodshot from tears and exhaustion, and my body is covered in healing scrapes, bruises, cuts, and bumps. The cut Xur gave me is still there, and when I run my fingers over it, I feel a muted but still unpleasant surge of pain. It seems to be taking longer to heal than most injuries - possibly because it was part of a magic spell.

      Not wanting to give any more time to my weak-looking appearance, I turn away from the mirror. I loosely plait my hair and tie it with one of Mads’s hair bands before re-wrapping the cut on my arm with the bandages that mum dropped off an hour ago for me. I pull a pair of jeans on over my underwear, and the simple black shirt on next, super thankful that Mads packed me a bag of clothes in case I was able to get out of the prison. She really thought of everything, and I’m grateful - at this point, all the clothes Mum packed for me when I went on the run are dirty and in need of a good wash.

      Stretching my aching arms behind me and letting out a groan, I stand up straight before bending over to slip on the fuzzy slippers Mads left out for me. I don’t think I’ve ever felt anything so soft against my battered feet. I give myself one final check in the mirror, glad to see that I’m looking slightly more human than before, before leaving the bathroom and making my way into the living room.

      At least the higher gods aren’t lacking for space, I think, even in a glorified dungeon. Our living quarters are similar to the connecting space where the others are being housed: upstairs is one large bedroom with two double beds, which seem to make up in comfort what they lack in privacy. Downstairs is a sprawling common area, complete with a kitchenette and a panel of windows overlooking the sea on the far wall. Not a bad place to spend time, if you can forget the fact that you’re being held here against your will.

      Mads is lounging on the sofa in the living room. The TV is on, tuned to a news program about American politics. It all seems so remote now… so petty. I had always felt a disconnect between myself and the affairs of humans, but now even more so: somehow, questions about which president said what and the latest parliamentary configuration feel trivial - almost petty, in comparison with what I’m now facing. Mads seems to be in a similar situation: she’s staring at the TV, but hardly seeming to process what she’s seeing, and I’d imagine she has it on more to escape the silence of the castle than because she’s interested in what the news anchors are saying.

      I sit down next to Mads on the sofa, and she turns off the TV stiffly before facing me. We both just stare at one another for a long moment, neither one of us knowing what to say to all this craziness. We’re a long way from worrying about homework at school or boyfriends that were arseholes. Life just got serious for us so quickly, and neither of us really knows how to deal with it. Not for the first time, I wonder how she’s handling everything. If I thought my life was turned upside-down over the past days, I can’t even imagine what she must be going through; she’s gone from an innocent human excited about her new job to an unwitting pawn in a game between supernaturals, and I remind myself that I’m not the only person whose life has been overturned lately.

      Before either of us can say a word, however, we hear the sounds of a few brisk knocks on the door to our suite.

      “I’ll get it,” I say, jumping up and hurrying to the door, thankful for a distraction from the heavy silence in the room. I pull it open, only to come face-to-face with Killian, who is standing on the other side with a playful grin on his face. He is holding a metal tray in his hands and looking like the cat that ate the canary. The tray has a white towel covering its contents, but I’m Karma Kismet, and I can smell peanut butter a mile off.

      My stomach rumbles, and I know it’s calling out to the peanut butter like a long lost lover. “You know, Killian,” I say, crossing my arms playfully over my chest and smiling at him, “maybe you’re not so bad after all.”

      Killian laughs. “I’m so glad I have your approval, Karma.” He nods down at the tray. “Peanut butter sandwiches, Diet Cokes, and salt and vinegar crisps. I remember you saying they are your favourite meal, and I’d like to try them with you if you want company. If not, though I can leave,” he adds hastily. He’s usually not this bashful, and it’s so cute that I don’t really know how to tell him no. Plus... I don’t actually want him to leave. It’s only as I meet his golden eyes now that I realise how much I missed him.

      Mads comes over then, catching the tail end of our conversation. She gives Killian an appraising look that can only come from a girl sizing up her best friends’ romantic interest, before a sly smile spreads across her face. She clears her throat. “Killian, we haven’t officially met. I’m Mads, Karma’s bestie,” Mads says, going to hold her hand out for him to shake but realising he has his hands full. She takes in the sight of the tray he’s holding and her grin gets wider. “You brought lunch, how sweet.”

      Mads winks at me, but Killian can clearly see her. Mads and I exchange a long look before turning back to Killian, who smiles at us. My eyes meet his, and I can feel my heart beat a little faster as I wonder what to say. The moment drags on until it starts to get awkward, and Killian clears his throat, breaking eye contact with me.

      I don’t blame him; there is so much unsaid between us since we kissed, his fight with Storm and…well, I could make a long list. We haven’t gotten a chance to really talk about where my head is at since I saw Mum’s memories, and he has the uncanny ability to hide whatever he’s thinking behind a sardonic mask.

      I just know I’m tired of finding out truths I don’t want to know.

      “Oh,” Killian says, realising that Mads is waiting for a response. His cheeks flush a little as he glances down at the tray. “I didn’t bring lunch for three, but you two can have these, if you want. I’ll get out of your hair - I could probably use some time to think.” There’s a hint of disappointment in his voice, and Mads clearly picks up on it.

      “Oh gosh, no you don’t,” she says hurriedly, exchanging a quick look with me. “I was actually, ah… just about to go see Pey, believe it or not. Totally forgot until just now, actually. I’ll, uh… go try to find him. We’ll go for a walk or something. You two can just chill here in the meantime.” Killian steps aside to let her pass, and she shuffles around him and starts to head back out into the hallway. At the last second, she pauses and looks back. “There is even Netflix on the TV,” she adds slyly, making me roll my eyes. After a little wink, she saunters off, and I have to resist the urge to throw my shoe at her. Netflix and chill? Really subtle, Mads.

      I turn back to Killian, clearing my throat. “Come in,” I say, holding the door open. Killian walks in, going straight for the large grey sofa and placing the tray on the coffee table as I shut the door behind him. There’s a moment of silence as I turn back around to face him, each of us wanting to speak but unsure what to say. Finally he swallows.

      “How are you?” Killian asks slowly as I come over and sit next to him. The question is sincere, but there’s a look on his face like he doesn’t want to put pressure on me to unload if I don’t want to. I can’t even begin to express how grateful I am for that, and I feel a heat in the pit of my stomach as I watch him put on a deliberately nonchalant expression. Killian pulls the towel off the food and starts undoing the foil the sandwiches are wrapped in as I open my mouth to reply.

      “A shower helped clear my head a bit, but it’s still a lot to process,” I admit, watching as he gets all the foil off the food and hands me a plate. My eyes close as I take a big bite of the sandwich, the crunchy peanut butter tasting amazing. Gods, I had no idea how hungry I was until just now. I devour the sandwich, aware that I’m not exactly looking ladylike right now, but hardly caring. Killian watches me eat with an amused half-smile, taking an experimental bite of his own sandwich. “Well?” I ask as he chews. “Verdict?”

      “Good,” he says, nodding and swallowing hard. “Really good.” His brow is furrowed, but he has a determined smile on his face, like he doesn’t want to disappoint me.

      I laugh as I continue to wolf down my food. After I finish, Killian hands me a tall glass of Coke that he has poured. I slowly drink it as he works on his own sandwich, and I can tell from his expressions alone that he isn’t a huge fan of peanut butter. It’s honestly endearing that he is eating it for me. I wait until he has finished before I say anything more, enjoying the silence between us. It’s odd how easily I can lapse into these moments around Killian - as if we’ve known each other all our lives. “Thank you for this,” I tell him earnestly. “Seriously. Home comforts and you with me are just what I needed, and I didn’t even know it.”

      “I didn’t want to leave you alone, not after everything,” Killian replies. “And… Well, let’s just say I hoped the sandwiches would at least get me through the door,” he adds with a cheeky grin. My heart flutters nervously once more as I watch him run a self-conscious hand through his golden locks. I tentatively place the Coke down on the table and move a little closer to him. I would be lying if I said I wasn’t a little anxious as I place my hand on his, but he soon links our fingers together.

      “You don’t need sandwiches to come and see me. I always want to see you, Killian,” I tell him, because he needs to know.

      When he kissed me, for a brief second, it felt perfect. It felt like I’d been waiting a long time to kiss Killian Justice. I can still nearly feel the sensation of his lips on mine, the heat that crackled between us, like a fire was starting that couldn’t ever be put out. I don’t want to lose what is growing between us, but I know it’s more than complicated when Storm is added into the mix. That said,  I don’t want to lose what is between me and Storm either. My emotions have been on a rollercoaster ride lately, and I feel like every time I have my mind straight, something else comes up that makes me question anything. I can’t say if it’s the danger that’s brought us all closer together, or if the chemistry between us is just that strong, but it doesn’t matter: what I feel for these men is real, and as selfish as it might seem, I’m not ready to give it up.

      

      A thoughtful look appears on Killian’s face, and I can see that he has something on his mind. “Can I tell you something? I don’t want you to say anything back, not yet, I just need you to know,” he asks me, and I can tell he is serious.

      “Sure,” I reply, my heart beating a little faster.

      “I know you love Storm; whether you guys have admitted that to each other or not, it doesn’t matter,” he says slowly. My eyes go wide as he says this, hardly daring to believe him… but some part of me, deep down, does. “I know there is something between you and Seth, too,” he continues, not giving me a chance to reply. The conviction in his voice when he says this is astonishing, especially considering how much Seth and I have butted heads. As if he’s reading my mind, he adds, “I know you guys haven’t admitted that one to each other yet, but you will. I know my brother, Karma, and I know you.” He clears his throat, putting his hands in his lap and steeling himself before he goes on. “When it comes to me and you, I’m telling you I want to be with you, too,” he says, “even if you need to be with them, too. It’s not going to be simple for us all, but I’ve never wanted to fight for anyone or anything the way I will fight for us, Karma.”

      At last, he stops talking, the implications of his words hanging between us. Is he suggesting what I think he is? Is he saying that it wouldn’t bother him if I was with Storm - or hell, even Seth - as well as him? It’s not a possibility I’ve ever considered before, but now that it’s been said, there’s no undoing it.

      I’m just so feckin’ glad he told me not to say anything back. How do you ever reply to that?

      Instead of replying, I move closer and climb onto his lap. He goes to speak, but I kiss him instead. A pure male groan escapes his lips as my lips battle against his, softly exploring. His hands slide onto my waist, tugging me closer onto his lap so I’m pressed against him. I gasp as he moves his lips down my jawline and to my neck, and his hands run over my breasts, over my shirt. The brief contact makes me inhale in pleasure and realise how much I want more. Like Killian can read my thoughts, he undoes my jeans as he kisses me before sliding his hand into my jeans and cupping me. His other hand holds the back of my neck as he pushes my panties to the side, and his thumb starts circling my clit. He slowly slides a finger into me at the same time, and I moan as seconds later I come, crying out his name.

      “Sorry, it’s been a long feckin’ time,” I whisper, my cheeks bright red and burning. I almost chuckle at how quickly he managed to make me come. It was embarrassingly fast. Killian pulls his hand out, a soft chuckle leaving his lips as he wraps his arms around me, and I rest my head on his chest.

      “Don’t be sorry. That was beautiful,” Killian murmurs, as he starts softly rubbing circles on the base of my back.

      “We can do more—”

      “No, you’re tired, and it’s been a crazy day. I just wanted to take some of the stress from you,” he whispers to me.

      “Thank you,” I whisper back. Before I know it, I’m yawning and my eyes are drooping shut. Killian holds me as I fall asleep, and I know deep down I love him a little more for this.
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      “I hoped they would give us a day at least—” I hear Storm say to Seth as they walk into the apartment, where I’m eating breakfast with Mads and Killian. The three of us are sitting silently at the kitchen table, enjoying each other’s company as we tuck into our food. If we weren’t being held here against our will, I might even mistake it for a vacation, with the sparkling waves outside our window and the faint sound of seabirds in the distance.

      I look up when the two other men close the door behind them, pausing on the threshold and taking in the sight of Killian, Mads, and me. They seem to be debating something.

      Storm’s hair is braided in a complicated way that I get to see when he turns his back to me so he can look at Seth. If he has picked up on any strangeness in my dynamic with Killian, he hasn’t said anything. The braid looks almost like the number eight, and it falls right down to his waist, pausing just above the hem of his tight black jeans, which definitely suit his firm ass. How the hell he managed to get his hair into such an intricate style, I’ll never know; I can barely manage a plait without giving up altogether.

      Seth seems to notice us then, and his voice trails off as he looks around Storm. Storm turns back around to take in the sight of the three of us, crossing his arms and meeting my eyes for a moment.

      “Morning,” Killian says, his voice almost uncharacteristically cheery today - although I suppose sex will do that to a guy. Better that than having him act all surly since he didn’t get off last night, like some of my past lovers have been prone to do.

      I woke up on the sofa before the sun had fully risen this morning. My arms were wrapped around him, and he was fast asleep as well, no doubt as exhausted from the past few days as I am. Someone - I’m guessing Mads - placed a blanket over us at some point during the night so we wouldn’t have to move, although I’m a little surprised we managed to stay so comfortable on a couch. Not that I’m complaining, or anything - at least on the sofa we have plausible deniability, which wouldn’t be the case if someone walked in on the two of us together in bed. At any rate, it was a really good night’s sleep, and what’s more, I liked waking up with KIllian. The feeling of his lean arms around me was comforting, and for a while I just lay there, listening to the sounds of his breathing and feeling safe for the first time since I arrived here. I still haven’t forgotten our conversation from earlier, and I would be lying if I said his proposition hadn’t crossed my mind a few times this morning… but I had to put it out of my head once the day started. There’s only so much fantasizing a girl can take.

      Killian ended up waking up not long after I did, and even volunteered to go find us breakfast, an offer I eagerly accepted before hopping in the shower. By the time I was done, he had already come back with an impressive spread, considering our circumstances: peanut butter on toast with strawberries and blackberries, along with an assortment of butters and jams. He must have noticed that I have a soft spot for berries - more so than other fruits - when we were in prison together. I love that he took the time to notice the little things - when was the last time a guy I’ve been with has actually cared about my preferences, and not just as a way of getting in my pants? I can’t remember if there even was a last time.

      The observations go both ways, by the way. I’ve always been of the opinion that the kinds of foods a person likes to eat can tell you a lot about their personality. For example. I’ve seen that Killian prefers sweet potatoes and sweet corn, which I’m sure means he has a bit of a sweet tooth. How he manages to keep the sculpted muscles and the six pack when he eats a lot of sweets, though, I have no idea. It’s not fair - I’m aware that I would look a lot better if I could kick the peanut butter habit, which is no doubt responsible for my hips and thighs. At least now I have the excuse of practically being starved the entire time I was in prison though… although that still doesn’t mean I can eat whatever I want.

      I wipe my hands on a napkin and push my chair out from the table a little, looking up at the newcomers. “What are you talking about?” I ask, meeting Storm’s eyes as he comes to stand between the stools where Killian and I are sitting. “Who should have given you a day?”

      Seth follows Storm’s lead, coming to stand at my other side. He glances down at my plate for a moment before helping himself to a piece of bacon, which he munches while making direct eye contact with me. I shoot him a glare, although I suppose I can share the other breakfast that Mum brought over earlier. I didn’t have the heart to tell her that Killian had already brought me food. She seemed calmer in general today, and hugged me when she arrived, but I know we have a long way to go to get back to normal. It will take some getting used to the fact that our relationship isn’t what I originally thought it was, and I wouldn’t be surprised if our relationship changed a little as a result. But that’s all right, though; I want normal to be different this time around. I want us to be able to talk about Maria and the rest of the family we lost, to be free to share things with each other without the fear of damaging our relationship. And speaking of the new normal...

      I eye Kit sitting on top of the fridge, where he has made himself a new little home, it seems. I don’t know why under the bed is no longer the cool place and the top of the fridge is, but it sure makes it easier to feed the little arsehole. He bit my toe this morning for no reason as I got milk out of the tiny fridge, and when I demanded why, he just looked at me so sweetly before showing me his new home above the fridge. I will never understand goblins.

      “The first game is today,” Storm says, pulling my attention back to the guys. Just that one sentence is enough to make my stomach drop, and suddenly the relaxation I was feeling all morning melts away.

      “Already?” asks Killian, straightening up on his stool.

      Storm nods grimly. “I knew they would want to launch into it fast, but I didn’t expect them to start this quickly. I guess it’s in their best interests to keep us on our toes, but still…” He shakes his head, scowling.

      “Okay,” I say, trying to sound reassuring - although whether that’s meant for the others or for myself, I have no idea. “Okay, that’s all right. We still have time to prepare though, right? When is it supposed to start?”

      “They have summoned everyone to the new arena in half an hour,” Storm explains to me, and I suddenly lose all my appetite I just had. Fuck. So much for preparation - I had expected to have at least a day or two to get ready and plan some way of winning before being plunged into the tournament. This is way too soon. I’m still reeling from the truth about Maria, and now they expect me to go out there and compete?

      But I guess they won’t care about that, will they? They are immortal gods, and they’re used to getting what they want. It figures that they would also apparently act like impatient children. That doesn’t change the fact that I’m suddenly scared shiteless, though - we don’t even know what these “games” are going to be. I feel woefully unprepared, and I’d be willing to bet everyone else is thinking the same thing I am right now: we’re fucked.

      “We didn’t get a chance to practice my new powers,” I say, not liking the dismay in my voice but unable to help it. “What if they want me to fight?” The question isn’t directed to anyone in particular, and I can feel a wave of panic threatening to crash down on me. I will myself to breathe normally, but it doesn’t work - my heart is suddenly pounding out of my chest as I glance between the others - the others, whose lives could be on the line if I mess this up. Did it get hot in here all of a sudden?

      Seth frowns for a moment, and then his eyes go wide with realisation. “Hang on a second,” he says, undoing the belt on his hip under his suit.

      “Not sure how that’s going to help right now, brother,” Killian mutters.

      Seth shoots him a look. “Get your mind out of the gutter. I just remembered I have these,” he says, pulling the twin daggers Peyton gave me out of the holsters where he’s strapped them down. So much has happened since he took them away that I damn near forgot all about them. He glances down at the daggers before looking back up at me, and I see a flicker of concern in his eyes - which he struggles to hide behind a businesslike expression. I feel longing and worry coming off of him, and something passes between the two of us. “They are magical, right?” he asks softly, and I don’t think I’ve ever heard him sound this nervous before.

      He’s worried about me, I realise with a start. They all are.

      I clear my throat. “Yes. If I throw them, they always hit their target,” I explain as I accept the belt from him, and I run my fingers over one of the daggers, appreciating the feeling of having it in my hand again. “Pey gave them to me so I could fight you guys, but you got me first.”

      “Okay,” Storm says, putting his hands on his hips. “Okay, that’s a start. If you don’t have to aim them, then make them your first line of defense.”

      “And my powers?” I ask hesitantly, not sure if I really even want to know what I’m capable of.

      Storm’s expression darkens. “Powers like ours come at a cost, Karma,” he warns me, and I furrow my brow.

      “What do you mean?” I ask, thinking back to the time in the prison when I unleashed them. I had never felt anything like that before.

      “How do you think the higher gods ended up so corrupt and power hungry?” Storm asks me, pulling up a free stool and sitting down. “Higher gods’ powers are seductive,” he warns me. If you take too much power into yourself, you run the risk of losing your humanity and sense of reality. And even if you don’t, you have to remember that our powers are connected to our emotions. They have the ability to amplify our personalities and desires. If you’re not careful about your reasons for using them, you could end up wiping out every part of your soul that is good.”

      “Is that what happened to the others?” I ask quietly.

      “They were cruel and cold before they took advantage of their powers, but yes,” Storm replies, looking tense. “Any redeemability was lost when they gave themselves over to their abilities. That’s why you need to try not to use your new powers if you have to, Karma. You might think you can control them now, but that kind of thinking is what leads you to becoming like them. Do you understand?”

      I nod slowly, swallowing the lump in my throat. I suppose I should have guessed that there was a caveat to using these kinds of abilities, but I don’t know what I was expecting… Letting out a long sigh, I step back out of my seat, running a hand through my hair and chewing my lip as I consider what Storm said. The problem isn’t that the higher gods’ powers made them evil; the problem is that they were evil before their powers corrupted them. If they were cold and cruel from the beginning, then that means half of me is the same as them, doesn’t it? My father was one of them - maybe the most evil one of the lot of them. What if there’s a part of me that is like him, like the higher gods? Somewhere, deep down, could I be just as petty, power-hungry, and bloodthirsty as they are?

      I want to think all my personality has come from my mother and the parents who brought me up. But what if I take too much power? Will I become like they are - heartless gods who rule with no emotion? What kind of destruction could I be capable of?

      The idea is suddenly too much for me, and I can’t bear the thought of looking at the others right now. “I guess I’ll go get ready then,” I say, and before any of them can say a word, I turn around and walk back to my room. I just need to be away from their knowing looks and the fear they are feeling. I can almost sense it, like it is coming off of them in waves. I don’t even know if they know it, but I could see it in their eyes: they’re wondering the same thing that I am. They’re afraid of what I could become - of what these powers could turn me into.

      I turn before I reach my room and hurry into the bathroom, quickly closing the door behind me and sagging against it like I’ve just run a hundred miles. I find myself gasping for air, sucking in deep breaths as if all the oxygen has gone from the world. I clamp my eyes shut, afraid of what I’ll see if I look in the mirror.

      It’s as I’m struggling to get a hold of my emotions that the door behind me is slowly pushed open, and I stagger a couple of steps back. I’m surprised to see Seth standing in the doorway, his golden eyes wide with concern as he takes in the sight of me. “Get out,” I tell him, not meeting his eyes. “Please. I can’t… I don’t know if…” I trail off, putting a hand against the wall to brace myself as if one wrong move will send me falling to the floor.

      Seth doesn’t say anything. Instead, he takes me by the hand, pushes me to sit on the toilet, and kneels in front of me, taking my hands in his. “I’m not going anywhere,” he tells me, and I’m in too much of a state to argue with him. Instead I just focus on the feeling of his hands as I look into his bright, thoughtful eyes. “You’re having a panic attack, Karma,” he says slowly. “I used to get them a lot as a kid.”

      I raise my eyebrows a little at that. “You got panic attacks? I find that hard to believe.”

      “Well, believe it,” Seth tells me, his expression serious. “I was always the small one, and no matter how hard Killian tried to protect me, the other schoolboys would beat the crap out of me whenever he wasn’t looking. So every time the school bell went for lunchtime, my heart would beat so fast I would think it was ending my life, and it felt like no matter how much I breathed in air, I wasn’t getting any oxygen.” He breaks eye contact, glancing away from me, and I realise with a start that he’s blushing a little. I’m surprised he’s admitting this to me, and not just because it’s clear that these are painful memories; my relationship with Seth has run hot and cold at best, and only recently have we started to become close. He’s colder and more closed off than Killian, and I never would have imagined him coming clean about upsetting times from his childhood.

      Seth clears his throat before continuing. “Anyway, I ended up spending more and more time in the nurse’s office, which helped me escape the playground for a little while, at least.”

      “W-what did you do?” I ask, eyes going wide.

      “Eventually it would stop,” he explains, “and I would calm down. It was only in the aftermath that I remembered I was still alive, that I was okay, and that I could sit still until the bell went off for the next lesson. It wasn’t a great way to spend my recesses, but it was better than thinking I was going to die.”

      “Please say you got revenge on those boys when you got your god powers,” I say, because that is something I would do. He smirks, turning his head to the side... and feckin’ hell, it makes him look more sexy. Have I ever looked at Seth this way before? I know that he looks like Killian, but there are subtle differences that I’m only appreciating now. I focus on Seth’s lips, the dimples the smirk has caused, and his bright eyes, which are like pools of liquid gold, even in the dim light of the bathroom.

      He gives me a crooked smile. “Maybe I just need a karma goddess to help me get karma,” he replies, though I have a sneaky suspicion that Seth did get revenge and doesn’t want to tell me. He’s too much of a goody-two-shoes. Nice to know some things don’t change.

      “Then you’re out of luck,” I tell him, and I can feel my face fall. “I’m not just a karma goddess anymore. I’m a half monster instead,” I say, and once again it becomes harder to breathe. Why is it that whenever things are starting to look up for me, some other horrible revelation hits me and sends me back to square one?

      “Listen to me, Karma,” Seth firmly tells me, placing his hands on the sides of my face, and lifting my head so I have to meet his gold eyes. They almost glow, and the gold swirls around like a beautifully painted picture that you never want to look away from. “My father was a monster. A cold bastard who left a poor human woman to give birth to twins and raise them all by herself. When my human mother died, he knew - and he still left us to be brought up in foster care.”

      “Seth…” I say quietly, “I had no idea.”

      “And do you know why?” he asks. “It’s because, in spite of all the horrible things he did, I am not like my father. Neither is Killian. Not one part of our souls are like his. And if we can get by without turning into our father, then that means so can you.”

      “How do you know?” I ask, my voice barely above a whisper.

      Seth strokes my cheek, and I lean into his touch, allowing my eyes to flutter shut for a moment. “Karma,” he says, “I know you. You are kind, and sweet... and way too annoying to be evil.”

      “Isn’t being annoying a part of being evil?” I say, my voice cracking even though I’m trying to be jovial.

      “No, because you’d just end up getting killed by another annoying villain way before you got a chance to be evil,” he tells me, which is some crazy logic… but it also makes me feel a little better. Seth is right, I’m not them. I never have been.

      “Thank you, Seth,” I say. “I’m serious. I was freaking out, and I really needed to hear that,” I admit. “Or…” I pause and take a breath. “Or maybe I just really needed you to be here. Either way, thank you.” I wipe my eyes, which I realise have been streaming with tears. “Gosh, I’m a feckin’ mess,” I mutter, chuckling at how ridiculous I must look. “You must hate me.”

      “I don’t hate you, Karma. Far from it actually,” he says, and I freeze, meeting his gaze. There is a moment between us that I can’t describe,and for a moment I wonder if he’s going to lean in... but he soon breaks the silence and clears his throat. “Maybe you can stop calling me goldipops as payment.”

      “Yeah...that isn’t going to happen,” I say, my usual sass returning to my voice. “Sorry, goldipops. The nickname is here to stay.”

      Seth rolls his eyes, getting to his feet and holding out a hand to me before helping me stand up. “Come on, smartass,” he says. “You need to stand tall and—” We both pause when we hear something scrape against the door. I stand up as Seth does, my guard going up, and watch as he pulls the door open.

      Killian and Storm are looking sheepish as Mads lowers the glass in her hand with a similar guilty look.

      “Were you guys spying on us?” I demand, crossing my arms.

      “Er… define spying,” Mads says, standing up and putting the glass behind her back.

      I shake my head in disbelief. “I’d expect this from you, Mads, but Storm? Killian?” As pissed off as I am, though, I can’t help the smile that’s trying to break free. “I didn’t know you lot were nosy feckers.”

      “We were just worried about you,” Mads interjects, while the big, allegedly scary gods behind her don’t say a single word. I just raise one eyebrow at them. I’m pretty sure men never stop being kids, they just become giant kids.

      “I’m okay. We should get going. I want to get there early so maybe we could find out what the game actually is,” I say, pulling the belt around my waist, and Seth comes closer. He shows me how to clip it on so it stays on my hips, with both the daggers at either side. I have to win this game, or I’m never going to escape this place with the gods, friends and family I love the most.
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      My feet crunch against the flagstones that wind away into the distance as we head along the long pathway. Faintly, beyond the castle walls, I can hear noise in the distance that floods me with fear. It’s the sound of a large group of people, all talking, cheering, and shouting. It reminds me a little of the time I went to a soccer match with Mum and Dad when I was in primary school - I had never seen so many people in one place before, or heard anything quite so rabid.

      The noise I’m hearing now is enough to drown that all out.

      I think, after so long being isolated, I had never even considered the prospect of there being other people living on this island. There were the castle guards, to be sure, but part of me had been convinced that the higher gods were the only inhabitants - a group of egomaniacs who surrounded themselves only with their lackeys and advisors. As it turns out, this island is bigger than it appeared when I first arrived in the ruins, and seems to be populated with its own community of supernaturals. Most of them aren’t higher gods - in fact, many of them aren’t gods at all - but they all have one thing in common: they’re here because of their loyalty to Xur and his family. I’m not even sure what would happen to a resident here if they spoke out against the higher gods, but I’m certain it wouldn’t be anything good.

      My sympathy for them ends there, however. It takes a certain kind of sadism to gather in a crowd all for the sake of watching people get hurt, especially when those people don’t want to be here in the first place. One thing is clear: they want to see me lose, whatever this game is. The higher gods are out for blood, and I don’t doubt that the rest of the island is, too. But I’m not going to lose. Something in me seems to have woken up in the aftermath of Seth’s pep talk, and all that matters to me now is making sure that the higher gods are stopped, no matter the cost. I’m still terrified, but the determination to protect the people I love overpowers the fear.

      I want a world of peace, one where I don’t have to worry about any future child of mine being taken from me, or being killed as part of some centuries-long chess game between the higher gods. That has happened once, and there is only one sure way to make sure it doesn’t happen again.

      The higher gods need to feckin’ die.

      And not take me down with them. At least, not if I have anything to say about it.

      “Where is the rest of my family?” I ask Storm, although I don’t expect him to have an answer. He’s walking alongside me to my right, his head down and his shoulders hunched with tension. I know he’s not the kind of guy who usually wears his heart on his sleeve, but there’s concern written all over his face. I can tell that he’s worried about me, and I wish I could wrap my arms around him and murmur that it’s going to be okay. But I can’t, and he knows it as well as I do. Mads is at my other side, her hands stuffed in her pockets and a pensive expression on her face. The justice twins are walking a little ways in front of us, their gazes fixed straight ahead. I can hear them talking to one another in low voices, although they’re far enough away that I can’t make out the words they’re saying. Part of me is glad; I have enough people worrying about me right now.

      “Pey sent me a text,” Mads answers. “He is already there with the rest of your family. They’re waiting for us to arrive, but he didn’t say where they were.” She opens her mouth as if to say something else, but then closes it, shaking her head.

      I steal another glance at Storm, who meets my eyes with his own. He doesn’t say anything, instead reaching out and sliding his hand into mine. We slow for a moment as I link my fingers with his, and for a brief second, I rest my head on his arm, letting my eyes slowly close. The simple contact gives me more strength than I can express, and his presence is enough to recharge me.

      I know I need to talk to Storm about what Killian said, about our future together. Maybe even more so, after what happened - or what almost happened - between Seth and me in the bathroom. But there’s no knowing what he would even say, and besides, it seems almost fruitless to do that when I’m not sure if I’m going to live or die. I need to focus on staying alive, and let the rest come after; one day at a time is the only way I’m going to survive this.

      We continue to walk between the trees, like prisoners on their way to the gallows, and soon enough the arena soon comes into view. The sunny skies we had yesterday are long gone, and now dark clouds hang in the sky, looming on the horizon and threatening to bring a vicious bout of bad weather. It’s oddly appropriate, considering the circumstances, and I would be willing to bet that Storm is the one causing them. He did say higher gods’ powers were linked to emotions.

      At the very least, though, it’s not raining, so thank the gods for small favours, I guess. Still, there’s a strong wind whipping through the branches of the trees and nearly drowning out the sounds of the crowd in the stadium, and a chill runs up my spine - although whether it’s due to the weather or the anticipation, I have no clue.

      I tug my old brown leather jacket closer around me with my one hand, the wind whipping my hair as we make our slow way into the arena. It feels like it gets colder with every step we take, as if the very air in the place is tainted with some dark and horrible magic.

      The arena itself reminds me of something from the ancient Greek times, similar to the Roman colosseum but on a smaller scale. The raised seats tower above us on all sides, made of intricately carved stone and looking down accusingly on the middle of the arena. Every seat seems to be filled, and a glance around the place confirms that many of the people on this island aren’t gods at all, but other supernaturals; I can make out the forms of fairies, leprechauns, changelings. There are even what look like a few vampires in the stands, although I can’t be sure since I’ve never seen one up close before. I can feel my heart hammering harder in my chest as we stop just inside the arena; their eyes are all on me and Storm, and I give his hand an involuntary squeeze as I take in the sight before us.

      In the middle of the arena looms a giant maze. It’s one of those old-fashioned hedge mazes, like you might see on a regency estate, except the walls tower higher than I would have ever thought possible, making it impossible to see past the entrance. There’s no doubt in my mind that it was created just for this trial, with the intention of looking as imposing as possible (and I’ll be damned if it’s not working). Thorny branches wind their way along the outer walls, and the dense foliage obscures my view inside, although the spectators in the stands can no doubt see everything that awaits me in there.

      I realise I’m frozen in place, and it’s not until Storm gives my hand a gentle tug that I’m able to force myself to move once again. We begin to walk to the right, skirting around the outside of the maze, and I can make out an area in the middle with a raised platform that towers over the other seats in the arena. My family members are all standing in front of the entrance to the maze, looking hesitantly up at the platform where the higher gods will no doubt sit down to watch.

      I fight off the urge to run to my family, trying to give off an air of unbothered calm as I move, in spite of the fact that I’m reeling inside. The thousands of eyes on me from all around the stadium feel like they’re burning a hole in the back of my neck, and I steal another glance up at the spectators as I walk to meet my family. Now that I’m closer, I can see that many of those in the audience are gods, if lesser ones, and it seems that the rank of the being determines where they sit. Closest to the action are the more powerful gods, while the plebians and other supernatural races are relegated to the outer seats. Each god is distinct from the rest; some have hair in bright colours and strange styles, some have large horns, cat ears, or tails. There is even one goddess who is literally covered in sparkly silver dust - a celestial deity of some sort? I’ve heard that shite is hard to get rid of once it gets in your house. It doesn’t matter though; I can tell that they’re murmuring about me to one another. It must be news now that the child of a higher god has been found, and is now playing some sort of game with her family. There hasn’t been good gossip like this in years in the supernatural community - at least, none that I’ve heard, anyway.

      I envy them their ability to watch in the background as I risk my life. It must be nice to be able to forget about all the evil the higher gods have done, in favour of an afternoon of fun and violence.

      Mum hugs me tightly when I get close. “I love you, Karma,” she says, pressing a kiss to the top of my head.

      “I love you too, Mum,” I reply, pulling back to look her in the eyes. “I’m going to get through this,” I tell her, even if I don’t entirely believe it. “I promise.”

      Dad gives me a nod of gratitude before pulling Mum away from me. She puts her head to his chest and begins to cry. I want to go comfort her, but I need to stay strong, and right now she isn’t helping me do that. Seeing her weeping like I’m being sent to my death is only serving to make me more scared. Besides, this isn’t just a physical game - it’s a game of politics, a game of manipulation, and the higher gods are no doubt watching my every move, looking for any sign of weakness. I can’t let them know that I’m terrified.

      Mads touches my shoulder for a moment before going to stand at Peyton’s side, and have to do a double take when I see that Michael the goat is standing beside him. Pey has his hand on the animal’s back, restraining him, and I can see the curiosity in Michael’s eyes as he stares up at the world around us.

      I move to stand next to Peyton, eyes wide. He’s struggling to keep control of the goat, whose shiny blue collar - the one with little hearts on it - is jangling in his frantic attempts to get away and explore. Why on earth Mum picked that collar for him, I’ll never know - he’s not a dog, he’s a friggin’ goat, for fuck’s sake… but I digress. There are more important things to worry about right now.

      “You brought Michael to see the higher gods?” I hiss, eyes flashing as I turn to my brother. “You do realise most of the gods here probably have no idea talking animals still exist anymore, right? He is meant to be a secret!” It’s true; enchanting an animal into sentience rarely ever works, and much of the magic that gives animals like Michael his abilities has been lost for years. I could easily see some greedy fecker in the stands deciding that they want a talking goat for their house… and I have no doubt that Xur would be all too happy to hand him over.

      “It was mum’s idea,” Peyton whispers back. “She thought his abilities might come in handy. Or that we could use him as a bargaining chip, if worse came to worst…” Seeing my horrified expression, he holds up his other hand. “Look, I hated the idea too, but we were desperate. We had no idea if you were ever going to get out of that prison. We-” He starts to say something else, but at that moment Michael decides to make a break for it, bucking free of my brother’s grip and charging away off to the left. Peyton lunges for him and tries to grab him, but he loses his grip on the collar, and I’m left to watch in horror as Michael runs straight into the middle of the arena.

      “Michael!” Mum shouts, turning away from Dad just in time to see the disaster unfolding. “Stop! What are you doing?!” But it’s too late; the crowd erupts into feverish cheers and I realise with a sinking feeling that the higher gods have arrived.

      If they’ve noticed that Michael is running loose, they don’t give any indication, instead walking to their seats with an inhuman grace, their movements all in sync with one another as they smoothly sit down. They look amazing: dressed in snow white outfits that contrast sharply with their rotten personalities. Priceless adornments accessorise them: silver belts, rings, and cuffs reflect the light all around us, giving them an almost otherworldly supernatural air. They look amazing, and radiate fear-inducing power… but they would be radiant even if they weren’t gods, I reckon.

      My hand flies to my mouth then as Michael comes to a stop right in front of them and does the biggest shite ever, right in plan view of the higher gods. A silence falls over the crowd, and I see the higher gods exchange a distasteful glance.

      Feckin’ hell, I think, pinching the bridge of my nose, this goat is going to get us all killed. I thought it would be my mouth that would do that, not a goat’s arse.

      “B-as-tards...”

      Michael’s one word echoes around the now-hushed stadium like cannonfire, and I’m pretty sure there isn’t a soul in the crowd who didn’t hear his declaration. A talking goat who’s also rude as feck.  If I’m the frickin’ princess in this messed up story, I deserve a better pet animal.

      “Your pet talks as well as shits a lot?” Seth asks Peyton, holding his nose as he looks away. The look of offended indignation on his face is enough to make Peyton burst out laughing, followed by Storm and Killian, who look for a moment like a bunch of schoolboys on the playground. I’m glad they’re having fun; I find myself nearly gagging at the smell as two guards hurry out onto the field, carrying black bags to pick the poo up. Michael, seemingly not done with this farce, makes an attempt to eat one of their shiny gold helmets, and I don’t think I’ve ever been this embarrassed in my entire life.

      Storm is still in hysterics with Peyton and Killian, and I see that Hugo has joined in, too. Dad, Damien, and Mads, meanwhile, are trying not to laugh, but I can see the barely-hidden smiles on their faces. Mum looks utterly horrified - as she should be. Michael is her pet, not mine, and I will never understand her reasoning for bringing him here in the first place.

      I become aware that the audience has started laughing, too; clearly Michael’s court jester act has paid off. At least he’s winning us the affection of the crowd, because he sure as hell isn’t doing us any favours in the arena. I can see the higher gods growing restless at the audience’s reaction, and feel a smidge of satisfaction; they probably weren’t expecting this kind of a display when they came down here this morning.

      “He isn’t my pet. He is mum’s!” I tell Seth, whose expression has gone sour.

      “Michael, you get back here this instant!” Mum shouts, but Michael is completely ignoring her. He’s staring down the higher gods as if they couldn’t smite him where he stands if they felt like it.

      “Would you like me to make a portal for your goat friend, Mrs. Kismet?” Killian asks Mum through his laughter-induced tears.

      Mum, who looks like - well, about how you would expect for someone whose pet just shat in the middle of a life-or-death trial - gives him a grim nod. She hurries to Michael’s side, taking hold of his collar and speaking to him in a low, dangerous voice. Killian wastes no time conjuring up a gold portal, and I watch as Mum successfully pushes Michael in, telling him off the whole time.

      It’s only after the portal disappears that the spectators calm down, and an unsettling silence falls over the crowd once more as we wait for the higher gods to speak. Xur seems to revel in the attention, savouring it for a long moment before finally standing up off his leather seat. He walks slowly forward, his voice echoing throughout the natural amphitheatre as he speaks.

      “Unless there are any more… antics your lovely family would like to share with us,” he says, his voice dripping with sarcasm as he says the word “family”, “are you ready for the first game, Karma?” He doesn’t sound one bit amused by Michael’s display. I’m pretty sure the guy has a stick stuck so firmly up his arse that he couldn’t laugh if he tried.

      I close my eyes for a brief moment, steeling myself. This is where shite gets real, Karma, I tell myself. Don’t mess up.

      After taking one more glance back at everyone I love, I stride slowly forward and clear my throat. Both my amusement and my family’s have disappeared in an instant as we face what’s going to happen next.

      “Yes,” I reply, crossing my arms and glaring defiantly up at Xur.

      “Excellent,” Xur says, nodding slowly. “But it wouldn’t be fair to you to have to play this game alone,” he continues, his eyes on me as he watches for a reaction. It feels like my heart stops in my chest as I take in the meaning of his words. “Therefore,” he continues, “we will be summoning an ally for you - out of the goodness of our own hearts, and as a gesture of good faith. Madison Grey,” he shouts, his eyes drifting over to my best friend, “you are called to stand alongside Karma in her first trial.”

      

      I see Madison go pale, and I have to fight the panic that wells up inside me. “No!” I shout, moving to step in front of her. She’s a little distance behind me, but I can’t help wanting to obscure her from Xur’s view even so. “She didn’t agree to play! It was only me!”

      “If you wish to end the game and leave—”

      “No!” Mads says, walking to my side after pushing away from Peyton. She holds my hand, squeezing tightly. “We will play. Together.” I look at my best friend, knowing the game has just changed. I can’t let her die in this.

      “The aim of the game is to start at one side and get to the middle. In the middle, there is a gold circle ring. You both touch it simultaneously, and you both win,” Xur explains, his voice echoing so loudly it hurts my ears. “As a gift to my new found niece, if the human is alive at the end of the game, she counts as winning one more game. Win this, and you are three away from getting the prize you want.”

      “Then what are we waiting for, uncle?” I sarcastically say, crossing my arms, and he almost smiles at me as he sits down and claps his hands. Fireworks blast into the sky, all of them red and looking like fire as they fall down around us in sparkling dust. I hold my best friend’s hand as we walk to the entrance, and I know I will not let either of us fall in this game.

      We have to win.
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      I stare down the entrance to the maze, my back rigid and my hands clenched into fists at my sides. I’m trying not to let the cheers of the crowd distract me, but I’m acutely aware of the fact that their eyes are all on me and Madison as I take a tentative step forward. The hedges are thick and high, shot through with thorny branches, and even from here, it’s impossible to see what is in there. Mads follows my lead and comes to a stop at my side, and wordlessly she slips her hand into mine. I squeeze it in an attempt to comfort her, but I can feel her trembling with fear. I don’t blame her one bit for being scared; I’m nearly petrified with fear myself. I’ve gone from only being responsible for protecting myself to making sure that she stays safe, and I don’t trust my ability to do that. What if I can’t keep her alive against whatever is in there?

      I can feel my fear giving way to determination, and I look away just once to meet Xur’s cold, heartless gaze. His red eyes creep me out as a knowing smile spreads across his face, and I realise with a sinking feeling that he’s satisfied because either way, he wins this. He wants to see me suffer, and maybe the outcome doesn’t matter to him as much as punishing me for what he perceives as a crime. He always planned to have Mads go in here with me; it wasn’t enough for him to subject me to these trials - he has to put my best friend in danger, too. I guess I did kill his crazy brother… even if it was an accident. I’m never going to refer to him as my father, though. I can at least cling to that vindication.

      The sound of a bell chiming drags my attention away from Xur, and I realise that someone has cast a spell. A timer has started counting down from ten, projected over the thousands of seats in the arena, and I look away only to see everyone I love standing together on the sidelines. Storm and the justice twins are standing together, their arms crossed and their faces masks of strength and determination. I have to put the same appearance on; I can’t afford to be weak right now - for Madison’s sake, if not for my own. I close my eyes for a moment, bracing myself, and open them just in time to see the counter drop to one before magically disappearing in a puff of smoke.

      I exchange a look with Madison and we silently step forward. The crowds of assembled supernaturals let out a cheer so loud that it nearly hurts my ears, and I grimace as we face down the maze that looms before us.

      “Okay,” I say to Mads. “Okay, we can do this. We just run and pretend this is a normal morning jog. Not that I run for fun or anything - only feckin’ crazy people do that. Anyways, this is normal, okay?” I’m well aware that I’m nervously muttering to try to keep myself calm, but Mads is too busy looking around us apprehensively to pay attention. “Mads!” I damn near shout her name to get her attention, desperate for her to stay grounded so we can get through this. After I give her hand a gentle tug, she seems to snap out of it, finally looking my way and giving me a shaky nod.

      Whatever bravery she had before is completely gone now, replaced with pure and utter fear. She’s done an admirable job so far, but it makes sense that she would be fearful. At the end of the day, she’s only human, playing the game of the gods, but what she just doesn’t realise is that she has been playing this game for years without knowing it, ever since we first became friends. It’s my fault that she’s been dragged into this mess, and I hate that I don’t know if I can protect her.

      My heart is pounding in my ears, and the sound of our breathing seems to nearly drown out the sounds of the crowd as we make our way slowly through the entrance to the maze. Hedges tower all around us, casting gloomy shadows in all directions with no indication of which way we should be going. As if by magic, the sounds of the crowd seem to die down as we enter the maze, although whether it’s because they’re waiting in anticipation or because the maze is enchanted, I don’t know. All I know is that an eerie silence has filled my ears, and the soft rustling of the leaves is the only sound we can hear. It’s ominous, and I almost miss the noise of the stadium.

      I glance over at Mads, whose eyes are as big as dinner plates as she looks tentatively around. Both of us are wondering exactly what is going to happen here; there’s no way it can be this easy.

      We start slowly forward, and I find myself moving in front of Mads so I can shield her if something decides to pop out at us. It’s like being in a haunted house, except the boogeymen who jump out are all too real, and will kill us if they get the chance. “Karma?” Mads asks, her voice quiet.

      “Just keep going,” I murmur to her. “And stay close.”

      Only a few moments after I say this, there’s a loud rustling sound from behind us, nearly enough to make us jump. We lurch forward just in time, before a wall of thick moss suddenly materializes out of nowhere. It blocks off the path we just took, trapping us in our current corridor, and I have no doubt that any magic I try to use to tear it down won’t work. This maze was constructed by the higher gods, and forward is now the only way out.

      “What the hell…?” Mads begins, but we’re interrupted when the ground suddenly begins to shake, as if with some sort of small, localized earthquake. The force of it is almost enough to knock us both over, and I lean against the moss wall as I struggle to hold me and Mads up. “We should run,” Mads suggests frantically, and I think she might be right.

      I nod to her. “Go!” I cry. “But stay with me!”

      We both start running as fast as we can in the direction of the end of the corridor, but the tremors shooting through the ground make it difficult to keep our balance. Somehow, we make it to the end of the hedge hallway without falling, and as soon as we turn around the next corner, the path behind us blocks itself off the same way it did earlier. The path forks in two different directions, and I know it’s important we choose the right way to go. I glance over at Mads, hoping she’ll have some wisdom for me.

      “When in doubt, always go right,” Mads breathlessly says as the ground begins to shake even harder. Is this earthquake going to follow us the whole time we’re in here?

      Before I can respond to her, I look down and see the ground buckling. The dirt and stone under our feet is beginning to break apart, a long crack bursting through it from the force of the earthquake. Red fire burns through the crack, giving off a wave of heat that feels like it damn near singes my eyebrows. I let out a scream as the floor literally begins to shake from under our feet, the ground collapsing in on itself. I barely manage to grab hold of Mads’ hand in mine before we fall, crunching it in a death grip, but we hurtle into the fissure and slam into some rock, knocking her hand loose. The wind is knocked out of me in a whoosh, and I struggle to get my breath back as pain radiates through my upper body. My ribs are on fire, and I realise with a sinking feeling that I probably fractured one, and my shoulder, which took the brunt of the impact, is a ball of pain. I groan, wheezing, clamping my eyes shut against the pain.

      “KARMA! HELP!”

      Mads’ scream shakes me out of my daze, making my eyes snap open in fear. I tell myself to get up and painfully drag myself to my feet, my body sending jolts of agony through me every time I move. We’re at the bottom of a large crevasse, the only light coming from the crack that formed with the earthquake. I’m standing on a jagged rock ledge, and my heart drops when I see Mads hanging over the edge not far from where I am. She’s struggling to hold onto the ledge, her feet dangling in space, and I scramble to get to her, my pain momentarily forgotten.

      Right below her is what I can only describe as how hell must look like.

      Fire and molten lava bubble out of a pit below us, sending up acrid sulfur fumes and radiating heat. There are creatures tripping over each other in a desperate attempt to escape the fire; their skin is blackened and charred, and their eyes glow like embers in a campfire. Their inhuman screams fill my ears, and for a moment I stand there paralysed.

      “Karma, please! I can’t hold on!” Mads’ desperate cry is the only thing that can pull my attention away from the inferno below us, and I scramble to take hold of her arms and pull her back up. The strain in my ribs and shoulder is nearly unbearable, and the pain is so much that I feel tears start to stream out of my eyes as I haul my best friend back onto the rocky platform. With one last, desperate lurch, we both collapse onto the jagged surface, gasping for the little air that is down here. The heat makes the air thick and sulfurous, and it feels nearly impossible to catch my breath - like working out in a sauna.

      What is this place? I wonder as I stare weakly up at the crack in the maze floor. Did Xur create this nightmare just for me?

      But there’s no sense in even asking the question. Of course he did.

      After what feels like an eternity of gasping for breath and trying to ease the pain in my torso, I slowly sit up, wincing at the pain that shoots through my side. Mads has already gotten to her feet, and she looks a mess: her blonde hair is matted and tangled, dirtied with smoke and dust, while the knees of her pants have been ripped open. Other than a couple surface cuts and bruises, though, she doesn’t appear to be injured, and I thank the gods that I was able to stop her from falling into the fire.

      She slowly approaches me, and I see that she’s trembling from fear and adrenaline as I grit my teeth and clamp a hand over my side. I let out a hiss as I struggle to get my feet underneath me again, and her eyes go wide. “Karma!” she cries, reaching out for me. “Are you okay?”

      Gratefully, I take the hand she offers, and manage to crawl back to my feet. “No,” I reply. “I landed wrong. I think I broke a rib, maybe. And my shoulder…”

      “Shit,” she mutters, running a hand through her hair. “What do we do?” She glances back up at the fissure with barely-disguised panic on her face. “Karma, I don’t want to die!”

      “I know,” I say, taking her by the shoulders and looking into her eyes. “I don’t want to die, either. I’m going to get us out of this. I promise. Do you trust me?” She swallows, staring back at me for a long moment before nodding. Satisfied, I turn away, keeping her hand in mine as I lead her over to the steep wall. It’s dotted with cracks, ledges, and textured sections that we might be able to use as handholds if we’re lucky. Climbing seems like it’s going to be our best bet for getting out of here. I’m no athlete, and I’m sure as hell no rock climber, but it’s either this or face the fire creatures that are struggling to get out of the lava, and I know which one I would rather deal with.

      I pull my daggers out and hand one to Mads. She stares at it like it’s a bomb, looking back at me with trepidation in her eyes.

      “We need to climb up and get out,” I tell her, watching as she puts a hand to her temple. I notice a trickle of blood running down her face - a scalp wound, maybe. Dust and ash cover her skin, and I don’t think I’ve ever seen her look as small or afraid as she does now.

      I become aware of the ground starting to rumble again, and adrenaline rushes through me. It’s possible this fissure isn’t stable. Whatever we do, we need to do it now.

      High above us, I can make out the sound of cheering, and realise that the spectators must be watching this all unfolding somehow. They’re cheering for blood, and the higher gods promised it to them; if we die, we’re giving them exactly what they want. My family would never be the same, and Xur would never face justice for what he’s done. The justice twins would be executed, and Storm would probably try to kill the higher gods only to be overwhelmed by their superior numbers. Either way, everyone would cheer more.

      I don’t want to die. I want to see the looks on the higher gods’ faces when we escape from here and win this game.

      First, though, there’s Mads to deal with: she looks like she’s barely keeping it together. “I-I can’t climb. I’m terrible at it,” she pleads with me, looking around desperately for another way out of this. “You know me, Karma! I could barely get up the rock wall in gym class? How am I supposed to climb that? No - no way. It’s impossible. I can’t-”

      “Look at me,” I say, interrupting her just as she’s really starting to freak out. I feel like a mother trying to coax her daughter off the diving board for the first time - I never thought I’d end up being the responsible one out of the two of us. “There’s no other way out of here, Mads. If you don’t climb, you’ll either get a heat stroke or fall into that pit.” I nod over my shoulder in the direction of the ledge. “Either way, you’ll die, and the higher gods will win this.” There’s a pause, and I add, “And they will kill Peyton.” Part of me feels guilty for twisting the knife like that, but now isn’t the time for half-measures. Mads’ eyes go wide, but she remains silent, and I seize on my chance. “Everyone we love will die if we don’t make it out of here, Mads,” I tell her. “Do you love my brother?”

      A moment of silence passes, and I could almost swear I see her blushing under the layer of ash and dust. “Yes,” she replies quietly, although she is still freaking the feck out. “Yes, I think I do.”

      “Then get your pretty ass climbing this wall so you don’t break his heart, as the fecker clearly loves you. I want my future sister-in-law to be alive and fighting for her life,” I tell her, my face set with determination.

      Mads nods reluctantly. “Okay,” she says. “All right.”

      Satisfied, I turn and run a hand along the wall. The stone surface doesn’t feel all that tough - that’s probably why it collapsed in the first place. Peyton said that the daggers were enchanted to hit anything I aim at, so in theory, they should go into the rock if that’s what I aim for, right? The logic is tenuous, I know, but it’s the best chance we friggin’ have at this point.

      I wait for Madison to come stand beside me. Sticking my tongue out, I line up my strike and then hit the wall with the blade of my dagger. Relief washes over me as, just as I was expecting, it pierces through the rock surface with relative ease. I turn back to Mads, nodding at the knife. “Just slam the dagger into the wall and use it to pull yourself up. Be careful, though - not all these rocks will be stable,” I warn her. Not that I have a feckin’ clue in hell what I’m talking about. I’m just calmer than she is, so I’m doing my best to make it sound like I know what I’m doing. “I’m going to be right behind you, okay?” I say, peering into her frightened eyes.

      “You’re going to be right behind me,” Mads tells herself on repeat, like saying it over and over again will make her braver. I smile at her, pulling the dagger out of the wall as I watch her size up the task ahead of her. At least if she goes first, there’s a chance I’ll be able to catch her if she falls. I try to block out the sounds of the creatures below as I look up at the dark clouds in the sky high above us. They remind me of Storm, and part of me wonders if he was the one to summon them. Either way, Storm and the justice twins are what I need to be fighting for, what I need to live for - otherwise it will all be for nothing.

      I support Mads lower back with my hand as she plunges her knife into the wall and begins to haul herself up. She’s athletic, and she manages to keep her balance as she continues to crawl up the stone surface like a spider. It seems to be coming easier now, and I watch as she uses a large outcropping of rock to push herself up even higher.

      After she has gone up a bit further, I brace myself before slamming my dagger into the soft wall and beginning my ascent. I have to brace my feet against the rock as I move, warning myself not to look down as I move higher and higher.

      We both keep climbing, but it gets harder and harder with every step, the steeper the face becomes. I can feel sweat trickling down my face and the back of my neck, stinging the cuts on my skin as I force myself to continue. My shoulder is crying out in pain, and my muscles are shaking with exhaustion, but I focus on putting one foot in front of the other and continue to move.

      Eventually we approach the top, and I can feel the cool air of the outside world on my face… but that’s when I hear the noise. I make the mistake of looking down, and see with horror that some of the creatures from the fire have made it out of the pit. They are scrambling up the rock face with frightening speed, their shrieks and hisses grating on my ears and echoing throughout the cavern.

      “Shite, we need to move! Now!” I scream at Mads, and she looks back at me, following my gaze. Her eyes widen in fear, and she starts to quickly climb up the rock. I do the same, not looking where I’m going or what I’m doing, just desperate to get away from the creatures. I look up for a second, seeing Mads pulling herself over the top of the rock. I’m inches away from the top when a hand grabs my ankle, and I scream as the hand burns me. I keep screaming as I try to kick it off, but the creature doesn’t let me go. Green lightning flickers on my hands, and I shove my one hand into its face, blasting it with the lightning. The creature wails, crying out and letting go to fall into the fire. Mads grabs my other arm, pulling me up as more creatures keep climbing up. I pull my dagger out of the rock and run to the maze wall. I slam my dagger into the wall as Mads comes to my side. I take her dagger and slam it higher on the wall.

      “We can climb this and then run to the middle. We don’t have any other choice,” I shout to her over the sounds of the screaming crowds, who seem to have picked up their cheers now they have seen we are alive.

      “Good idea,” she breathlessly says. My bestie looks exhausted, but I’m not letting her die now. We are so close to winning this.

      “Go!” I shout, spinning around as one of the creatures climbs out of the ground. I try to make my power come back, but nothing happens as I stare at the creature inching its way towards me. Its skin burns, and lava drops onto the ground as it keeps walking towards me.

      “Karma, climb!” Mads shouts, and I reluctantly take my eyes off the creature to grab the daggers and pull myself up. Mads grabs my arm as the creature gets to me. I hold onto Mads’s hand tightly as I pull the dagger out and turn, slamming the dagger into the head of the creature. It wails as it begins to fall backwards, all of its body shaking harshly as Mads helps me get onto the wall. I stand up, pushing past the pain in my ribs and ankle as we look around. All of the ground of the maze has fallen in, making it very dangerous if we fall off any part of this wall. I see the glowing gold centre of the maze not far from us. I also see the creatures climbing out of all the holes in the ground.

      “Run, run, and feckin’ run, Mads!” I scream at her, and she does, quick as her arse can take her down the maze. I stay as close as I can all the way to the centre of the maze, where the gold band is floating in the middle of the air. The ground below it is gone, nothing but fire lays underneath it. It’s impossible for us to reach it, not without risking falling.

      “I’m going to go to that side, and you stay here. We need to lie down on the wall and reach for it at the same time. Be careful not to fall,” I tell her, looking around and seeing creatures climbing the walls, burning them as they go.

      “I love you, you know that?” she says, and I can only give her a shaky nod before turning and running around the wall. I look around at the stadium full of people screaming our names, screaming for us to fall in or worse. I can’t see my family, but I can see the higher gods. They sit in their chairs, seeming nothing more than impressed with how this has all turned out. They think this is the end, I can see it. I lie down on the wall, slowly inching my hands out to reach for the band. Mads does the same, but our fingers never quite touch the edge. I struggle closer, so much that I’m scared I’m going to fall.

      The ground shakes, the world seems paused as I stare at Mads. We both know we have to grab the band or we die. I’d rather die winning than at the hands of those creatures. I nod to her, and it’s enough for her to know what we need to do. At the same time, we both push forward and grab the band, screaming as our bodies fall. We fall down as a bell rings, and the ground closes up. We land on it with a thud, both our shaky hands holding onto the band. My heart is beating so loudly as I look at Mads, and we both start laughing. It is a laugh of relief and a laugh of feckin’ exhaustion.

      “Congratulations. Two games done, three to go.” Xur’s voice thunders over the speakers, and I collapse as relief fills me, and I smile widely. Shame everything else just friggin’ hurts, and I have no clue how I’m getting up off this floor.
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      “Nope, no way.” I bat Killian’s hands away from my shoulder.

      “Karma, seriously,” he replies, raking a hand through his blond hair, “just let me take a look at it.”

      “Come on, Killian,” I fire back. “You aren’t healing me like that. It’s only a broken rib and burnt ankle.”

      He snorts. “Oh, sure. Only a broken rib and a burnt ankle. Next you’ll be telling me it’s only a punctured lung or a dislocated shoulder.”

      I would give a dry chuckle, but laughing still sends bolts of pain through my ribcage, so I bite my lip. “Look, it’s really okay,” I insist. “I can survive it.”

      “I’ll be the judge of that,” Killian replies, taking hold of the hem of my cardigan with both hands. “Honest to gods, Karma, you’re the first person I’ve met who thinks she can shake off an injury that would leave most people in the hospital.”

      “Well, I’m not like most people,” I respond, but I don’t protest as Killian helps me pull off my cardigan. I appreciate the feeling of his steady, gentle hands on me, and a thrill rushes through me as I remember the way he touched me the other night… but now isn’t the time, I remind myself with a hiss as I painfully wrench my shoulder.

      As painful as my injuries were, while I was in the maze, I at least had fear and adrenaline to block out the worst of it. The second that wore off, though, it really started to hurt - to the point of making me want to scream. I feel like I’ve been run over by a car, and not even Killian’s gentle movements are enough to spare me from the agony that’s coursing through my upper body.

      Luckily, Mum brought along some healing liquid she got from the magical market when my family first arrived here. She claimed she had been saving it for a special occasion, and that today certainly qualified - thank the gods. It’s a pretty decent painkiller - made from nymph tears, if the shopkeeper was to be believed - but it still hurts to move around too much. Between the moderate healing abilities of the lesser gods and the possibility that I’ve inherited some of the higher gods’ healing, I can only hope this won’t last too long. Storm certainly seemed to think that was the case; at least, that’s what he told me when he picked me up off the ground in the maze so he could carry me back to the castle with everyone else. I felt a little like a child being bundled away like that, but at that point the pain was so severe that I could barely protest. Maybe it had been foolish of him to charge into the maze after me as soon as the game was over, but I wasn’t about to complain. I also got to witness Peyton running up to Mads and scooping her up off the ground before kissing her and telling her he loved her over and over again. It nearly made me feckin’ cry, it was so romantic - and I don’t even cry when I watch Titanic.

      I’m left in my bra as Killian casts my cardigan aside, and I shiver against the cold air of the room. He places his warm hands on my shoulders and makes eye contact with me for a moment before doing a quick scan of my injuries. I can see the concern on his face, and it makes me go all mushy inside for a moment - but only for a moment, mind you. “At least let me heal one of the two things,” Killian suggests after a few moments of looking me over, crossing his arms and raising his eyebrows.

      “Killian, no,” I reply, shaking my head adamantly. “I’m okay - really. The pain isn’t all that bad now, thanks to my mum,” I tell him. As much as I would appreciate the additional relief, I’m no stranger to how healing magic works - it would take a lot out of him, and I don’t like seeing him in pain, so there is no way I’m about to let him do that.

      Killian frowns, his golden eyes bright with concern. “There could be another game tomorrow, for all we know,” he counters, brushing a strand of hair out of my face, his hand lingering on my cheek for a moment. “You need to heal, Karma.”

      I lean into his touch for a moment, letting my eyes drift closed before looking back up at him. “Thank you, Killian,” I say quietly. “I’m fine, though. I swear.”

      “And still as pigheaded as ever,” he says, a little half-smile appearing on his face, and then he leans down and presses his lips gently to mine. My heartbeat picks up speed as I embrace his kiss, wishing the sweet moment could last forever… but it doesn’t, and all too soon, he’s pulling away. “I don’t like to see you hurt,” he murmurs quietly, averting his eyes like he’s almost embarrassed to be confessing this. Looks like I’m not the only one around here who has trouble dealing with my emotions.

      “I know that,” I tell him,  “and I don’t like to see you hurt either. But this isn’t just about me, Killian. If something happens to me, I need you and Seth and Storm to be in top condition so you can protect my family. I can’t have you putting this on yourself.” He opens his mouth as if to protest, but I hold up a hand to stop him. “I’m alive though,” I say. “I made it through the first games… even if I didn’t quite expect to,” I admit with a dry laugh.

      “I did,” Killian tells me, without a hint of teasing in his voice. “I believe you could always win if you wanted to. The higher gods have nothing on you, Karma Kismet,” he says, and I grin at him. Electricity seems to crackle between us for a moment, but we’re interrupted by the sound of my mum shouting for us. I clear my throat and step back, taking my cardigan back from Killian and gingerly pulling it around my shoulders as I walk out of the bedroom I share with Mads and down the stairs.

      Mum is standing in the middle of our living quarters, looking anxious. My dad and Seth are there, too, although they’re standing by the door and talking in low voices when I enter. I see Seth’s eyes flit over to me, and for a moment our gazes meet, but that’s when Mum walks over to me.

      “How are you feeling?” she asks, her eyes drifting from me to Killian. I see a hint of recognition on her face, and if the situation weren’t so serious, I would expect her to ask a coy question about the boy I had in my room, but now is hardly the time for jokes.

      “Better,” I reply, not wanting to alarm her. “I’m still sore, but I feel better than I did before. I’m guessing I’ll be fine in a few hours.” I glance over at Dad and Seth again. “I was just going to lie down for a bit. Is everything okay?” I ask.

      “Xur invited us to a meal,” Seth replies dryly, coming to stand next to me and Killian with Dad in tow. “Oh, and when I say invited, I mean he took Damien with him to make sure we would all come along like good little slaves,” he adds, not sounding the least bit impressed.

      “What an utter piece of shi-” I start to say.

      “None of that language,” Mum interrupts me. “You are still my daughter, and Kismet women do not speak such words.” She puts her hands on her hips, looking at me sternly as if I didn’t almost die a few hours ago. I guess some things never change.

      “I’ve heard you swear a million times at Michael, mum,” I retort, nodding in the direction of the corner of the room, where our family goat has been placed for the time being. After the fiasco in the arena, I was a little surprised to see that Killian had brought him back, but Mum seems to enjoy having him around. If he helps to ease her anxiety about my safety, then I’m all for it. Michael is currently sleeping on the sofa, curled up like a housecat, a pink blanket draped over him. And he is snoring. That goat isn’t right.

      Kit has been running around our apartments like he owns the place, too. The little goblin is currently perched on top of the fridge to take a nap after enjoying the steak Mum cooked him. It must be nice to not have to live solely on table scraps anymore.

      

      “Well,” she huffs, “Michael is a naughty animal at times.”

      “Naughty animal, huh?” I say, trying not to laugh, but Killian chuckles as I waggle my eyebrows at him. It takes everything I have not to burst out laughing, and Mum rolls her eyes.

      “Oh, you are a pain,” she replies in a huff before walking over to dad. Killian sidles up to me and slides his arm around my waist, a gesture that doesn’t go unnoticed by everyone else in the room - especially Seth, who looks like he’s just had a bucket of cold water dumped over his head.

      His shoulders stiffen and he sets his jaw before coldly saying, “We shouldn’t be late to dinner.” Without another word, he turns on his heel and storms off in the direction of the front door, pulling it open and stalking out of the apartment. I glance at Killian, who shrugs his shoulders, and then over at Mum and Dad, who have been watching the whole exchange.

      “Young love, hey?” I hear dad whisper to mum as we awkwardly follow them out of the apartment. I would be lying if I said it wasn’t a little embarrassing to have this emotional drama playing out right in front of my family, but there’s no avoiding it, it seems; better to just run with it and deal with my parents’ reactions later.

      Killian’s arm remains around my waist as he shuts the door behind us, leaving us to navigate the winding corridors of the palace. It’s eerily silent in the towering halls - even more so than usual, it seems. No doubt the higher gods are reeling from the aftermath of my survival of the maze; I’m guessing they weren’t expecting me to succeed - or at the very least, not expecting Mads to survive. I feel a little surge of satisfaction knowing that I proved them wrong, but the game isn’t over yet. That was just one battle, and there are plenty more ahead before I can say I won the war.

      None of us speaks as we head down the hall and into the flourishing courtyard before crossing over to the massive doors leading to the other side of the palace. Was it intentional that Xur put us as far away from them as possible? Probably. The guy’s pettiness knows no bounds.

      We stop in front of the doors, waiting as two golden armour-clad guards pull them open to let us in. We find ourselves in a small entrance hall, with a winding set of stairs descending into the bowels of the palace. Honestly, I have no idea how anyone manages to keep all the rooms in this place straight.

      Mum and Dad go first, which is for the best; I don’t want them to see how difficult it is for me to go down the stairs. Killian keeps his arm firmly around my waist, doing his best to support me as we make our slow way down, but that doesn’t make it much easier. It feels like every step is a complete mission and a half, sending a jolt of pain up my side and into my shoulder with every movement. It takes us a few painful minutes to make it all the way down, and I have to grit my teeth in determination. The pain in my ribs is the worst - Mum’s elixir must be wearing off by now, and I’m still not far enough along in the healing process, it seems.

      “I can see you’re in pain,” Killian whispers in my ear. You’re not very good at hiding it.”

      I shoot him a warning look as I take another slow step downward. “Shh, mum will only freak out if she hears you,” I remind him, eyeing my mum ahead of us on the stairs. If she’s noticed my situation, she hasn’t given any indication, which is just as well.

      “Your mum isn’t the only one who worries about you,” Killian reminds me, and I pause to give him a long look, letting out a sigh before resuming my descent. The problem with love, I’m realising, is that the worry goes both ways.

      I’m damn near out of breath by the time we get to the bottom step, and I have to sag against Killian for a moment, resting my head on his arm as I recover from the trauma of going down the stairs. I make sure to keep my game face on when I straighten up, though - as best I can, anyway - and force myself to hold my head high as we walk into the dining hall right behind my parents.

      It seems the gods have relocated downstairs for their meals, after their little altercation with my folks that Mads told me about. Either that, or they knew that going down the stairs would be painful, and they deliberately had dinner served here tonight as a way of torturing me. Even still, one thing is clear: this isn’t nearly as nice of a dining room as the one upstairs. It’s gigantic, but instead of frescos on the walls, they are covered with ominous black paint and blood red trim. In the middle of the room stretches a fourteen seat wooden table, complete with wooden chairs that don’t look at all comfy. There are no windows in the room; instead, a large fireplace towers in the back, flanked by two tall statues of stars - one in each corner. The one on the left is black, and the one on the right is red - it seems they’ve changed the color scheme down here to something more appropriate for an evil lair - and they almost seem to give off a little glow.

      The table is nearly full already by the time we arrive: on one side, I can see Storm, Peyton, Hugo, Damien, and Mads sitting side by side. On the other, the higher gods sit stiff and straight in their seats, their ethereal presence setting off a strange contrast between them and their “guests”. I stop dead in my tracks when I see that there is an empty seat between Xur and Eenta, setting my jaw and meeting Xur’s gaze. He gives me a monstrous grin before shifting his eyes to the other side and getting to his feet.

      “I saved a seat for you, little niece,” Xur says.

      “Thanks,” I reply defiantly, “but I think I’ll pass.”

      Xur’s expression goes dark, and his eyes feel like they’re burning holes in me. “That wasn’t a request, niece,” he says coldly.

      I look once over at Killian, who gives me a grim nod before following me over to the seat. Not bothering to disguise my hatred, I drop onto the chair, wincing a little at the pain in my side but still refusing to make eye contact with Xur. For his part, Killian chooses the seat on the other side of Xur, no doubt wanting to be as close to me as he can. I’m right opposite Storm, who looks less than impressed with everything. His galaxy-like eyes are burning with barely-contained anger, and I can see he’s struggling to control his temper.

      Xur sniffs before turning to me as if none of the others are even here. “Congratulations on winning the first game. I was very impressed and proud,” he tells me, although there’s a hint of disdain in his voice.

      “Enough to let us go free?” I ask. Fat chance of that happening, but it’s worth a shot.

      The corner of Xur’s mouth twitches in a condescending smile. “You already know the answer to that question,” he is quick to reply. Well, I guess I wasn’t expecting anything less.

      “Arsehole,” I mutter, turning away from him, and I’m startled when he grabs my hand in a sudden movement. He pins it to the table with a strength I wouldn’t have expected from him, putting enough pressure on it that it’s uncomfortable - bordering on painful.

      “Niece,” he says, sounding like he’s struggling not to lose his cool, “we want to get to know you. Can’t we talk nicely for one meal?” I hate how he’s speaking to me, like I’m a little kid who’s acting up in a store instead of a hostage who’s being forced to risk her own life. Still, I realise I have no choice, and give him a pacified nod without meeting his eyes. Seemingly satisfied, Xur lets go of my hand, and at that moment Storm slams his fist onto the table, glaring at Xur like he would love nothing more than to chop him up into little pieces and serve him for dinner. I meet his eyes and give a subtle shake of my head - the last thing I want is his temper getting him killed.

      “Honestly, though,” I say, slowly turning to face Xur, “there’s no way you’re going to get me to take your side, here. I know what you three are, and I don’t want anything to do with you lot - you have to know that by now.” I might as well start off with the truth.

      “Come now,” Eenta croons, her overly-sweet voice grating on my ears, “we once made a terrible mistake. Surely that’s not enough for us to deserve-”

      “And yet you aren’t apologising to Storm, who you wronged,” I snap, rounding on her, my anger suddenly threatening to bubble over. “You're Not apologising for Neritous, either. Do I need to remind you that he killed my mother and most of my family? He would have killed me too, if he’d had the chance. That isn’t what good people would feckin’ do.” I can feel my hands clenching into fists under the table.

      “Karma,” Xur begins warningly, but I don’t listen to him.

      “You guys are nothing but gobshites who assume a meal could fix all of the past when it can’t,” I tell them. For a moment there is nothing but silence in the room - you could hear a pin drop. I never thought I’d ever be the party killer, but here we frickin’ are.

      Eenta and Xur exchange a glance before she meets Storm’s eyes. “Fine,” she says sweetly, though her hands are clenched into tight fists. “We are sorry for locking you up, Storm.” Although her voice retains its childlike tone, I can see that she’s tense - for once, maybe the sweet appearance is cracking. It’s funny to see.

      Storm leans forward in his seat, addressing Eenta with an edge of pleading to his voice. “Let Karma go, and there is a tiny chance of fixing things between us, Eenta. You followed your brothers and sister, but you were never the leader. That was Neritous. Xur and Gestune loved the pain, but I saw you didn’t. I know there is something good in your heart, but there is no chance if you follow them.” His expression is earnest, which surprises me because I wasn’t expecting it. I can see in his gaze that he isn’t expecting her to agree, but he can’t help but try anyway.

      “She loved you, and you rejected her,” Xur says before Eenta can say a word. I glance at her, stunned when I see how she is looking at Storm. There’s vulnerability in her expression - longing, regret... and something more. Maybe she didn’t just love the man that brought her up, I realise with a start as I watch her stare him down. Maybe she wanted more than that.

      “I love you all as my family. Nothing more,” Storm is clear to say.

      “Not like you love little Karma, I take it,” Eenta coldly says, placing her hand on mine, and I pull it away. “I didn’t know you liked redheads. I could have changed my hair a long time ago if you wished it.”

      “You never loved me, Eenta. It was teenage affection gone wrong,” Storm growls at her, but he keeps his eyes on me. Watching my reaction, because I can see I’m all he really cares about in this room. I’ve known it since the moment he came for me.

      “Are we ever going to eat?” Seth coldly asks, interrupting the argument.

      “Of course!” Xur says and picks up his glass. He taps a spoon against the side, making a ringing noise. The doors soon open with waiters carrying in plates of food. The waiters pour us glasses of sparkling champagne, I would guess. No matter how nice the roast dinner they have served us looks, sitting with the higher gods, having a family argument, has well and truly put me off my food.

      “What is that dirty animal doing in here!” Xur shouts as Michael runs head first into the room. In one jump, he leaps onto the table, crashing into the food and skidding all the way until he is in front of me. I can’t help but laugh as mum tries to drag him off the table, a few carrots and peas dropping out of his mouth.

      “This is Michael. He is part of our family, and he isn’t dirty one bit. You did invite everyone,” I sweetly tell Xur, crossing my arms as he pushes his chair out.

      “This is ridiculous. What kind of animals are you all to let him do that?!” Xur growls, pushing his chair back.

      “Didn’t you just say we are family. A family usually isn’t all roses and sunshine, Xur. Sometimes it’s a food-crazy, talking goat and a niece that hates you,” I reply to him. He doesn’t answer me, storming out of the room with Eenta and Gestune following after him.

      “Does it help that I really like your family?” Killian asks as I pat Michael’s head. All my family, including Mads, Seth and Storm are laughing and smiling at this point.

      “I think they all really like you, too,” I reply to Killian, which is the closest I can get to admitting my current feelings for him. It’s enough to make Killian grin, and that smile is worth the world.
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      “Mrs. Kismet, I have to say, you make the best breakfast,” Storm declares, leaning back to assess the demolished remains of the bacon, egg, and sausage breakfast my mum gave him. For all her flightiness, Mum takes visitors - invited or otherwise - very seriously, to the point where not providing food for any newcomers to her home is practically sacrilege. Never mind the fact that this is an apartment in a castle on an island in the middle of nowhere - she wasn’t about to see him go hungry… especially, I would suspect, after the way she’s seen him looking at me.

      I ended up padding into the common area later than normal, utterly exhausted from yesterday’s game. It had been a hell of a task getting out of bed this morning - not because my injuries still hurt (on the contrary, overnight the pain seemed to fade to nothing more than a few muscle aches), but because I was mentally drained. But nothing - not even broken bones - was going to keep Karma Kismet away from food for long, and the smell of breakfast eventually lured me into the kitchen.

      Mads said Seth bought Mum a few bags of shopping to cook with so we wouldn’t have to have another awkward meal with the higher gods, which suits me just fine; the less I see of those feckers, the better. If Seth wasn’t able to find a shop in the settlements around the island, he must have teleported back to the mainland to get the groceries, something I envy him a little: if I could transport myself as far away from here as possible, I would do it in a heartbeat. But even Seth is aware that there’s no escaping our situation with portals; even if the twins did manage to hold one open long enough to get everyone through without being noticed by the guards, the higher gods would track us down. I’ve become their obsession, it seems, and I’m not naive enough to think they won’t turn the world upside down in order to find me if I try to escape. There’s only one way out of here, and that’s by playing by their rules - whether I like it or not.

      Interestingly enough, there doesn’t seem to be a second game today. At least, that’s what we can assume, as the island has been quiet - almost eerily so - since dawn. We haven’t seen hide nor hair of Xur and the others since last night’s dinner fiasco, which suits me just fine - gods know I need a chance to recover after the maze game. The idea that there are several more equally-dangerous tasks ahead of me isn’t lost on me, and I don’t like to think about what they have in store for me next. It feels like a pall of nervous anticipation has fallen over the apartment, and everyone is waiting with bated breath for whatever supernatural temper tantrum Xur decides to throw this time. Still, even a few hours of respite in the morning is something to be cherished.

      “A growing man like you needs a good breakfast,” Mum replies, sweeping over to the table to clear away Storm’s dishes before he can even move to help her. She turns to me, raising an inquisitive eyebrow. “Did you not cook for him in the prison, Karma?” Her voice is half-scolding and half-teasing. “You cannot let your boyfriend starve.”

      I cough, nearly choking on the bacon in my mouth. Mads pounds me on the back a couple of times as I take a swig of orange juice before finally managing to get a hold of myself. As much as I appreciate Mum’s efforts - and her seeming approval of him - hearing the word “boyfriend” in relation to Storm catches me off guard. It makes it sound like we have the most normal relationship in the world, like we’re not victims of circumstance who found each other… and like I don’t also have two other potential suitors living in the same space.

      Mum is smiling coyly, her eyebrow cocked as I take another sip of my juice. She’s friggin’ messing with me for her own amusement, I realise with a start, shooting her a glare from across the table. I should have know this food would come with a big feckin’ price.

      “You’ve seen my cooking, Mum,” I tell her flatly. “Would you want me serving that to my… to Storm?”

      Mum laughs. “Peanut butter and toast is about all you can manage, that’s true.”

      “Actually,” Storm interjects, wiping his lips with a napkin and leaning forward in his seat, I love to cook. “It’s relaxing - and a useful hobby to develop when you’re trapped inside for hundreds of years. Karma didn’t have to cook often when we were in there.” He hesitates for a moment before giving Mum a beaming smile. “We never did have meat often in the prison, so this meal is special to me. Thank you, Mrs. Kismet.” The sincerity in his voice is almost too much for me, and I can see that he’s charming the daylights out of my mum. At this rate, she will be declaring him her fourth son before we even make it off this island.

      Mum nods approvingly. “Storm, you are always welcome here for a meal,” she practically sighs.

      Easy, Mum, I think at her dryly. If you break out the adoption papers now, you won’t be able to have him as a son-in-law. The thought catches me off-guard, making me blush a little, but I do my best to pay it no mind - Storm certainly knows how to charm the Kismet women… and every other woman on earth, it seems. For a moment, my mind reluctantly returns to his interaction with Eenta over dinner last night: the regret on both their faces, the hint of jealousy under her honey-sweet exterior… but then I remember the way he looked at me, like I was his entire universe, and that’s enough to quell the uneasiness in my stomach.

      Storm suddenly slides out of his seat, stretching before coming to stand beside me as I pass Mum my empty plate. Putting his hand on my shoulder, he says, “I want to take you somewhere,” and there’s just enough romance in his voice to leave me intrigued. I follow his lead, standing up and pushing my seat in as I give him a quizzical look.

      “What did you have in mind?” I ask, putting a hand on my waist and tilting my head to one side.

      “It’s a surprise,” Storm replies, and there’s a gleam in his eyes that makes my stomach do a flip-flop. I remain silent as he extends his hand to me, no doubt knowing I won’t say no to a surprise. I slide my hand into his, and he smirks at me before turning back to my mum. She is watching us with a knowing look on her face, one that would irk me a little if I wasn’t so keen on going with Storm.

      “Have a good day, you two,” she says, crossing her arms as she holds a tea towel. She has the nerve to wink at me before turning away, and Storm lets out a heady chuckle when he sees my offended reaction.

      Still, I can’t help but grin in spite of myself; I may get annoyed with her at times, but she really is the best mum anyone could have. I’m glad we are getting back to where we were before I found out the truth - to be honest, I wasn’t expecting the adjustment to go this smoothly, but you can be sure I’m happy about it. Maria will always be my birth mother, and I’m sure she would have been a brilliant mum, but that doesn’t take away the years that her sister brought me up. It’s occurring to me now, as our dynamic adjusts in the aftermath of the truth coming out, Mum didn’t have to treat me like her child. She could have put different expectations on me, or tell me I was adopted… but she chose not to, instead treating me like her own child so that I could grow up with a normal life. , Never once did I feel different from my brothers. Never once did she push me away when I needed her.

      “Bye, Mrs. Kismet,” Storm says. “I’m stealing Karma for the day.”

      “Bye, mum,” I call to her before letting Storm lead me out of the apartment. We make our way down the winding corridors and out into the courtyard. The weather is brilliant today, a sign of Storm’s mood, no doubt.

      I frown when Storm comes to an abrupt halt in the middle of the courtyard, turning to me and wrapping his arms around my waist. “Careful,” I tease, “we don’t want the others to see us making out in the courtyard.”

      “Who said anything about making out?” Storm asks. “Maybe I just want to steal you away from here.”

      I laugh. “You know, I can think of worse ways to spend my day.”

      “Glad to hear it.” His grip tightens around me just a little, and I’m reminded again of how much I love the feeling of him holding me - how I can just relax into his grip and forget about the world around me for a little while.

      “You might want to hold on,” Storm says. “I haven’t done this in a long time.” That’s enough to make me more than a little anxious.

      “Hugging?” I nervously enquire, tightening my grip on Storm even more, because I’m feckin’ sure that wasn’t what he meant.

      “Oh, no,” he replies. “I was talking about using tornado wind to portal.” The nonchalance in his voice catches me off guard, and I lift my head, staring up at him with wide eyes.

      Did he really just say tornado? “What are you-” I begin, but my voice trails off and I’m left to watch him in shock as his eyes start to glow with a bright violet light. The glowing purple makes all his features somewhat darker, giving him the sort of otherworldly aura that the other gods have, except it’s much more rugged, somehow - much more human. I really like it, so much that it almost distracts me from the wind that has begun to whirl around us, whipping my clothes and sending my hair flying in all directions.

      You know, if he wasn’t calling a tornado to take us to some unknown destination, this could even be romantic. We aren’t Dorothy and Toto. We could take a car or a boat like normal people… but that feels wrong, somehow. As startling as Storm’s weather magic is, the fact that he’s using it to take me on a date feels right. It feels like us.

      I look up into the sky, following Storm’s gaze to see the wind gathering together, swirling into a funnel shape. I’ve never seen a tornado up close before, and the sight of the black anvil clouds that have suddenly formed in the sky, blocking out the sun, is enough to make my heart beat faster. The funnel moves across the courtyard until it’s right above us, the shrieking of the wind nearly deafening. I cling to Storm for dear life as it slowly begins to lower down around us, shaking the trees in the courtyard and flinging dirt around.

      “I don’t think this is a good idea!” I shout at Storm, but the roaring of the tornado is nearly deafening, and I only hear his laughter as my feet begin to leave the ground. I scream, holding onto Storm as tightly as I can. It suddenly becomes hard to breathe as we shoot further into the air, and I bury my face in his chest, afraid to look down as the movement of the cyclone carries us away from the palace. The feeling of his strong arms around me is the only thing keeping me from losing it as we continue to fly, and I realise I’m screaming as I feel us picking up speed.

      I don’t know how long we fly with the tornado, but it feels like only a few minutes before my feet slam onto the ground, and I stop screaming. I open my eyes, looking up to see the tornado disappearing into the dark cloud above. The fact that neither of us is seriously injured is a miracle in itself - I guess there’s a reason most gods, not even the higher ones, don’t use “tornado travel” as a viable way of getting around. I whack my hand on Storm’s chest, staring up at him disbelievingly.

      Seeing the offended look on my face, Storm bursts out laughing, and that only exasperates me further. “You feckin’ eegit!” I cry, pulling away and crossing my arms. “I thought I was going to pee myself!” Storm just continues to cackle, and I can feel myself getting pissed off - although whether that’s a holdover from the fear and adrenaline or the fact that he has such a smug look on his face, I can’t tell. I throw my arms up in frustration and begin to walk away from him, listening as his hysterical laughter continues behind me. Boys. It doesn’t matter if they’re four years old or four hundred - they’re always immature.

      It’s only after I finally calm down that I finally register how cold it is, a far cry from the tepid warmth of the island. Shit, I think, looking around, and here I was starting to get used to it. Squinting my eyes and moving in a slow circle, I can see that we’re standing in the middle of an empty dirt road that winds into the distance. A treeline of evergreens surrounds us on all sides, and a chill wind whips their needles rhythmically back and forth. I feel Storm come up beside me and wrap his arm around my waist, giving it a good-natured squeeze that melts my agitation away in an instant. It also helps that he’s warm as hell. “Look,” he says, turning me to face the opposite way. I can make out a row of squat buildings at the end of the road we are standing on.

      “Where are we?” I ask, craning my neck to look at him.

      “I did some research,” Storm replies, looking a little sheepish - an odd expression for such a powerful man. “With the twins’ help, I was able to track down where Jade used to live in Jersey.”

      My eyes go wide at the mention of our late friend. “You… you did?”

      Storm nods, his expression serious. “If her friend is still around, this is as good a place as any to start the search,” he explains to me, meeting my eyes earnestly.

      I feel like my breath has been taken away. “You did all that for me?” I ask quietly, and in an instant I find myself forgetting the fact that he scared the living shite of me just now. Not only did he remember, but he went out of his way to help me get closure… it’s so sweet I could almost cry.

      He shrugs his shoulders like it’s nothing, although I can see the care and concern on his face. “We all knew how much Jade meant to you,” he replies softly.

      “Yeah, but…” I run a hand through my tangled red hair. “You didn’t have to… I mean, there are other things you could have been…”

      Storm smirks down at me, his grip on my waist tightening just a little. “And if you haven’t realised yet, we want to make you happy.

      We? That one word holds so many implications that a wave of butterflies rushes through my stomach.

      “I never thought I’d say this,” I tell him slowly, “but I’m damn happy I got my arse thrown in prison.” I take a long breath, meeting his exquisite eyes with my own, my heart beating out of control in my chest. “It meant I got to meet you and the twins,” I continue. Storm searches my eyes with his own, and I hesitate for a moment before I say, “Look, Storm… I know things are complicated between us all, but you feel like home. All of you. I can’t put my finger on it, but that’s just the way it is. And no guy, no one outside my family other than Mads, has felt that way for me.” I shake my head, a lump forming in my throat. “And it’s worse around you three. I feel desperate, out of control, and empty when you’re not around.” I can’t believe I’m blurting this all out, and a voice in my head is yelling at me to stop, to quit while I’m ahead or risk losing him forever, but I can’t help it; the words are pouring out of me like a tidal wave.

      So here we feckin’ are, I think, my breathing heavy as I wait for Storm to reply. There’s no taking it back now.

      “We aren’t going anywhere again. That isn’t happening,” Storm promises, and relief floods through me. I know it’s a promise when I hear one. “I will even try to tolerate and not kill those twins for being in your life.”

      “Killian and I—” I begin, feeling the need to have it all out in the open.

      Storm holds up a hand to stop me. “I’m aware that he is… important to you,” he says slowly, sounding like he’s picking his words carefully. “And I’m aware that Seth is, too. Which is why I can’t ask you to choose between us.” My eyes go wide as I process this, a familiar feeling stirring in the pit of my stomach. I open my mouth to reply, but Storm continues to speak, and I realise that this must be as difficult a conversation for him as it is for me. “That said, though, I can’t handle seeing or hearing about you and him...yet. I’ve never had to share in all of my life, and it’s going to take some getting used to,” he admits to me. I get that, and honestly I don’t know how he does it. If it were the other way around, I’d be stabbing every girl that tried to touch Storm. Or Killian. Or Seth. Gods, I’m a selfish person.

      “I’ve never dated more than one guy in my whole life,” I reply quietly. “At least, not seriously, anyway. The only one I got close to betrayed me, broke my heart, and…” I’m trying to explain to him, going to make a point, but the second the word “betrayed” leaves my mouth, I see him stiffen and narrow his eyes before crossing his arms.

      “Who was he?” he asks, his eyes flashing. “Where can I find him?”

      I laugh at his possessive machismo. “Relax, Storm,” I tell him teasingly, “I made it clear to him exactly how I felt about that a long time ago. He was a human and a douchebag. But that was before…”

      “Before?”

      “Before I met you guys,” I reply, meeting his gaze. “The truth is, I never think about him much anymore - or anyone else, for that matter - now that I know the three of you.” I clear my throat, looking away. “Does that make me selfish? I mean, the thought of losing any of you makes my heart stop. I want you guys in my life, even if you don’t like me that way. I’m pretty sure Seth just wants to be my friend, but-”

      “Seth doesn’t want to just be your friend,” Storm cuts me off. “I see how he looks at you; he is half in love with you already.” He takes a few steps closer to me, sliding his hands into my hair. I sigh from the contact, and my eyes battle to close against my mind, which is protesting at me to watch Storm. I want to see his every expression as I tell him my feelings, revealing these desires that I’ve never had the courage to speak about until now.

      I’ve always thought telling someone how you felt made you vulnerable to them, that was a bad thing, some kind of weakness. But if there’s one thing I’ve learned from my birth mother, it’s that life is way too short to hide what you feel. If my mother hadn’t told me she loved me in those moments we were together when I was born, she would never have had the chance to tell me again. Now, even though the rest is a painful memory, that is a moment I will cherish forever.

      Now that the emotions are spilling out, there’s no fighting them.

      “I think I’m falling in love with you, Storm,” I whisper, reaching up to touch his chiseled cheek with my hand. “I feel like I’ve been looking for you my entire life, and I just didn’t know it until we met.” My voice is quiet, but my words punctuate the silence like gunshots. “I never want to be away from your side or hurt you. I only want to be around you, and I love being around you. Considering I think most people are arseholes, and I don’t want to be around them—”

      I’m cut off as Storm kisses me. Every kiss with Storm feels like he is taking a bit of my soul and heart, and this kiss doesn’t feel any different. I fully embrace him, sinking deeper into the kiss as he holds me close.

      “I knew I loved you the moment you were taken from the prison. I had never felt like that for anyone, and I know I never will again. You, Karma Maria Kismet, are everything and more to me,” he tells me, and I bite my lip as I grin up at him. I kiss him once more because I just need to feel his lips against mine, knowing that this is a god who loves me.

      Yes, we have a lot more to talk about.

      Yes, we are immortal, and this is risky.

      But...I love him and he loves me. Sometimes that is just enough.
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      “What number did you say it was again?” I ask Storm as he leads me down the winding road and towards the busy town in the distance. I’ve never been here before, but it seems quaint - the kind of small village that reminds me of where I grew up.

      Damn, I think as I look around between the cute little buildings, it’s been a long time since I’ve been home. The streets seem to snake endlessly from houses to little shops to grocers, all of them bustling with activity and passersby. It’s not a huge town by any means, but there are plenty of folks out and about today, and it’s a local enough population that people glance our way as they walk past us. I know that look well; they’re suspicious of us, and it’s obvious that we must stick out like a sore thumb. Storm’s tall stature and long hair is certainly unique, and we clearly don’t know where we’re going or how to get there.

      Several cars trundle slowly down the old stone roads, disappearing into narrow alleyways and side paths that branch away from the main street and lead to little blocks of houses that roll away into the distance. Everything is so spread out here - it feels strange and open in comparison to the island, where it feels like we’ve been trapped for years already.

      It doesn’t help that Storm’s directions are not making the tiniest bit of sense. It’s clear that, for all his many talents, the guy’s sense of direction is not his strong suit, and it feels like we’re just getting more lost with every turn we take. Still, I can’t think of anywhere I would rather be in this moment than with him, and his inability to lead us to the house is actually kind of endearing. It makes me feel a little better about my own shortcomings that not even a four-hundred year old god is better at finding things than I am.

      According to Storm’s information, the apartments where Jade used to live are above a market, but I can’t see any market around here. Aside from a couple of cute little grocery shops, I can’t spot anything even resembling one, and in spite of the people out and about, it’s too quiet for that; I’m pretty sure I would hear a market if there was one around.

      Storm rubs his chin, coming to a stop in the middle of the road. “We must have the wrong place,” he says, his brow furrowing. “There is no market here.”

      “Would you mind, um, not standing right in the middle of the road?” I ask, my voice teasing as I give his hand a gentle tug. “We’re lucky there are no feckin’ cars moving around, Storm!” He obviously doesn't understand the rules of the road, which I suppose makes sense - he was stuck in that prison since before automobiles had even been invented. I remind myself to cut him some slack as he sheepishly follows me back onto the sidewalk.

      “Gods,” comes a female voice, and I whirl around to see a woman approaching us. She stops directly in front of us, crossing her arms over her chest. “You’re going the wrong way if you’re looking for the magical market,” she continues, her voice taking on an amused tone. “It’s over there,” she adds, gesturing off to the right, in the direction of a side street. I’m taken aback for a moment by her brazenness, at a loss for words, especially because, by all appearances, I would guess she is human. But there’s just something about her - an air of the otherworldly, a bit like the aura that the higher gods give off. Not to mention that she clearly knows what we are… which she shouldn’t, considering we aren’t wearing flashing signs proclaiming we are gods.

      I take a step back and sweep her up and down with my eyes. Her hair is a dark auburn, almost red like mine, but cut short at the shoulders, and her blue eyes watching curiously - a little too intently, I might add. She’s dressed similarly to me, which only gives me further pause.

      Storm and I exchange a glance before I clear my throat, deciding that there’s no point in denying what we are. “Thanks for the advice,” I say, putting on a friendly smile. “What’s your name?”

      “Rhiannon,” she tells me as I eye her cut jeans and leather jacket. “Last name isn’t important.” She considers us for a moment before adding thoughtfully, “Maybe you both owe me a debt now.”

      “A debt?” I ask, frowning.

      She nods solemnly. “But then again, maybe I’ll come back to collect another time.” As if that cryptic message is enough to satisfy our curiosity, with that, she turns on her heel and starts to walk away. I glance over at Storm uncertainly, and he nods in her direction before we begin to trail along after her.

      “What are you?” I ask. “You look human, but you knew we were gods. How?”

      That’s enough to give her pause, and I watch as Rhiannon stops in her tracks. Slowly she turns around, her eyes still searching me with that appraising expression. “I’m not human,” she replies at last. “And I’m not a god, either.”

      “Then what are you?” I persist. Other supernaturals - supernaturals who aren’t gods, like leprechauns, nymphs, and vampires - are easily distinguishable by appearance alone. That’s why they tend to live isolated from human society. I’ve never heard of a magical being who looks exactly like a human and isn’t a god.

      Rhiannon snorts, shaking her head. “You know little about this world if you think you guys are the only monsters in it,” she says, coming to a stop in front of an empty intersection. Without any warning, a sexy black motorbike manifests on the curb, and she swings her leg over it with practice ease, revving the engine without another word. Seconds later, she is speeding off down the road and out of the town. A few people turn to watch her curiously as she goes, and it dawns on me that we might have not been the only newcomers around here.

      I also have a funny feeling this isn’t the last we’ve seen of this Rhiannon. I’m curious what the heck she could possibly be… as well as whose side she’s on. The only thing for it now, I suppose is to see whether her directions to the market were accurate.

      Storm watches as she drives away, a curious expression on his face, and it dawns on me that this might very well be the first time he’s ever seen a motorbike. “The world has changed so very much,” he observes quietly, his expression unreadable as he slowly turns back to me.

      “Yeah,” I say, rubbing the back of my neck, “I guess it would feel that way, to you. Does that bother you?”

      “A little,” he replies. “Mostly for all that I’ve missed over the years. Time… felt like it stood still back in the prison, sometimes. For a while back there I had forgotten just how much of your world I’ve fallen behind on.” He takes my hand again and says, “I’d like to travel and see it all once we deal with everything. It seems I need to catch up on the world.”

      “Can I come along?” I ask tentatively. “I’ve always wanted to see the world, too.” We begin to make our way towards the alleyway that Rhiannon had pointed to earlier. I’m aware that this could be a trap, but we seem to be at a dead end right now, and it’s worth having a look. Besides, I have Storm with me - for better or worse, he makes me feel safe.

      “I’d never leave without you, little one,” Storm assures me as we approach the mouth of the alleyway.

      Little one. I had almost forgotten about that name. It’s strange to think about how much has happened in the short time since we met.

      The alleyway seems nondescript at first, and we make it all the way to the dead end at the back before I put my hand on my hip and swear under my breath. “Sounds like Rhiannon didn’t know what she was talking about.”

      “Wait a minute,” Storm says, pointing towards the brick wall. “Look.”

      I peer at it more closely, and notice with a start that there’s something… different about the wall. It has a shimmery, almost mirage-like quality to it, as if it’s made of water that somehow looks exactly like brick and mortar. Tentatively, I reach out my hand and let my fingertips graze it, but it feels like nothing, my fingers passing through it as if it were air. Before Storm can go first, I step into the magical barrier and emerge with a gasp on the other side.

      Okay, I think at once, raising my eyebrows. So maybe Rhiannon did know what she was talking about.

      The first thing I notice is the noise. The once silent town is now buzzing with music and people, the air full of the chatter of shoppers and merchants crying out their wares. I catch a whiff of exotic perfumes and magical oils on the breeze, and in the distance I can hear the roars of basilisks, chimeras, and what might even be small dragons - although I’ve never gotten close enough to one before to know for sure.

      It’s almost unbelievable that this was hidden. The alleyway is huge, stretching into the distance farther than the eye can see, with all sorts of stalls lining either side. Throngs of people make their way down the road in the middle. Most of them are wearing large black cloaks that obscure their faces from view - could it be in case the rare unsuspecting human wanders through? They call out to the shopkeepers, jostling one another to get to the front of the lines, their arms full of magical items.

      While the rest of the village was spread out, with most of the residents living in small cottages, here it feels like an entirely different city: peering around, I make out gaps between most of the stalls. In each gap is a stairwell leading up to a set of quaint apartments on either side of the alleyway. I have to guess that we’ll find Jade’s friend up there, and I swallow a lump of guilt and anticipation at the idea of talking to her. How will it feel to have two strangers show up at her house and tell her that her best friend is dead of Xur’s treachery? It’s not a conversation I’m looking forward to, but I’m damn well going to honor Jade’s last request.

      There’s a low thrumming sound from over my left shoulder, and I turn to see Storm emerging through the magical barrier. His eyes widen as he takes in the marketplace in front of us. He must be as shocked as I am to see that Rhiannon’s directions were right, and I feel him link his hand with mine as we stare down the alleyway.

      “I’ve never been to one of these before,” I tell him.

      He raises his eyebrows. “Truly?”

      I nod, shrugging my shoulders. “Mum never let me come to a magical market. For a long time I resented her for it, especially since she would always bring my brothers out shopping with her, but now I realise that she wanted to keep me safe from anyone who might recognise me as Maria’s daughter. Still, though…” I take a few wondering steps forward. “I didn’t know what I was missing. This is pretty cool.”

      “Is this where she got your charms from?” Storm asks me.

      “Yes,” I reply. “I miss them. I think I sort of took them for granted back when I was just using them for my work as a Karma goddess. I’m pretty sure Xur has my necklace - not that he would feckin’ admit it,” I add in a growl. It’s been bugging me for a while; even though I have access to higher god powers now, I have next to no idea how to use them, and besides - that necklace made me feel secure. I need to corner that bastard and demand it back. It’s mine. “He’s got an attitude problem,” I say, shaking my head. “I hate how whenever I ask him a question he just smirks at me like he knows better than I do.” I turn to him, adding with a flirtatious smile, “And it’s not the sexy smirk you do. You make it work. It just looks creepy on him.”

      “When the games are over, we can get it back,” Storm assures me, but he doesn’t make eye contact with me, and I can see the doubt in his expression. I can only hope that he doesn’t harbor the same doubts about my abilities.

      “Okay,” I say, smiling at him before we start walking down the alleyway again. I can’t help but ogle everything on display, understanding now what all the fuss over magical marketplaces is about.

      I eye the stall to my right. The shelves are lined with different sized bottles filled with glowing liquid, each a different color. There’s obviously magical power in these bottles, and I wonder what kind of potions they might contain.

      The next stall we pass is manned by a lady sitting on a table, two men holding her hands as they sit in the seats. She is murmuring under her breath, and the men have placid smiles on their faces, their eyes closed. The sign reads We Remember. I have to assume she can show them something from the past - something they’re willing to pay a great deal to see again.

      We continue down the alleyway, taking in the sights of the stalls full of food, jewellery, and exotic artifacts. Part of me wishes I could spend more time poking around here, but I remind myself that we’re here for a reason, and Xur will be expecting us back before too long. But that doesn’t prevent me from stopping dead in my tracks when I catch a glimpse of a stall filled to the brim with charms. They’re little medallions, like the ones on my necklace, except these ones are hanging from simple pieces of twine. I feel a pang of nostalgia for all the birthdays I shared with my family, when Mum would always give me a new charm. I hope I live long enough to see another birthday with them.

      Storm sidles up beside me, leaning forward to examine the charms.

      I clear my throat, clearing my head and getting back to business. “Jade said her friend’s stall was next to a charm stall,” I tell him, the words sticking in my throat as I remember the face of my friend. “I remember that, so we must be close.” I glance around, brows furrowing in the dim light of the alley. The stall to the right seems to be empty, and there’s an old man sitting in the one on the left, selling pictures that move, speak, and sing. It can’t be him.

      “Let’s try the apartment above the empty stall,” Storm suggests. “It is our best chance of finding her, for now.” He nods his head towards the stairwell, and wordlessly we begin to climb up the stairs. He turns right on the landing and walks down the plank platform until he reaches a door numbered twelve. “This is Jade’s last registered address,” he tells me, his expression grim. “If no one is in, we can go and ask around.”

      I lift my hand and hesitate for a moment before I knock the door. We wait as the silence stretches on, and I’m just about to walk away when the door is suddenly pulled open.

      We find ourselves face to face with a young woman. She’s dressed in normal street clothes, and her messy blonde hair is piled on top of her head in a bun. I can see the telltale cat ears sticking out of the top of her head, which mark her as a cat goddess, and it’s only then that my gaze settles on her eyes. They’re similar to Jade’s, and for a moment I’m struck with a wave of grief. It hurts my chest to look at her, and she shimmers in my vision as my eyes fill with sudden tears.

      “Well?” she snaps, sounding impatient. “Who are you, and what do you want?” There’s uncertainty in her voice, as well as a hint of pain, which makes the struggle to clear my eyes and reply all that much harder.

      The moment wears on long enough that Storm starts to talk for me, his arm sliding around my waist comfortingly as he speaks.

      “We need to talk to you—” he begins.

      “If you’re selling anything, you’re wasting your time,” the woman snaps, a feral hiss leaving her lips after her words.

      I finally find my voice and put my hand up just in time to keep her from closing the door in our faces. “No, we aren’t selling anything,” I tell her. “Please… we just want to talk to you.” I’m ashamed at how broken my voice sounds in that moment, but it seems to be enough to give her pause, and she pulls her eyes back to me. “My name is Karma, and this is Storm,” I tell her. “I’m here because I knew Jade, and I swore to her that I would find you and tell you something.”

      “Jade?” the woman asks, blinking. “How do you know Jade? Where is she? Is she with you?” She looks around us frantically.

      “She’s… not with us,” Storm replies, and I see her face fall immediately.

      “Can I come in?” I ask her tentatively, and she shakily nods, stepping back so we can enter her apartment. It’s a cramped living space, not made any roomier by the amount of rubbish scattered around.

      “I’m sorry for the mess,” she says, rubbing the back of her neck as we step into the cluttered living room. Things have been… difficult lately.”

      “It’s all right,” I tell her as I have a look around. Newspapers are thrown everywhere, even pinned to the wall in places with red circles drawn around certain sections of text. Dirty plates litter the tables and chairs, and the floor is scattered with empty take out boxes and half-eaten food. It smells super bad in here. Someone needs to open a window, to start with, but I’m sure as hell not going to tell this poor woman that. Storm and I sit down on the sofa, pushing a few things out of our way to get there.

      The woman seems to realise that her place is a mess, and crosses the window to pull a window open before coming to sit down on the chair in the corner of the room. It’s the only chair that looks like she’s even attempted to clean recently, and I’m struck with sympathy for her.

      I clear my throat. “What’s your name?” I ask her, sitting up stiffly on the sofa.

      “Emerald,” the woman replies, looking down at her lap. “I know what you’re thinking - gemstone names, right?” She shakes her head. “I think maybe it was fate. Jade was like a sister to me.” She looks up and meets my gaze, her catlike eyes boring into my own. “Please tell me what happened to her,” Emerald says, her tone pleading, and I guess I should start with the good news and get to the bad news last.

      “Jade didn’t kill your child like they said she did,” I tell her, and she furrows her brow at me.

      “Oh, I know that. My daughter is still alive,” she says, waving a hand. “Jade would never hurt her. I’ve always known that. She loved us both and practically brought up my child with me.”

      “I’m sorry, I’m confused,” Storm says. “I thought your child was killed.” He isn’t the only one.

      Emerald shakes her head. “A child died, yes - but the child’s body they showed me was not my baby. It didn’t smell like her, and it stunk of magic. The kind of glamour magic that can make someone look like someone else.” She lets out a breath in frustration. “I tried to tell everyone this, but they didn’t listen - they didn’t even want to bother investigating further. They just kept insisting that Jade had killed her, and that I needed to move on. But I know the truth - my child is still out there, somewhere.  I’ve been searching for her, but so far there has been nothing. There must be a reason she was taken.”

      “Jade didn’t kill her, a higher god did—” I start to say.

      “Because she was his child, that is what Jade thought. But I promise you, my daughter is out there somewhere, and she is not dead,” Emerald says, and I want to say she is feckin’ mad. That this is all in her head, but she doesn’t look crazy. Not one little bit.

      “So you think they took your child and left a dead child here covered in magic to look like yours?” Storm asks, his gaze fixed on Emerald.

      “Yes,” she says, wiping tears away and standing up. “I know you don’t believe me. No one does, no one, but Ruby is my daughter, and I know in my soul she is alive out there. She will be nine years old tomorrow, and I can’t think straight without her here. I count every day we’ve been apart.” I get up off my seat as she bursts into tears, and before I know it, I’m hugging her tightly as she cries into my shoulder.

      “I believe you,” I tell her because, for some reason I can’t explain, I actually do believe her.

      “Really?” she asks, looking up at me as I pull back and lower my hands.

      “Yes, the higher gods are evil, and it wouldn’t shock me. Who was her father?” I ask her, needing to know the answer.

      “Neritous Cyncus. It was a one night stand, and when I found out I was pregnant, I did my best to keep Ruby hidden from him. I knew he would find out one day...” she explains to me. The weight of the news shakes me to my core.

      Ruby is my sister…my half-sister, but that minor distinction doesn’t matter one bit. Now it’s more than personal. Now it’s family. I have to find her and get her back.

      “She is my sister,” I whisper in surprise. Storm comes to my side as Emerald stares at me in shock, running her eyes over me.

      “That’s why you look familiar. Y-you look like Ruby in some ways,” she says, lifting her hand and placing it on my face. “Please, please, help me find your sister. Please.” I cover her hand with mine and shakily nod.

      “I will find her,” I tell her.

      “And I will help. My name is Storm,” Storm says, holding his hand out for Emerald to shake as she cries, and there is actually a smile on her lips. She shakes Storm’s hand.

      “Thank you, both of you,” she says and then eyes me. “Now where is Jade? How can you know her when she is in prison?”

      “Jade died in my arms. I was her friend, but I couldn’t save her,” I tell Emerald, who starts to cry as she walks to the window. “I can tell you she fell in love with a man called Coxen, and she saved two people’s lives. She was a true friend, and I loved her. She was brilliant.”

      “Thank you for telling me. I already missed her, and part of me already knew,” she tells us through sobs. “When you are that close to someone, you know when their soul has left the world.”

      I pull my leather jacket off, hanging it on the side of the chair as I look around, wiping my face from the tears that have fallen. When I get my sister back, she won’t want to see her mum struggling. Emerald looks thin, and there is no way I’m leaving until I’ve made sure she has eaten and this place is sorted. “I’m going to help you clean up and make you dinner. Storm, would you go and get some food from the market for dinner?” Storm nods, walking past me and drifting his fingers across my waist as he goes.

      “Y-you don’t have to do that,” Emerald protests.

      “I know when someone is having a hard time, and my family taught me you don’t walk away from someone who needs a little tender loving care,” I say, and she smiles at me. A real smile. “Now where are the black bags?”
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      “I’m never going to get used to that,” I groan, watching as the tornado disappears into the sky, leaving me a bit wobbly on my feet as the heavy dark clouds that signalled its arrival dissipate. I watch in wonder as the sky goes from black to grey to azure in the span of a few seconds, leaving the world eerily quiet with no evidence of its existence other than one very shaken-up Karma goddess. I think I prefer Killian’s portals… but I have to give Storm points for showmanship, at the very least.

      We are standing back in the courtyard, and the early evening sun is beaming down on us as wind rustles the leaves on the trees. I force myself to remove my shaky hands from Storm’s top, which I have bunched between my fingers in a death grip during our transport back to the island. My stomach is still spinning, threatening to make me hurl up the lunch Storm made us earlier.

      We were gone for a long time, but the castle seems quiet for the moment. I was a little worried that Xur would grow impatient and send someone to retrieve us, but no one did - I guess he must be banking on me coming back because my family is here. He has us on a leash, and he knows it as well as I do.

      We spent several hours helping Emerald clean up her apartment, eventually losing track of time completely in our attempts to make her living situation a bit more comfortable. What felt like dozens of trash bags later, we managed to get it back into a livable state, after which Storm made lunch for the three of us. He even went as far as to pick up a bunch of ready-made meals and put them in the fridge, so that Emerald will be able to have a good dinner later. By the time it was all said and done, Emerald looked more than a little worn out - not surprising, considering what she’d had to relive in front of us - and she had gone off to bed to sleep after thanking us profusely for our help. I don’t think she was expecting us to be so invested in her wellbeing. After so many months of being alone, with every authority in the magical world laughing in her face, it must have felt more than a bit odd to have two complete strangers show up and believe her. I can’t even begin to imagine the pain of what she’s had to endure ever since her daughter vanished.

      Either way, I resolved to help find Ruby, and I intend to. It goes beyond just familial obligation at this point: Neritous has left so much grief in his wake, it’s time for us to pick up the pieces and see that justice is done, no matter what. I know all too well what it’s like to have loved ones snatched away by his malevolence; I’m not going to let Ruby’s be just another body on the pile.

      “I’m sorry,” Storm says, crossing his arms and raising his eyebrows, “I didn’t realise you could make portals. It’s my way for now, unless you have a better way of jumping us halfway across the planet.” There’s a smugness about the way he says it, along with a hint of pride, and I have no doubt he actually likes travelling that way - no matter how insane it is. Then again, if I had been stuck in a prison for four hundred years, I would probably feel like flying, too.

      “For all you know, maybe I can make portals,” I fire back teasingly.

      A thoughtful look crosses Storm’s face. “Now that you mention it…”

      My eyes go wide. “You think I could make portals?” I ask wonderingly. It would be so cool if I could. The first thing I would do is portal over to New York to get some pizza with peanut butter on it. Seriously. I’ve heard they sell it there, and I want in.

      Storm’s brow furrows, and he shrugs his broad shoulders. “I don’t see why not,” he says. “If I remember right, Neritous used to call lightning into an X shape whenever he wanted to travel. A portal would burn in the middle of it and take him wherever he wanted to go,” he explains to me. “They say teleportation magic runs in families - like the justice gods, for example.” His expression goes stony at the mention of the twins, but he does a good job of hiding it, continuing, “Considering he was your father, I wouldn’t be surprised if you could do it, too… although that’s a discussion for a later date, I think.”

      “You’re probably-” I begin, but I’m cut off by a sharp pain in my ankle, letting out a screech at the feeling of teeth digging into my skin. I shake my leg frantically as I stoop down and pick up the snappy little shite called Kit. He’s looking awfully pleased with himself, a defiant gleam in his eyes as he stares up at me. I swear, sometimes I think he just does it for the attention.

      I glare down at the little goblin. “Just because I’m happy you helped Storm and the justice twins come to me doesn’t mean I agreed to be your feckin’ chew toy,” I snap at Kit, picking him up by the torso and setting him down in the middle of my other hand. He doesn’t look one bit apologetic as he looks expectantly from me to Storm, patting his stomach. I roll my eyes. “A whole apartment full of food and you still need me to dig something up for you,” I mutter. “I’m starting to think you just like being difficult.” Kit doesn’t reply, meeting my eyes as if daring me to provoke him into biting again. I let out a long sigh, looking to Storm for backup.

      The god looks amused as he watches the little goblin. “I have food at my apartment,” he says at last, offering me a hand to take. “Want to come back with me? Maybe something there will suit his fancy.” Kit vigorously nods at the prospect of more food, and I can’t help but feeling a bit curious, myself, too. I’ve never even seen Storm’s apartment since we arrived here - he’s always come to ours. He’s a private enough person that I haven’t felt right asking him, but if he’s offering…

      “That sounds good to me,” I say, sliding my hand into Storm’s and placing Kit on my shoulder. He nestles in at the base of my neck, hiding behind my hair. I shoot the goblin a warning look. “Don’t you dare bite my hair,” I warn him, “or you will be hunting for food yourself, Kit. It’s the only thing I have left at this point, and I’m not in the market for a haircut right now.” Realising how ungrateful that must sound, I glance over at Storm. The comment hasn’t gone unnoticed, and I feel his grip tighten around my hand - although whether intentionally or not, I can’t say. “Almost the only thing I have left,” I amend softly, returning his squeeze, and his expression softens a little as he peers around me at the goblin.

      “You know,” Storm says, “I’ve heard that biting is actually a sign of affection for goblins.”

      “Oh, is it?” I ask, rolling my eyes. “How unfortunate.”

      Storm laughs. “I’m serious. They say that it’s a way of marking you as their person. It’s a territorial thing,” he explains to me. “I would guess he expects you to say thank you for the honour.”

      “Oh, please,” I retort. “He can shove that thank you up his arse, and he knows it. He’s just hangry.”

      Storm frowns. “What is hangry?” he asks. I feel my heart melt a little at that; for all his centuries of power and wisdom, there’s a naivety about him as a result of his imprisonment that makes itself known in the oddest of ways. I have to remind himself that he isn’t well-versed in modern slang, and make a mental note to help him bring his cultural knowledge into the twenty-first century. We can start with vocab, and then move on to memes.

      “‘Hangry’ is a dangerous mix of hungry and angry,” I explain to him as we start walking. “Possibly even more dangerous than just plain old angry. You never know when it might strike, if you’re not careful.”

      “‘Hangry’,” Storm repeats thoughtfully, turning the word over in his mouth. A small smile emerges on his face, and he nods appreciatively. “I like that.”

      “Good, because there’s plenty more where that came from,” I joke. “We’ll have you talking like a normal person before you know it.”

      Storm laughs, and then goes quiet, taking a long, pensive breath. “It’s moments like these when I remember how much I’ve missed,” Storm says thoughtfully, before turning and letting his eyes settle on me. “But the wait was worth it, I think. For you.”

      I feel a blush creep into my cheeks, my insides going mushy under his intense gaze. I haven’t forgotten what he said to me earlier, about his feelings for me. The fact that I’m going to be alone with him for the first time in his apartment isn’t lost on me, and there’s a stirring of butterflies in my stomach at the prospect. I’m not usually one to get all flustered around hot guys, but Storm is different. They all are.

      We make our way into the main building, rounding a corner and turning down into the long corridor that branches off the main hallway. I can feel Storm wrap an arm around my waist, and I find myself leaning in to him as we navigate the palace. The pain in my side is all but gone at this point, but I’m not doing it for support, anymore - I’m just basking in the feeling of being near him.

      It’s quiet in the castle - if dinner has already happened, then the higher gods must have made it a private affair; aside from a few passing guards, there’s not much activity. It’s as if everyone is waiting, holding our collective breath as we anticipate the next challenge.

      Suddenly feeling like I need to say something - anything - to break the heavy silence, I turn to Storm and say, “Thank you for tracking Emerald down. For everything you did today.”

      “You’re welcome,” Storm replies, his eyes still to the front.

      “I’m serious,” I tell him as we continue to walk. “I think we did a good thing for her. I can’t imagine what she must have gone through.”

      “Don’t speak too soon,” Storm warns me. “Her daughter is still missing.”

      “I know,” I reply grimly. “My sister. And we’re going to help get her back.”

      “Does it feel strange to you?” Storm asks, looking at me. “Finding out you have a sister, I mean.”

      I think for a long moment before I respond. “A little,” I reply finally, “but no stranger than finding out the people who raised me weren’t my biological parents, I guess.”

      He laughs at that. “That’s a fair point.”

      “Still…” I shake my head solemnly. “The more we find out about the things Neritous has done, the more I’m glad I killed him.” I stop in my tracks suddenly, looking at Storm as a new fear rears its ugly head. “Is that wrong of me?” I ask him in a small voice that sounds so unlike my own. “To be happy that he’s dead, even though he’s…” I swallow hard. “Even though he’s my father?”

      Storm doesn’t have to think long. “No,” he tells me without missing a beat. “In fact, in a sense, it fits that you were the one to kill him.”

      “You think so?”

      He nods sombrely. “I don’t think it was karma that you brought to him that day, little one. I think it was justice.”

      Slowly, I nod, straightening up. “And I’m far from being done.”

      Storm chuckles a little. “This is why I love you, Karma.”

      I smile at him, comforted, and we resume our walk in silence. Eventually we arrive at the end of a hallway in the west wing of the palace, stopping at the end in front of a pair of white wooden doors. Storm lets me go so he can pull a key out of his pocket and unlock the door, stepping aside so I can enter his quarters.

      I walk into his chambers, not really sure what I should be expecting, and I’m surprised to see that this is clearly one of the older suites in the castle. I shuffle forward slowly, my eyes wide as I admire the place: the walls are made of pale stone, not plaster, and sconces hold enchanted lights that bathe the room in a soft golden glow. In the middle of the room is an enormous bed fit for royalty, and it dawns on me that perhaps my family’s apartments were given modern furniture in order to make us more comfortable… or more amenable. I press my lips together in a thin line at the thought.

      One of the walls dips into a little alcove, and in it is a tiny kitchen, similar to the one in our apartment. On the wall behind the bed, there are four big, paneled glass windows. They show stunning views over the beaches and forest in the distance - memories of Storm’s mother and the trees she planted on the island. There is a reading alcove in the far corner that doesn’t appear to have been used in some time, along with a bookshelf full of ancient tomes. I don’t see much in here that’s personal, and my heart breaks a little - Storm hasn’t been home in so long, he might as well have never existed here at all, as far as the higher gods are concerned. It’s like they deliberately purged all evidence of him from the place in the aftermath of his imprisonment, and he’s only now beginning to to get his life back.

      I can’t help but stare as I make my way around the room, absently lifting Kit off my shoulder and placing him on the counter. The tiny goblin quickly runs and climbs up to the top of the fridge.

      “I’m going to quickly make him something,” Storm says to me as he passes me, and I look up at him as I nod.

      I can feel the tension characteristic of our relationship building up, crackling between us like electricity. We usually ignore it, but that doesn’t change the fact that it’s there, burning and pressing me to go to him, touch him, comfort him.

      I’m on the verge of reaching out when Kit starts banging the top of the fridge, breaking up the moment, and I breathe in deeply as Storm moves to rummage in the fridge. I look out the window for a moment at the view before moving towards the bed, sitting down on the plush mattress and picking up the only thing on the side table, a gold box. I open it up, seeing dozens of tiny black hairbands inside, alongside a silver comb.

      “What’s this?” I ask, holding the box up.

      Storm takes a moment to set some food on the counter for Kit, who immediately leaps down from the refrigerator and digs in, oblivious to anything going on around him. He then walks over and takes a seat next to me on the bed. “Braiding each other’s hair was a sign of affection back when I was young,” he replies. “I’ve never braided anyone’s hair since the higher gods were children - and my parents’, before they died.” There’s a moment of silence, and then he makes eye contact with me. “Can I braid your hair?” he asks suddenly.

      I blink, surprised, and raise a self-conscious hand to my wild red locks. This clearly means a lot to him, and I’m honored that he would consider doing something that holds so much significance.

      “I’d love that,” I say, smiling at him and raking my hands through the tangles. He takes the box from me as I turn around, kicking my shoes off and crossing my legs on the blue sheets.

      I feel Storm gently run the comb through my hair, his movements gentle, practised, and precise. He’s patient as he works the knots out, not snagging or hurting me at all until my long red tresses are falling smoothly down my back. Putting the comb away, he gets to work braiding it with an expertise that can only come from years of practise. It’s so relaxing that I almost drift off to sleep until I feel him place his hands on my shoulders. I reach back, feeling the detailed braids all in my hair, the dozens of them he has done to link together. I look back at him, and lift my hand to his cheek.

      “Thank you, Storm,” I softly say, and he kisses me instead of saying a word back. I fully turn around as he pulls me closer to him and lays me back on the bed as he deepens the kiss. I tug his shirt up, and he pulls it off before coming back to kiss me. My shirt is soon pulled off next, and then Storm is unclipping my bra as his lips devour my jaw and move down to my neck. I wriggle against his large knee between my legs as he gets my bra off, and I slide my arms out. Storm takes a second to look down at me, and I admire him right back. The way his muscular body is so toned, each ripple is defined all the way down the fine line of hair I can see going into his trousers.

      “I can take them off, make this more even if you want?” Storm asks, though it’s his way of asking if I want this to go further. As I look into Storm’s eyes, I know there isn’t anything in this world I want more right now.

      “I love you, Storm,” are the only words I can think to say. And it’s enough to make his eyes glow as he looks at me like I’m the most important person in the world. Storm tugs his trousers off, and I pull my own down to speed things up. I’m tired of waiting for what I want in my life. I want Storm because I love him more than I thought it was possible to love someone else. He covers my body with his own as he kisses me, and he feels perfect on top of me.

      His lips move down my jaw to my chest, and he spends a few seconds teasing my hard nipples with his tongue before descending lower. Storm grabs my thighs with his hands, pushing them apart and diving between my legs like he has wanted to do this a million times. His tongue swirls around my clit as I slide my hands into his hair, moaning loudly from the intense pleasure. I crash into an orgasm quickly.

      “Storm, I want you inside me, please. I need to feel you,” I moan as I come down from the wave, knowing exactly what I want. Storm climbs up my body, lining up at my entrance, and he leans down. He kisses me ever so softly, gently, and it means so much that he does.

      “I love you, Karma. It’s forever for us,” he softly tells me seconds before he easily slides fully inside me. I gasp from the pleasure, from how feckin’ incredible he feels inside me.

      “You’re so perfectly tight,” he groans as he pulls out and slowly slides back in. He does this several times as he devours my lips, his body rubbing against mine. Every thrust moves his body against my hard nipples, his cock perfectly stretching me as I moan. I never want this to stop. Storm rolls us over so I’m on top, and I roll my hips, feeling and loving how I can see every reaction.

      “Don’t stop,” he commands me, and feckin’ hell, I couldn’t if I tried. I roll my hips faster, chasing an orgasm I can feel getting close. Storm moves his hands to my nipples, flicking them as I ride him, and it soon sends me crashing into my next orgasm. Storm roars as he thrusts a few more times, gripping my hips tightly as he comes hard and fast deep inside me. I collapse onto his chest, breathless but completely sated.

      “You aren’t leaving this room for the rest of the night. I want to do that over and over again,” he says, somehow looking relaxed and excited at the same time.

      “I don’t need convincing. I’m staying,” I reply, smiling down at him as he rolls us over and kisses me. Whatever happens, I know I have Storm and moments like this to remember. I have a man I love more than anything, and he loves me back.

      That is worth fighting for.
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      I stand in the kitchen alcove of my family’s apartments, leaning against the wall with my arms crossed over my chest and my hair falling down my back in a long curtain. I’m looking out the western window, facing the side of the palace that slopes down onto the rocky coast, the pebble beach, and then, farther out, the ocean in the distance. It seems to spread out into infinity like an endless blue blanket. The only thing that breaks up its sparkling sapphire surface is the rock formations that jut into the sky a ways off the coast, pointing up at the sun like grasping fingers. The lulling waves glide over the smooth stones, their rhythmic crashing not entirely muffled by the castle walls, sending sprays of seafoam out and over the shore. The skies are the bluest I think I’ve ever seen them, like the colour of a robin’s egg, complete with speckles of clouds in the distance. The sun is high in the sky, shining brightly and dazzling off the water in flecks of light so intense they’re almost blinding.

      It’s a perfect day, and if I were anyone else in the world right now, my breath would be taken away by how spectacular the view from the castle is… but I can’t stop myself from thinking about a different, much more personal, kind of beauty. My mind is fixated on the night - one night, in particular, as a matter of fact.

      It’s been two days since I slept over at Storm’s apartment, and it’s still hard not to think of that night over and over again. The feeling of his lips on mine, of his hands on my body, the feeling of him inside me, as close to me as he could ever get… It sends a shiver up my spine just thinking about it, and I let my eyes drift closed as I let the memory overtake me once again. That night was more perfect than today - or just about any day - could ever be. In fact, the only night that even holds a candle to the one I shared with Storm is, incidentally… the one I shared with Killian. The confusing nature of my situation isn’t lost on me, and any time I think too hard about the logistics - specifically, the possibility of negotiating a relationship with all three of the men in my life - it’s nearly enough to make my head spin. Theory and practise are two different things, and each of these guys has his own demons… and his own ego. But none of that changes the beauty of the night Storm and I shared, and I let a smile creep onto my face as I remember the highlights now.

      “Karma!” Mads nearly shouts my name, nearly making me jump out of my skin, and I realise that she’s been calling my name for several moments. She’s by the kitchen table now, a red envelope tucked under her arm as she watches me. “I’ve been trying to get your attention.” She glances over at the kitchen table, where Kit is now sitting, surrounded by little sandwiches, mini chocolate cakes, and other things that Mads has been cooking for him. The two of them appear to have quickly become fast friends, and he doesn’t bite her, no matter how much sass she gives him… lucky cow.

      “What’s up, bestie?” I ask Mads with a little too much enthusiasm as she walks up to me, nudging me on my arm.

      A burst of colour rises in my face, which doesn’t go unnoticed; she frowns, her brow furrowing. “You okay?” she asks.

      “Hmm?” I clear my throat. “Me? I’m fine.”

      “You’ve got this far away look on your face. And besides,” she laughs, “you never use that tone of voice unless you’re worried about something but trying not to let on.”

      I sigh. What was I expecting? Trying to hide my emotions from Mads is like trying to block out the sun - impossible. “It’s nothing,” I reply, rubbing the back of my neck. “I was just thinking about everything that’s happened, that’s all.”

      Mads turns and follows my gaze back out to the sweeping stretch of ocean in the distance. “Yeah,” she says dryly, shaking her head. “None of it seems real, does it?”

      “It’s like a dream,” I agree, nodding. “Although I just can’t decide if it’s a good dream or a nightmare.”

      “Well,” Mads replies slowly, turning away from the window, “this might swing the vote one way or another.” She holds out the envelope, which is a deep shade of red - nearly the colour of blood. Holding it closed is a red wax seal, stamped with a star shape in a circle… similar to the statues in the higher gods’ downstairs dining room. There’s a sinking feeling in my chest as I take the envelope from her; this can’t be good.

      “Who is this from?” I ask, the envelope feeling like it weighs a ton in my hands.

      Mads shakes her head. “I don’t know,” she replies. “Someone slid it under the front door. It has your name on it, though.” She points at the letter, which I flip over to see my name on the front. It’s drawn in a pretty way - almost like calligraphy - no doubt by the hand of someone as elegant and sophisticated as they are dangerous and precise. One of the higher gods - I have no doubt.

      “This ought to be good,” I mutter grimly, setting my jaw and breaking the wax seal. Tearing open the envelope, I find a letter on red paper, which I pull out with hands that are shaking more than I would care to admit. Unfolding it, I see a note written in silver ink, in the same precise, dreadful handwriting as my name. I read it aloud - pointless, considering Mads is already reading it over my shoulder, but my disbelief overpowers common sense. “The second game will begin now. Come to the arena where we first met - and make sure you are alone. -Eenta Cyncus’.”

      “Shit,” Mads breathes, her eyes wide as she looks at me.

      “I guess I know what I’m doing with my day,” I remark dryly, resisting the urge to wad the paper up and chuck it over my shoulder. There’s no point in fighting it, though; the ball is in their court, and they’re about to serve the next match.

      “I will get your family—” Mads says, turning to go, but I grab her arm before she can leave, pulling her back to face me.

      “No,” I insist frantically, “it says I have to go alone.”

      “Karma,” Mads protests, “what if something happens to you? They’re going to want to know, to at least be able to watch-”

      I shake my head, my grip on her wrist like an iron vice. “They can’t come,” I tell her. “If I disobey the instructions, there’s no knowing what the higher gods will do to them - to you. I have to win it on my own, it seems.” I let out a long sigh. “Although that might be a good thing, considering the last game nearly got you killed.”

      “Hey,” Mads says, “that wasn’t your fault. It was their sick trial. Besides, I’m holding up just fine.” She straightens up a little, although I can see that her injuries aren’t yet healed completely. “Besides,” she adds, her brows knitting together, “I don’t like the idea of you going on your own. This could be a trap - what if they try to hurt you or something?”

      I chew the inside of my lip. She has a point, one that I don’t really want to consider - I didn’t go into this expecting the higher gods to play fair, and I don’t expect them to do so now. But this just illustrates the bitter reality of the situation we’re in: I don’t have any other choice. We’re completely at their mercy, and the best I can do - the best any of us can do - is to obey their demands and hope that they stay true to their word. It’s the only option we have, and I can see in Mads’ eyes that she knows it, too. She must agree with me that getting anyone else to come with me is a bad idea. I don’t want to put anyone else’s life in danger if I can help it.

      Still, she protests, “Your family will be horrified if they find out you went to the next game alone. I don’t want to have to tell them where you went.”

      “I know, and neither do I,” I say, putting the letter down on the sofa. It seems to mock me from its place on the clean white fabric, taunting me and threatening me all at the same time. “Make sure my family doesn't see this. They will just end up panicking.”

      I look back up at Mads and see that her eyes are glistening with tears. My heart skips a beat when I see that, and when she moves to hug me, I don’t resist, snaking my arms tightly around her waist. “Be careful, Karma,” she murmurs in my ear, her voice barely above a whisper. “You’re playing with fire.”

      “I know,” I tell her, trying to keep my tone self-assured when on the inside it feels like my world is falling apart. “But so are they.”

      Mads laughs grimly at that, but there’s not much humour in her voice. She gives me a squeeze before letting me go, even though I can see she doesn’t want to. I struggle not to look back over my shoulder at her as I leave the apartment, not wanting to see the fear and desperation on her face.

      It’s a silent walk to the arena, that same silence that has filled the place for the past few days, like the higher gods are waiting for something… planning something. I suppose I know what that something is, now. The only people out in the halls are the silent guards, who remain as still as statues as I pass them by. I’ve never heard one of them say a single word in the near week that I’ve been here. It’s seriously creepy, and part of me really wants to know what’s under their helmets. The other part doesn’t even want to think about it.

      I’m half-expecting to be attacked the moment I arrive at the arena, so I stop abruptly in my tracks when I see Seth and Killian waiting in the middle. Their arms are crossed against their chests, and they both look tense, their broad shoulders hunched with grim determination. Seth is wearing an immaculately-tailored suit, with a deep blue tie and a black jacket that brings out the magnificence of his gold eyes. Killian is his usual casual self, in low riding jeans and a tight black shirt that emphasizes the sculpted muscles underneath.

      I glance down at my own clothes - a cardigan, white top, and skinny jeans - and wonder belatedly if I’m dressed appropriately for whatever the higher gods have in store for us. All that really matters is that I can move around - and fight tooth and nail, if need be. Still, that doesn’t stop me from feeling a little self-conscious… especially when I see how the higher gods are dressed.

      Looking around as I approach the justice twins, I see the higher gods in the audience. Storm is in the front row, his face written with anxiety and his eyes narrow with worry. Eenta sits next to him, which I don’t like, as much as I tell myself not to be jealous and clingy - if Storm was telling the truth, then he has eyes only for me, after all. But it’s impossible not to be, especially not when all I can do is compare myself to her otherworldly beauty and wonder why the hell Storm would go for someone like me when he has the living example of perfection sitting next to him. It’s hard, now that I know how much she likes him, and it’s clear that it’s more than just familial love. How am I supposed to compete with someone Storm grew up with, someone who might as well be the most gorgeous person in the world, with the power to match?

      I grit my teeth when I see how she leans into him, making a show of brushing her arm up against his and letting her fingertips graze his hand. I can see she’s wasting no time getting back to the seduction, even after four hundred years of being away from him, and it’s enough to make my head explode. The deep red dress she has chosen to wear is extremely revealing of her perfect body and creamy white skin, and the worst part is that I know exactly why she chose it: it matches my hair. Her previous comment about how Storm should have told her he likes redheads echoes in my mind, making the jitters I’m already feeling nearly unbearable.

      It’s not like he just likes redheads, some panicked part of my mind pipes up. His ex back in the prison was blonde, after all… Okay, no. Knock it off. Now I’m just making myself nervous. She’s trying to throw me off, and it’s working. I steel myself and make eye contact with her, my expression a silent challenge to try to use Storm to intimidate me.

      Eenta smiles a little when our gazes meet, a cold smile that makes goosebumps pop up all over my arms. It’s all I can do not to pull my eyes away. “Little niece,” she croons, sitting up straighter in her seat, “I’m so happy you could make it. You got my note, I expect?”

      “Yes,” I reply bluntly, squeezing my hands into fists at my sides, my nails digging painfully into my palms. “It was a little hard to miss. What, is just coming and telling me in person suddenly beneath you?”

      Eenta laughs, the sound like a tinkling bell. “And here I was thinking we were starting to get along, little Karma,” she says. “It was a courtesy. Surely you would rather that than have the guards carry you out here?”

      The subtle threat isn’t lost on me, and I struggle to maintain my composure. “What I would rather,” I tell her slowly, “is that you stop using the people I love as leverage to get me to play your sick games.” My eyes flicker over first to Storm, and then to the justice twins, who are watching the exchange with unreadable expressions on their faces.

      “And where would the fun be in that?” Eenta replies, and puts her hand on Storm’s arm. I see that she’s painted her nails the same blood red colour as her dress, and a fresh wave of rage threatens to hit me, making me grit my teeth. “Besides,” she continues, “it’s so… fascinating watching your interactions with the others. You seem quite taken with them. And if I didn’t know better…” Her voice trails off as her gaze sweeps over Storm, practically undressing him with her eyes just as a way to spite me. I wish Storm would say something, do something - anything to reassure me that her so-called charms aren’t working on him, but he remains silent, his grim gaze fixed forward.

      She has him in a box, too, I realise with a start, my eyes going wide. She’s threatening me just as much as she’s threatening him… and he knows it. For someone who claims to have feelings for Storm, she sure has a strange way of showing it.

      I open my mouth to throw a jab back at her, but Storm meets my eyes at that moment, and gives his head the tiniest shake. It’s enough to make me hold my tongue… if only barely.

      “I’m so happy you could make it,” Eenta says, and I nearly jump as Xur walks past me, followed by Gestune. I eye the red suit he has on, which is a shade darker than his hair and eyes. Gestune isn’t matching her brother and sister, choosing to wear a black cloak over a black dress with gold star clips. They move to go and sit next to Storm, almost like his bodyguards, while Eenta walks over to me as I get to the justice twins.

      “My dear brother said I could decide the next game, wasn’t that nice of him?” Eenta sweetly says. I almost don’t see her as anything but poison wrapped up in sweet to fool you. She goes to place her hand on my shoulder, but I step back into Killian, who wraps an arm around my waist in a protective way. My eyes drift to Storm, who is tensely watching Killian and me. I know he said he couldn’t see this, and I don’t want to push him too far, too quickly. It would break my heart.

      “We don’t have all day. Get on with it,” Seth growls, moving close to me and Killian, his hand brushing against mine.

      “Fine, fine,” Eenta says and turns around. She clicks her fingers, making a table and three chairs appear. The circular table is gold, and the chairs are just the same. “Go and sit, and I shall explain.” Not that we have any choice, we move to sit on the chairs. In front of each seat are two silver-backed cards the size of my hand. The cards have stars on the back of them, but there is nothing else.

      “What is this?” I demand. I’ve had enough of all this now.

      “Just a little game. If you win, that’s one down. If both the twins win, that’s another game won, and then there would only be one left for your freedom you so desire,” she says, almost singing her words. Dear god, if this game turns into a musical, I’m going to jump off the nearest feckin’ cliff.

      “Fine. Get on with the explaining,” I tightly suggest.

      “This is my favourite game. See, the cards are magical, almost like they have a mind of their own. They know your fears, your desires and your deepest secrets from only one touch. To play the game, you each have to pick up your pair, and do what it asks. It might be a truth, it might be a dare...or it could be nothing. If you refuse, the cards will take payment, and it is never nice,” she says, and I stare down at the silver cards. Friggin’ hell, this sounds like a shite game.

      “Who goes first?” Killian asks, looking between me and Seth. It’s clear who doesn’t want to go first. I’m also one of those people.

      “I will,” Seth says when Killian and I are silent.

      “Good luck!” Eenta says, a childish giggle escaping her lips before she runs back to the higher gods and Storm, who looks more uncomfortable by the moment. Why would they want him here? It seems like it’s done on purpose. I shake my head, knowing I need to focus on the game. It’s the only important thing right now. Seth looks at me, and I try to be strong for just a second for him. He takes a deep breath before turning the card over. It’s blank to me, nothing more than a white card, but the look on Seth’s face suggests it isn’t.

      “What does it say, Seth?” I ask, wanting to touch him to comfort him a little bit. A tear runs down his cheek, and before I think about it more, I place my hand on his arm.

      “It says my long-dead wife was pregnant when she died of cancer. It says that’s the truth I have to speak out loud to the people who I’m closest to and who can see right through me.” He barely gets the sentence out when the card burns away into gold dust. I place my other hand on his cheek, turning his eyes to me. That’s a secret he wanted to take to his grave, and he hates that so many people now know the extent of how much he couldn’t save her. Or his child. My heart hurts for him, but this isn’t the moment to discuss it. I almost hate that I can read him so well, because it means other people can do so as well.

      “She loved you, and I bet she never once blamed you for that. Your wife and baby are safe now, in the sky where the dead dance to another song we won’t hear until we die. Seth, that wasn’t your fault, and she would not want you to live in guilt. You didn’t choose to be a god, to be immortal. I didn’t choose it either, and one day, I will have to watch my family die and pass on. My best friend will be gone. It will be us and Storm, and that’s what I hold onto. Can you do that?” I whisper all this to him, not wanting the higher gods to hear a single word.

      “Thank you,” he tells me, and it’s enough that he can straighten his back and look stronger than he did a second ago.

      “I’m next,” Killian says, though he is watching his brother in a more than concerned way. I pull my shaky hands back to my lap and watch as Killian picks up a card, and again it looks white to me as Killian reads it.

      “Dammit,” Killian mutters, and he looks at me as he places the card down. “I’m in love with you, Karma Kismet. I didn’t want to tell you right now; I’d hoped for a more romantic place with fewer people around, but these cards are shit. Don’t you dare say it back or anything right now. Not like this.” I gulp as the skies suddenly get a little darker, and the wind gets colder than it ever was. There is no way Storm didn’t hear that. My heart beats faster as I smile at Killian, and the card in his hand burns away.

      “Your turn, Karma,” Seth says, though he is tense. Everything is more tense than I wanted to deal with. I pick the card up, and instead of a blank white card, there is black writing on mine.

      “You must choose the one you love the most and stab their hand with the dagger on your lap,” the card says, and I look down, seeing a gold dagger on my lap. Feckin’ hell, this game is crazy. I gulp, putting the card down and picking up the dagger. Before I think about it anymore, I flatten my hand on the table and slam the dagger through it. I scream from the pain, hearing the twins and Storm’s shouts. I cry out as the dagger and the card disappear into dust, and I look back to see Xur holding his hand, and Eenta is stopping Storm from coming closer. The pain doesn’t go as Killian picks up my hand, putting pressure on the wound.

      “Did it seriously just tell you to stab yourself?” Seth demands, pulling his blue tie off and handing it to Killian. He wraps it tightly around my hand, and I bite down on my lip to stop myself crying out when it hurts like nothing else.

      “It told me to stab the one I love the most. Clearly, I love myself the most, so...” I say, and they both laugh, though they don’t sound all too happy. “Come on, we need to keep playing.”

      Killian picks up his last card and looks annoyed as he reads it. Killian quickly gets out of his seat, and his hands start glowing with swirling gold magic as he looks around us.

      “Killian, on your left!” I shout when I see the black ghost-like energy rushing at Killian.

      “A nightmare. One from a nightmare god that got free. Killian is scared of them.” Seth’s voice is nervous too. The nightmare thing scares him just as much. I’m speechless to say anything as I stare wide-eyed at Killian. We can’t help him; the game will never let us.

      “Not helping my macho look, brother,” Killian shouts as he runs, jumping over our table and landing on the creature. He slams his hands into the stomach of the creature, and it makes a high-pitched scream as it struggles, fighting its way out of Killian’s grip. Finally, it bursts into black dust, and Killian falls to the floor. I itch to get up and go to him, but I have a feeling I’m not allowed to leave the table until the game is over. Killian picks himself up off the floor and comes back to his seat, looking worn out.

      “You okay?” I gently ask him, seeing all the tiny cuts all over his arms. His eyes are wide, and he looks exhausted. I want to do nothing more than hug him.

      “Yeah, I’m going to be fine,” he tells me. “Nothing like seeing your worst nightmare over and over inside that monster.”

      “Killian—”

      “Honestly, I just want the game over. I’m okay,” Killian tells me, and I know he means it. I want this game over just as much. There are only two more cards now; how badly could it go?

      “I’m going next,” I tell Seth before he can pick the card up. It’s making me nervous to wait any longer.

      “Nothing in the rules said we couldn’t pick them up at the same time. She just said we couldn’t turn both our own cards over at once. Hold my hand, we will do it together,” he suggests. Smart man.

      “Didn’t have you down as a rulebreaker, brother,” Killian teases with a tired smile.

      “Maybe some things change,” Seth replies, though he looks at me as he says it. I hope I bring out more of Seth’s wild side and less of the control freak I’ve grown to love. We pick the cards up at the same time, and I only look away from Seth to read it.

      “One kiss will set you free. One kiss is all you need. Those who have not kissed before shall now meet.” I gulp as I get the gist of what the card wants.

      I have to kiss Seth. Seth drops the card and pushes his chair out as I stand up. He takes my hand and tugs me to his chest.

      “This is the easiest game to win. There isn’t a moment I haven’t thought about doing this since we tracked you to that pub,” Seth softly tells me, and then he kisses me. I meet his lips with just as much passion as he pours into it. My hands slide into his soft hair as he deepens the kiss, and I forget about the entire world as Seth kisses me. There is just him and me. And a whole lot of tension and love we both have ignored for way too long. Seth breaks away first, and I stare up at him as I lower my hands to his chest. We need to talk, I know that, and I think he is thinking the same thing.

      “About time. The sexual tension was getting annoying,” Killian says, placing his hand on my back as Seth lets me go. I look across at the higher gods, who are standing up and clapping.

      Only one person isn’t there.

      Storm.
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      “We won, you should be happy about that,” I tease my brother. We’re in our quarters, decompressing from the not insignificant revelations that came about during the last game. I’m slumped in a chair, my feet up on the side table, and in spite of my relaxed posture, inside I’m thanking all the gods in the world that neither of us ended up getting hurt… or Karma, for that matter.

      Especially Karma.

      I’m starting to think I’m the only one of the four of us who’s handling our situation like an adult. Karma’s reaction I can understand - she’s stuck in the middle of all this, literally, and it can’t be easy to know the lives of everyone you care about are riding on the decisions you make in someone else’s tests. Seth, on the other hand, seems more content to glower and stew in his own juices, as he’s doing right now: he’s currently sitting in the window alcove, his elbow propped against one knee like he’s in a fucking painting, glaring out at the world outside like the sky itself cause all the problems in his life.

      He wouldn’t be totally wrong, a spiteful voice within me pipes up. This would be a hell of a lot easier if Storm would man up and act his age instead of throwing a supernatural temper tantrum whenever we’re around Karma. A second, more mature voice pleads with me not to go there, warning me that I’m no better than him if I can’t manage to live and let live.

      But that’s the fucking problem, isn’t it? Karma is intoxicating, and I find myself drawn in by her spell every time I’m around her. I know she has the same effect on Storm - and Seth, although he’s not one to admit it any time soon, I suspect - which is why this is so maddeningly frustrating. Hell, that same churlish part of me speaks up again, since we’re going the immature route, might as well come right out and say it: we’ve known her for longer than he has, anyway. I know it’s not by much, and I’m aware of how childish that probably sounds, but Storm isn’t exactly manning up here, either. And if we’re going to get technical, Seth knew Karma before either of us, even if their initial date left something to be desired.

      The truth is, I was being completely honest when I told Karma I would be willing to let her be with the others, too - even if Storm is a pain in the arse. I’ve always been a bit… nontraditional, at least in my personal life, as one or two past flings have told me. It’s not even entirely uncommon amongst the gods to share women, even if the practice is a little archaic. I don’t know if it’s a god thing, or just a people thing, but when you live long enough, eventually you realise that real love is wanting another person to be happy, even if that means letting them be with someone else. It’s a lesson I would have expected someone with four centuries of experience leading a prison to understand, but considering how quickly Storm… Well… Stormed off after the last game, he doesn’t appear to have gotten the message.

      My eyes return to Seth, who is sitting still as a statue, watching the waves roll in and out on the pebbly shore. I open my mouth to make a teasing remark about him finally getting to kiss Karma, but then close it again - I know the look on his face, and he’s clearly not in the mood right now. I don’t know why; kissing Karma isn’t a problem, or something to be angry about. I reckon there’s more to it than that, though. “Are you going to say anything?” I ask, crossing my arms and sitting up straighter in my chair.

      There’s a long pause before Seth replies, not bothering to turn away from the window. “There’s nothing to say, Killian.”

      “Sure, there is,” I reply, reaching up and stretching my arms over my head. “You just don’t want to say it.”

      Seth makes a scoffing noise. “Maybe I don’t.”

      “Fine,” I say, standing up from my chair and slowly walking over to where he’s sitting, “then I’ll say it for you. It’s about Karma, isn’t it?” Seth continues to glower, but there’s a flash of something in his eyes that tells me I’m on the right track. “It’s about kissing her, right?” I continue, crossing my arms and leaning against the wall so I can look at him. “I mean, what’s not to like? She’s a damn good kisser.” I know I’m on thin ice right now - I can see it by Seth’s clenched fists and stony expression - but I’m not about to let it go now. It’s not just that I’m curious (although that certainly plays a part); it’s that I need him in this with me if we’re going to make it through this. Seth was always the one more swayed by his emotions, and I can already see him stewing under the surface - I don’t want to wait for the least convenient moment for him to boil over… Say, for example, the next time Karma is put in harm’s way.

      “Yeah,” Seth replies through gritted teeth, “she is.”

      “So then what’s the problem?” I demand. “You should be happy. I don’t have a problem with it, and Storm…” I shake my head. “He’s a stick in the mud. But we’ll burn that bridge when we come to it - isn’t that what they say?”

      “It’s not that,” Seth snaps, finally turning to me with fire in his gold eyes. I see I’ve finally gotten to him. “Just leave it, Killian, all right? Can you do that?”

      “No,” I reply without missing a beat. “Because when you’re brooding, it means there’s shit you want to talk about, but can’t bring yourself to. So talk about it.”

      Seth shakes his head, turning to face me and letting out a long sigh. He runs a hand through his hair, and I can see that his face is lined with anxiety. “Karma is…” he begins, and then trails off, as if he’s searching for the right words. “Karma is special,” he finishes at last. “You know, it, I know it, Storm knows it… Hell, the whole damn world knows it.”

      “Yeah,” I agree, my voice going a little soft. “She is.” The rest goes unsaid: the fact that she’s gorgeous, her biting sarcasm, her obvious compassion for others, her determination to see this through, no matter how many times the elder gods beat her down… The list goes on and on.

      There’s a long pause, and I wonder if I should say something else, but Seth seems to be collecting his thoughts, so instead I wait for him to speak. “I haven’t done anything like that since before she died,” Seth says at last. “The kiss, I mean.” I don’t need to ask who “she” is. Seth has always been quiet when it comes to his long-dead wife; even when she was alive, he tended to shelter her from me, from the reality of the supernatural world, as if putting a wall up between those two parts of his life would protect her. It did, for a while… but not even a god can stop cancer, and he knew it as well as I did. I tried to be there for him, tried to support him as a brother even as he was watching the woman he loved slowly waste away to a disease that no magic could heal, but there was only so much I could do. I think that maybe on some level he was ashamed at his inability to keep her safe, that in some twisted way, he felt guilty. In all the years that I’ve been a god of justice, it’s always pained me to see innocent humans fall victim to circumstance - war, poverty, disease… To watch my pregnant spouse go through it isn’t something I like to think about.

      Seth clears his throat, and it’s obvious he’s struggling to talk about this, so I keep my mouth shut. Sometimes it’s best to just listen. “You know…” he chews his lip. “Back when we had our date, some part of me was still grieving. I saw Karma, but I didn’t see her, you know?” He scratches the back of his head. “That probably doesn’t make any sense.”

      “No,” I tell him, “I get it. You went because you were trying to move on, but you weren’t ready.”

      “Right.” Seth takes a shaky breath. “I knew she was beautiful, and fiery, and… Well, all the things we’ve seen of her since we tracked her down in that bar. I was attracted to her, but I wasn’t ready for it. I felt guilty. But then… Meeting her again, after all this time… It was like a switch went off. It was like I was seeing her for the first time, you know? This wasn’t just someone I wanted to be around - it was someone I wanted to protect, and that scared me.” He turns to meet my eyes. “I think that’s why I spent so long pushing her away,” he confesses at last. “I was afraid to feel what I felt for my wife, because of what it might mean if something happened to her.”

      I nod grimly. It’s something I’ve thought about, too, as much as I don’t want to: the idea of losing her is too painful to imagine.

      “Anyway, kissing her just made it that much more real,” Seth continues, turning back to the window. “Not just my feelings for her, but the fact that, no matter her powers, she’s vulnerable. It dawned on me that I could lose her, and that scares me more than anything else.”

      I stay silent, not needing to say anything for him to know that I feel the same way. Karma acts strong and tough, but for all her bluster, underneath it all, she is just like everyone else. I think that’s what drew me to her in the first place, but it’s also the terrifying truth of the situation: any of us could die. We fear losing the one we are in love with, and we have no idea how to cope with it. Not even hundreds of years of being gods are enough to take away that fear.

      I clear my throat, realising that this is all I’m going to get out of my brother, and move away from the wall.

      

      “One more trial left,” I say. “Although if it’s anything like that batshit card game today, we’re in for a hell of a time.”

      “That’s just it, I think,” Seth replies, getting to his feet. “That’s the problem. I have a suspicion that these games so far have been just that - games.”

      “Your point?” I ask, not liking where this is going.

      “My point,” Seth replies, “is that I think the last one will be different. It won’t be just a game - it will be a test. And the higher gods are conniving - you know that as well as I do.”

      “You’re saying…” I begin, my stomach sinking.

      “I’m saying that, knowing them, they aren’t going to make it possible for Karma to win,” Seth replies grimly. “At least, not without causing her deep pain. That’s how they manipulate you - that’s how they want to get into her head: by breaking her down so much that she has no choice but to join them.”

      “And even if she does win,” I point out, “there’s no way of knowing they’ll even keep their promise.”

      “Exactly.” Seth crosses his arms, mirroring me. “That’s why I want to take her away from this place and the horrors that live here - before they get into her head and ruin her.”

      “I agree,” I say, nodding. “That’s why we need to be right there at her side, in case she needs us to fight the higher gods.” It’s not an idea I relish, but it’s crossed my mind before. Could we even stand a chance against them?

      I want nothing more than to get Karma away from this fucked up world. We were officially fired the moment we got back from the prison; we more or less signed away our jobs the moment we started working to help Karma. It’s all so transparent, it’s almost sickening: justice is apparently not needed anymore, and maybe it never was. Maybe it was all just a guise for the higher gods to exert their iron will on the people of the supernatural world. The whole system is corrupt, and we were working for it all this time. They’re not even bothering to disguise it as the moral thing anymore: according to my contacts, they’ve started sending hired assassins out to kill anyone who has ever done anything wrong. The prison was at least a chance at a life, if not a pleasant one.

      I don’t know where all this puts me and Seth, but I’m sure the higher gods will not wait until we are older to kill us. We are powerful and immortal; they won’t want us around to mess up their plans. They won’t want Karma around either, not unless they can control her. I’ve learnt one thing in all this, though: no one can control Karma; it’s one of the things I love about her.

      “I will not fight them if it hurts Karma,” Seth says, and he’s right. It’s the whole reason we can’t just storm their chambers right now and try to take them all out at once - with Karma’s fate connected to Xur’s, our hands are tied.

      “The prison was impossible for Storm to escape. What if we throw Xur in there and tie him up so he can’t hurt himself?” I suggest.

      “It’s a wise suggestion,” Seth replies.

      “Of course it is, I came up with it, brother,” I say, and Seth smiles at me for a brief second, breaking up the heaviness that has been hanging in the air ever since the last game. That is - until someone kicks our door down. The door slams against the wood floor, the wood cracking as Storm fills up the doorway.

      “I liked that door. Have you not heard of knocking?” I ask, crossing my arms. Storm ignores me altogether as he eyes Seth. Before I can grab Seth, he is walking up to Storm, and I wish I could say I’m surprised when Storm punches him hard in the middle of his face. I hear his nose crack, and I’m pretty sure it’s broken as blood splatters everywhere.

      “Fuck,” Seth groans. I shake my head as Storm grabs his jacket and lifts him up, his purple eyes glowing. Outside, it gets very dark, and there’s a sudden clap of thunder. Rain seems to have started to pour down out of nowhere, no doubt a result of Storm’s magic. I guess I should have been expecting this, but it doesn’t make it any less annoying.

      “Both of you are fucking idiots!” I shout at them, and Storm turns his eyes towards me. Seth pushes Storm’s hands off him before taking a few steps back as blood pours out of his nose.

      “Karma is mine. I want you both to stay away from her,” Storm shouts, his hands in fists at his sides.

      “Are you a fucking child?” Seth exclaims. “It was part of the game! I had to kiss her to win! If we had lost, she would’ve been forced to play another one.”

      “That’s an excuse, and you know it,” Storm snaps. “You’re in love with her - it’s obvious.

      “Damn right he is, whether he can admit it or not,” I say, taking a step forward and bristling. “And so am I.” Storm rounds on me, his eyes flashing, and he looks like he wants to break me in two like a twig. “I’m never leaving Karma’s side, and you need to accept that fact.”

      “I’m not leaving either,” Seth adds in, though that is all he is saying.

      “The point is, if you can’t accept this way of life, all of us with Karma, loving her, then you are just breaking her heart. She doesn’t deserve that. Karma has enough going on; she doesn’t need us arguing like idiots,” I point out. We are immortal, we can spend forever arguing over this if we really wanted to, but right now, Karma is young and needs our support to deal with everything. She is flying in a shit storm at the moment, and we are the only people holding her down.

      “So the question is, can you handle it?” Seth asks Storm.

      “I don’t know. That’s the problem. Every time I see you touch her or even fucking look at her, I want to kill you both,” Storm admits, and it’s the first time we have had a real conversation from him about the elephant in the room. I can share her with my brother, but I’m not that close to Storm. The only difference is I’m not willing to lose Karma, so I will love her no matter who else she loves at the same time.

      “I feel the same, but I know I couldn’t live without her in my life. So here we are,” I tell him. I won’t lie and tell him that it doesn’t irritate me to see Karma in his arms, because it does.

      “Yeah,” Storm mutters, and he turns away, walking to the door. “I don’t think I can deal with this all.”

      “Then you don’t deserve her, Storm,” I coldly tell him because he will break her heart at this rate. I know she loves him, and loving him is clearly going to be a problem.

      “Maybe I don’t.” I hear him say it, but I don’t reply as he walks out. For the first time since we met, I’m disappointed in Storm Cyncus.
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      I suck in deep breaths, my head spinning and my heart pounding in my ears. I can’t seem to catch my breath, and I feel waves of grief and anxiety course through me without any end in sight. My legs threaten to give out beneath me, and it’s all I can do to sag against the door and try to focus on the feeling of the rough wood on my skin. I clamp my eyes shut, hot tears overflowing and beginning to stream down my cheeks, which suddenly feel as cold as ice in the silent hall. It feels like the world has come crashing down on top of me, more so than when I was first captured by the justice twins - hell, maybe even more so than when I found out that Neritous was my father. It all pales in comparison to the devastation I’m feeling now, as absurd as that probably sounds. But it’s the truth. A terrible mistake has been made, I can feel it, and there’s no going back.

      Storm can’t accept this. Not just can’t - won’t.

      If Mum knew I was eavesdropping, she would no doubt have given me one of her famous “talks” about privacy and personal space… and right now, I’m really regretting not having taken her warnings to heart earlier. I wasn’t even planning on listening in on their conversation - not at first, anyway; after Storm vanished from the last game, I spent the evening searching the castle for him, trying to get ahead of whatever was coming before it all blew up in my face. So much for that - I should have gone to find Killian and Seth instead of going to his apartments, but I wasn’t thinking clearly. Maybe part of me knew it wasn’t going to go well - considering his reaction to me kissing Seth, a blowup was more or less inevitable - but I was hoping to at least be able to mediate, to appeal to the one thing they all have in common: their feelings for me. But I was too late, and now I’m standing here listening to them shout at one another, fighting over me like I’m a piece of meat. Killian’s trying to keep a handle on the situation, but it’s too little, too late: Storm hurt Seth - how badly, I can’t say - and it’s becoming clear that no amount of calm discussion is going to get them past this.

      Storm can’t accept this. He doesn’t want to share me - or even be with me as long as Killian and Seth are in the picture, by the sound of it. For all his claims to love me, he can’t move past his territorial protectiveness, and it tears me apart to see it. This has been a long time coming, though, that’s for certain - possibly even as far back as when we first arrived in the prison. What kind of idiot was I to think - to even hope - that I would be able to have all three of these men in my life? What kind of selfish, short-sighted, naive…

      The sound of their raised voices approaches me, startling me out of my thoughts and sending my heart leaping to my throat. I don’t want to see them now - I can’t see them now. Especially Storm.

      The broken door lies demolished on the floor, its hinges bent and buckled with the weight of the blow that knocked it down. A few splinters came loose and fell to the floor when he kicked it in, not caring in the slightest whether the higher gods would be upset about the property damage. As I duck away from the battered doorframe, I nearly slip on one of the pieces, my arms flying out to steady myself. The amount of rage it must have taken to be able to nearly break it down with his bare hands isn’t lost on me, and it scares me a little - it’s a reminder that I’m playing with fire, with beings who have been around for centuries, whose power is nearly unmatched… and they’re all grappling for my affection, struggling to make sense of the confusing dynamic that’s emerged between us.

      Footsteps echo in the apartment, and I hurry around a corner just in time to see Storm stalking out of the twins’ rooms, his shoulders hunched and his hands bunched into fists at his sides. He rakes a hand through his long hair, his purple eyes flashing, and stops on the threshold. His eyes close for a moment, and I see pain on his face, as well as longing and regret. It’s like he wants desperately to be okay with this, to make me happy, but there’s something he can’t get over, and it’s tearing him apart.

      

      I can feel sobs threatening to wrack my body, and swallow a lump in my throat as I peer around the corner at Storm. Just when it feels like the tension and anguish in the air has become too much to bear, he squares his shoulders and storms away down the hall, disappearing around a corner with his footsteps echoing angrily against the high walls. Behind him, a ways away, I can hear Killian and Seth murmuring to each other in concerned, hushed voices, but I can’t make out what they’re saying. It doesn’t matter, anyway; there’s no way it can be good.

      Having seen enough, I turn away, mopping the tears off my face with my sleeve even as they threaten to keep coming, and I suddenly feel like I can’t breathe. I need to get away from them all, to put as much distance between myself and the crisis that’s unfolding as I possibly can. Finding my footing, I begin to run in the opposite direction, the ornate furniture and paintings on the walls turning into a blur on either side of me as I sprint away down the hall. I don’t even know where I’m going; I just need to be as far away from the guys as I can possibly be. The guards stare me down through their golden helmets as I go, and even though I can’t see their eyes, I can feel their solemn gazes on me, judgemental and cold. I’m glad there’s no one out and about in the hallways; the last thing I need right now is to run into one of the higher gods and listen to their taunts. This is what they wanted when they brought me here, I’m realising: they never wanted me to change my mind - they just want to beat me down until I can no longer refuse to join them.

      And the worst part? It might just be working.

      I don’t stop running until I get to my family’s apartment, like an oasis in the desert. The front door is open, which I don’t give more than a passing thought as I rush across the threshold and slam it shut behind me. My world is coming apart at the seams, and there is only one person I need to talk to about this - the only person I can talk to right now. She might not be immortal or superhuman, but she’s the only one I can trust with emotions like the ones I’m feeling right now.

      “Mads!” I shout for her, looking around the apartment. It’s silent as the grave in here, and I take a few steps forward into the common area. Realising I’m still crying, I wipe my tears away quickly as I head up to check the bedroom before returning back down into the living room. She isn’t here - she could be out with Peyton, out on a run… anywhere on this godforsaken island.

      Fuck.

      Still trembling with fear and confusion, I wobble into the bathroom and stare into the mirror for a long moment; my face is red and blotchy, my eyes puffy and my cheeks still glistening with tears. I hurry to splash some cold water on my face, focusing on my breathing and trying to force myself to calm down - or at least appear calm. I need to make sure I don’t look like I’ve been crying, because Mum would pick up on that in an instant. It’s like a sixth sense.

      After several minutes of talking myself down, making sure I’m calm enough, I leave the bathroom and head over to Mum’s apartment. I don’t expect her to understand the exact nature of my problem - it’s not everyday that you’re caught between three immortal beings who can’t seem to agree on who you belong to - but I could use family right about now. Smoothing out my top and tucking my hair behind my ears, I take one last steadying breath before knocking briskly on the apartment door.

      It’s not Mum who answers, but Peyton. His eyebrows are furrowed, and he’s looking at his phone with a puzzled expression on his face; he only moves his eyes up to me for a second as he taps away on the keyboard. “Hey,” he says, sounding distracted. I guess that’s for the best; I don’t need him scrutinising me right now.

      “Hey,” I say, rubbing my arm. “I was just looking for Mads. She wasn’t in the room and I thought maybe she’d be here.”

      That’s enough to get his attention, and he raises his eyes to mine. There’s something on his face that I don’t like, and my heart sinks when he answers. “I was about to ask you the same thing,” he says, his mouth pressing into a hard line.

      “What?” I ask, the first pangs of unease beginning to clench around my chest. “I thought you would know where she is. That’s why I’m here.”

      Peyton shakes his head, his eyes widening and his grip on the phone tightening. “She was texting me and then she just stopped,” he says. “I thought maybe she was mad at me for something, but then she stopped reading my messages altogether…” The alarm on his face is clear, and it’s not doing much to keep me from panicking, either.

      “The door to the apartment was left open when I arrived,” I breathe, my voice barely above a whisper as a dreadful realisation dawns on me. “She’s always been a stickler for locking doors after she leaves them. She wouldn’t just walk out.”

      “Shit,” Peyton says, his voice full of fear. “You don’t think she would have…?”

      “Left?” I shake my head. “And gone where, Peyton? This doesn’t feel right.” All the heartbreak and confusion melt away in an instant, giving way to cold, sharp fear: Mads has always been the mum friend, checking in almost to the point of absurdity. It’s been like that for as long as I’ve known her. For her to just suddenly go AWOL like this, when we’re sleeping in the wolf’s den…

      Something about this doesn’t feel right. Wordlessly I turn on my heel and begin to race back to my apartment. It takes everything I have not to break into a full-on sprint. Peyton follows me, and I can barely even bring myself to look at him; he’s probably drawing the same conclusions as I am right now, and they aren’t pretty. We reach my apartment in less than a minute, and I fling the door open with Peyton hot on my heels. “Call her phone,” I instruct him. He looks as panicked as I do, running a hand through his fiery hair as he puts his phone up to his ear. I don’t think I’ve ever seen him look this stressed out. A few seconds later, we hear the muffled sound of Mads’ phone ringing in one of the other rooms. My heart sinking, I follow the noise from room to room, ending up in the lounge.

      Mads’ phone is on the floor by the window, vibrating across the stone floor and letting out its telltale chimes. I hurry over to it and pick it up, nearly dropping it when I see two drops of blood on the screen - two ominous little spots that scream possibilities I don’t dare consider. Fear fills my throat as Peyton comes to stand beside me, and I meet his eyes wordlessly as I hold up the phone.

      “Where the feckin’ hell is she?” Peyton says, his voice almost a growl as he pulls the phone out of my hand. He looks like he’s torn between fear and rage, his shoulders heaving. I look around frantically, groping for some reason, some explanation that doesn’t point to a terrible accident - or worse, but all the more likely, a violent altercation.

      Hugo breezes into the room at that moment, seemingly oblivious to our panicked state. “Hey guys,” he begins. “I’m going to the beach, if you wanted to—”

      “Hugo, have you seen Mads?” I ask him, putting a hand on his shoulder. He pauses, staring at me with wide eyes, his expression falling.

      “No, should I have?” he asks, glancing from me to Peyton in confusion.

      I shake my head, really starting to panic now. This isn’t somewhere where people just go missing - especially people who are ostensibly “guests” of the higher gods. They run the show here, they’re in close proximity to the rest of us... and they’re evil to the bone. Relax, I tell myself futilely, they wouldn’t have done anything to her. They need to make you cooperate, and they’re not going to…

      But the argument is hollow, and I know it. They’ve always had the upper hand, here. For all I know, maybe they’ve gotten impatient with these games and decided to start picking us off one by one.

      “Both of you stay here in case she comes back,” I tell my brothers, not waiting for them to respond before running out of the room and back out into the hallway.

      Even with the complicated labyrinth of hallways in the palace, it takes me less than ten minutes to find my way to the dining room, where Gestune is whiling away her evening on top of the table. She’s filing her nails, her long legs crossed in front of her as god awful high-pitched music flows through the room from an enchanted stereo.

      Aware that I shouldn’t, but too driven by my emotions to stop myself, I let my anger take control of me, a bolt of green lightning lancing out of my hands and into the stereo, which bursts into flames.

      Gestune turns to me, her expression unbothered. “That was extremely rude, sweet little niece,” she says condescendingly. “If you want attention, all you need to do is ask for it.” She slides to the floor with enviable grace, standing up tall as her dress billows out around her. I’m tempted to let loose another bolt of magic, but I’m no fool; half higher god or not, I know I’m no match for her. Instead I just wait, watching her and seething. “What is so terribly wrong?” Her voice is almost as honey-sweet as her sister’s, but there’s something cold and biting underneath it that makes me shiver like nails on a chalkboard. Her evil is visible even in spite of her beauty.

      It dawns on me that this is the first time we’ve ever actually spoken, and I’m already concluding that she’s no better than her siblings.

      “Where is my best friend?” I ask through gritted teeth. I’m past the point of making nice with these people. If they want to feck with the people I love, I’m not going to keep playing the docile prisoner.

      “Oh, the blonde little girl. She is with Xur and Eenta, being prepared for the final game tomorrow. Do not worry, she will only be improved,” she says. My heart pounds in my chest, remembering how truly fucked up these gods are. Mads is just human, and they are just plain evil.

      “What is that supposed to mean?” I demand.

      “You’ll see tomorrow, won’t you? The games started with you both, and it’s fitting they will end with you both as well,” she replies, trying to make sense of the fact her sister and brother have kidnapped my human best friend. I should have sent her away, made her leave. This is the second time her life has been in danger since I got back. If she is killed because of me, I will never forgive myself.

      “If you hurt her—”

      “You’ll do what exactly?” she asks caustically, walking over to me, her heels clicking against the ground until she stops in front of me. I flinch when she places a nail on my cheek, applying enough pressure to hurt but not actually break the skin. I can tell she likes to see me in pain, and that makes me more worried for Mads. “Since you’ve gotten here, you’ve ignored your true family and played happy girlfriend to more than one man. Now you’re here, so very sad and all alone. Did your plan work out the way you expected, little niece?” I don’t respond to her, and I certainly don’t admit her words hit home in a hard way. I have been spending a lot of my time with Storm and the twins, and now I don’t even know if Storm wants to be with me anymore. My heart hurts, and for a second, I’m vulnerable to her - and she realises it. “Men are nothing more than tools to be used. I’ve learnt they only break your heart with their selfish ways. You are a goddess, an immortal goddess who is more powerful than she knows. You do not need them.”

      “That’s where you’re wrong. I do need them... because I love them,” I say, pulling away from her. “I love them. And I love my best friend; she is my family too. If you’ve hurt one feckin’ hair on her head, I will make sure you all die.” I don’t wait for her reply as I walk out, feeling more helpless than I ever have in my life. I’ve already lost one friend; I cannot lose another.
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      “Are you okay?” Killian asks me for what feels like the ten millionth time since he got here this morning. I appreciate his concern - his presence is pretty much the only thing keeping me sane at this point - but I can’t tell him the truth. He knows me well enough at this point to see that something is bothering me, but I’m not ready to address his fight with Storm just yet; better to just let him think I’m worried about Mads, which I am. This feels like the biggest insult the higher gods have inflicted on me so far: to take my best friend, who can’t do anything to stop them, as collateral for the final game, nothing more than a pawn. It’s terrifying, and the thought that I might lose her if I fail this last test is almost unbearable. Even my heartbreak over the fight I overheard has dulled in comparison, my worry for my friend all-encompassing.

      “I’m fine,” I reply, not meeting Killian’s eyes. “I’m just… scared.”

      Killian touches my shoulder gently, searching my face. “Whatever happens in there, we have your back, Karma. You know that, right?”

      I nod, forcing myself to smile, but I can’t help but wonder if that’s even really true. Seth is a ways away, speaking with Damien in a low voice - they seem to get along well, all things considered. As for Storm, though… I don’t see him here, and at this point it wouldn’t surprise me if he just doesn’t show up at all. This fight might be between him and the twins, but it’s clear that I’m the source - another disaster with me at the centre. I tell myself it doesn’t matter, that I need to focus on Mads and winning this game while keeping us both alive. But not seeing the familiar weather god is like a punch in the gut, and no matter how many times I tell myself not to focus on it, it doesn’t sink into my hurting heart.

      I clear my throat, straightening up and fighting off the sudden urge to burst into tears. “We should get going to the arena,” I suggest, still unable to look Killian in the eye. I feel like the longer I wait here, the more nervous I get, and the constant reminders of everything that’s on the line aren’t helping me keep it together. My family members all gather themselves quickly before they start walking out, and there’s a sombreness in the air that wasn’t here even for the first game. Peyton silently meets my gaze as we walk, looking like he got about as much sleep as I did last night. Which is to say - feckin’ none.

      “I will save her,” I tell him, hoping it comes across as more resolute than I’m currently feeling.

      “I love her,” he says, telling me what I already know. “I can’t even put my finger on when it happened. Everything fell apart so quickly after you killed Neritous, we didn’t even get much time together… But there’s something about her.” He shakes his head, his face drawn with pain and worry. “Mads is kind and sweet,” he says. “I knew this world would destroy her, but I couldn’t help but love her anyway. I’ve never felt this way about anyone, you know?”

      I nod. “Mads is one of a kind.”

      “Yeah,” Peyton agrees, “and she’s human. This game isn’t meant for her to play.”

      There’s a twinge of guilt in his voice, and I reach out and touch his shoulder as he meets my eyes. “I brought her into this world first, Peyton - this isn’t on you,” I tell him sincerely. “I was the one who brought her to that night club. She’s in this because of me… and if anything happens to her, it will be my fault.” The words are almost painful to say, and I hope they’ll help put his mind at ease a little, but if anything they only seem to set him more on edge. His face looks wrecked with guilt, and my hand slides from his shoulder as he wordlessly turns away and heads out of the room.

      Killian glances up, his eyebrows raising, and I follow his gaze to see someone else walking into the room. Storm looks ready for war, his hair tied back into a dozen braids, his eyes firm and fixed on me as he approaches. He lifts two familiar daggers up to me.

      “I’m sorry I’m late,” he says, and the sound of his voice sends a bolt of guilt, frustration, and anger through me. “I went to find these for you.”

      “Thanks,” I say, taking the daggers off him and gripping them both in my hands, although it’s hard to look him in the eye.

      Seth approaches then, his expression unreadable. His face was a mess last night - whatever Storm did to him must have really fucked him up - but a night of sleep with his higher god healing has reduced it to an ugly bruise. It pains me to look at it. “I’m glad you’re here,” Seth says at last, surprising me a little, and the two men look at each other for a long moment.

      The tension mounts, and Storm turns his gaze to me. Tightening my grip on my daggers as I glance back at the injury he inflicted on Seth, I square my shoulders and walk away toward the door. If he thinks he can just act like everything is okay, then he’s got another thing coming.

      “Karma, can we talk for a moment?” Storm asks, catching up to me and putting a hand on my arm.

      I shake his hand off, my eyes flashing in a burst of unexpected rage as I look at him. “No,” I reply, my voice cold. “I have a game to play, and my best friend needs me to win it. I don’t have time.” He’s the target of my anger, but the frustration seeps out to the others as well; maybe it’s not fair to the twins, but I don’t care. I resent them all for doing this to me, for making me feel all these things and then tearing me apart. It’s all too much, and my heart feels like it’s close to breaking. I turn away before any of them can see me cry, stalking out into the corridor.

      Storm follows me, taking my arm in his hand and turning me to face him. I’m on the verge of lashing out with my powers just to get him to leave me alone, but I stop myself; for all his faults, I still love him… and that’s the part that hurts the most. “Karma,” he begins, his eyes pleading, “I-”

      “Not now,” I snap, wrenching my arm out of his grip. The pain and guilt on his face are too much to bear, and I can feel tears welling up in my eyes. When did this all get so complicated? The next word comes out as barely a whisper, as much of a plea as it is a command. “Please.” My brothers are all out in the courtyard already, and they might be able to hear us. I don’t want to have this conversation right now, when I need to be strong, especially because it’s looking like it’s going to end in a fight - or him breaking my heart.

      “I need to talk to you, Karma,” Storm pleads, nearly breaking my resolve. “After the game, okay? Promise me.”

      I look back at him for just a second; the love and devastation he’s making me feel are so intense that it hurts to even see his beautiful eyes. I know he’s going to make me choose, and break me into a million pieces when I tell him that I can’t. I love them, too. The rumour that you can’t love more than one person at a time is utter gobshite - I’m living proof. I can feel it like a jackhammer to the chest, have known it on some level ever since the prison, but it’s taken me this long to catch up. The reality is that this might not work for us all, and Storm - for all his beauty, power, and leadership - is the sticking point.

      Seth and Killian join me then, taking a place on either side of me, their expressions solemn. It feels like an invisible wall has been built, and Storm is the only one on the other side.

      “I promise,” I tell him, wishing I could read his expression, but his violet eyes give nothing away.

      Suddenly, I’m struck by a wave of nostalgia: I remember the days when I only worried about my karma jobs, and nothing else. That feels like a lifetime ago.

      I glance down at my right hand, clutching the dagger so hard that my knuckles are turning white. Since the prison, not a single name has appeared there, and I can’t help but wonder if it’s because that side of my soul is completely gone. I’m not a karma goddess anymore - maybe I never was. Frankly, I was never much good at it, and now I understand why: I’m the child of a higher god and a karma goddess, and right now, I need to be that child of a higher god to win this game. I need to beat the higher gods at their own game, or I will never be free. I will never escape this life they are set to control for me, and nothing else matters except fighting that fate - not Storm, not the justice twins, not my lineage.

      We walk in silence down to the arena, and I can hear my heartbeat in my ears like a war drum. The sound of a crowd grows as we approach; the other supernaturals on the island must have been assembled for this final trial. No pressure or anything, right? The stands are full of gods and other beings cheering so loudly that it drowns out the sound of my own fear. Good. Fear is the enemy right now.

      As we pass through the arch and into the arena, I see that the maze from the first game is gone, replaced by a stone platform with a set of narrow steps leading up the sides. I don’t see the higher gods anywhere, but there are three guards who meet us in the middle of the arena, their golden armour gleaming in the bright sunlight.

      “The higher gods request that Karma stand alone on the platform,” one of the guards states. I blink; it’s the first time I’ve ever heard one of them speak, and he sounds pretty normal. I wasn’t expecting that.

      “As if I have a choice,” I remark dryly, but turn to head up the steps. Mum catches hold of my arm before I go, turning me to face her and placing her hand on my cheek. “Good luck,” she says, her eyes shining. “I love you, and I fully believe you can win this.” Dad comes forward then too, echoing her sentiment in his own way: not a man of many words, he presses a kiss to my forehead before taking Mum’s hand and moving away.

      Damien and Hugo approach me then, and it’s clear that their composure is breaking. “Don’t die,” Damien tells me roughly, trying to keep a brave face on.

      “Yeah, don’t go leaving me alone with these feckers,” Hugo jokes, wrapping an arm around Damien’s shoulders. Damien shoves at him playfully, but not even the fraternal joking is enough to mask their concern. Without another word, they move to sit next to Mum and Dad, leaving me facing Peyton. He doesn’t say anything when he meets my eyes, but he doesn’t have to; whatever happens up there, his girlfriend and little sister are going to be fighting for their lives. This game won’t be a walk in the park, that much is certain.  I wish I could promise to save Mads, but I can’t do that, and he knows it as well as I do. A moment passes, and then he turns wordlessly away and follows the rest of my family to the stands.

      Storm approaches me next, seemingly knowing better than to try something overtly romantic; I can appreciate that. Still, he runs his hand across my wrist in an affectionate way as he passes by me, and the gesture is surprisingly invigorating. “When you win,” he says, “I want that promise kept. Remember your powers are controlled by your emotions, and you can win this.”

      I nod grimly, not saying anything in reply as Storm backs off and Seth comes over. I open my mouth to speak to him, but to my surprise, he cuts me off with a gentle kiss. The skies get darker in an instant - Storm isn’t happy, but what else is feckin’ new? I won’t be going to the beach with him any time soon - I’d never be able to sunbathe.

      Seth either doesn’t see Storm’s reaction, or simply doesn’t care. He pulls back, caressing my cheek with one hand before saying, “I’m done hiding that I love you, Karma. And I believe you can win this.” There’s a pause. “Dying is not an option today.”

      I can’t say anything back; I just have to let my eyes do the talking, sending signals of terror and uncertainty… but also of love. The time for hiding my emotions behind a sardonic mask is over.

      Seth moves away, allowing Killian to step into the space where he stood. Before he can say anything, I wrap my arms around him and rest my head against his chest, overcome by emotion. I grip him tightly as he presses a kiss on my head and embraces me with equal intensity. The sound of the cheering crowd and the eyes of the spectators on us just fade away as I lean back, and Killian kisses me like the world is ending.

      It feels like he is saying goodbye. I break away because I can’t let him think that way. Whatever else this might be, it isn’t goodbye - I’m going to make sure of that.

      “Go and be the goddess you are meant to be,” he tells me, a small smile appearing on his face. “You are Karma Kismet. Don’t forget it.”

      “I won’t,” I reply, returning his smile with one of my own - although it isn’t as sure as I’d like it to be. Steeling myself, I take a breath before walking away from Killian and up the stone steps onto the large platform. There isn’t anything up here, but I can see another entrance with a set of stairs leading up the other side. For a moment an image of an ancient Roman colosseum - and the gladiatorial battles that took place there - comes to mind, but I shake it away. I don’t like where that train of thought is leading.

      I walk to the middle of the platform, looking cautiously around as I try to figure out what’s going on. I’m just starting to wonder if this is a trap when I hear the sound of movement; turning around, I see Xur walking up the other set of steps, followed by Eenta. None of this is surprising; this little song and dance has become as much a part of these trials as the games themselves.

      It’s the person who follows after them that almost shocks me into dropping my daggers.

      Mads moves to stand between the two higher gods, but she looks nothing like herself. Her once blonde hair is white, her blue eyes glow with that same inhuman aura that marks the higher gods, and there is a coldness in her gaze that isn’t like her at all. I stare at her, but there is no recognition in her eyes - only a ruthlessness that shakes me to my core. In her hand she holds a golden sword, which lights up as blue lightning snakes out of her hand and up the blade. I can feel the power coming off her in waves, a magical energy that’s as unmistakable as it is terrifying.

      “Mads?” My voice is barely above a whisper, but the arena has gone silent, and it seems to echo. She doesn’t seem to care at all, instead looking to Xur, who steps forward to speak for her. Behind me, I can hear Peyton shouting her name, and I glance back at him for a second to see Hugo and Damien struggling to hold him down. They all look frightened, and my parents are holding onto each other like a lifeline. Storm is shaking his head, looking furious, and the rest of the spectators watch the interaction with bated breaths.

      “What the fuck did you do to her?” I demand, rounding on the gods. “What the fuck did you do?”

      “I helped your human friend become a little less...well, human,” Eenta replies, her voice nightmarishly calm.

      “What does that mean?” I ask, although part of me already knows the answer.

      “I did to her what Storm’s parents once did to us as babies. She is a goddess now,” Eenta explains, talking like she is extremely proud of what she has done. The implications cut into me like a knife - Mads, a goddess. Taken and warped by the people who killed my mother and imprisoned my family. One more look at her tells me what I already know: my friend is gone, replaced with a husk loyal to the higher gods. Something deep inside me feels like it’s coming apart, and it’s all I can do to stay upright. “Oh and, Karma,” Eenta adds, “she is also immortal now. Isn’t it amazing that your friend will live out her days with you?”

      “Mads...” I ignore Eenta to stare at my best friend, though every word Eenta says sticks. Her face is cold and emotionless, ethereal in its beauty, but also dangerous. The kind, supportive woman I once knew is nowhere to be seen. I round on Eenta, searching for an explanation.

      “She is our puppet,” Eenta explains, “not exactly conscious while we are all alive. I’ve perfected this little test over the years.” She walks over to Mads, stroking her cheek as if she were nothing more than a pet to be admired.

      “Let her go.” My voice is quivering, the daggers shaking in my hands.

      “I will set her free once she wins this game,” Eenta says, moving her hand to Mads’ shoulder. “She wins, and you come to live with us forever. Our little family will be complete, and you will have a friend. Isn’t this just what you wanted?”

      “You turned my best friend into a monster! Look at her, you crazy bitch!” I shout. Eenta takes a step back, looking almost surprised at my outburst. As if I should be thanking her for taking my friend away from me.

      “Well, aren’t you just one ungrateful child?” she says, crossing her arms. “This is why you need to be taught a lesson in respect, Karma. You can’t have everything you want - surely you must know that?” She gives Mads one more proud look. “Her future is tied to yours now. You will learn to obey - one way or another.” Turning to Xur, she says, “I’m going to go sit with our sister. I’m sure you can handle the rest, Xur.” With that, she turns around and walks back down the steps in the direction of the stands. I struggle to control my dire urge to feckin’ murder her in the most painful way I possibly can. She stole Mads from me, turned her into a monster, and no matter what else happens, I’m not going to stop until she pays for what she did to her. That’s a promise.

      I’m left staring at Xur and the empty shell of my best friend, who is still holding the golden sword. Xur follows my gaze to the blade, a cruel smile spreading on his face. “Do you recognise the sword, my sweet little Karma?” he asks. “It was my brother’s sword, you know.”

      “That’s…” I nearly trip over my words as the memory comes back to me. “That’s a lie. You’re just trying to psych me out. Neritous left it behind.”

      “You think so, do you?” asks Xur, raising his eyebrows. “You think he left it in the stomach of your mother, in his attempt to kill you, too. Is that right?” I don’t say anything in reply, seething as I wait for an explanation. “You know,” he continues, “Neritous wasn’t the one who killed your mother and family, Karma. It was me.” My heart damn near stops, my eyes going wide as his words sink in. As much as I rail against it, I can see a cold, brutal honest in his eyes that makes my stomach drop.

      “Why?” I finally ask, my voice cracking. It’s the only thing I can manage to say.

      “Believe it or not, Neritous never wanted his children dead,” Xur replies coolly. “He was collecting them for something - although what, I have no idea.” He shakes his head. “I knew you would be too powerful to be kept alive. So I found your mother and did what I could to make sure you wouldn’t become a threat.”

      I nearly drop my daggers, shock taking hold of my body. The man in the memory, the man who killed my mother… it was him all this time. Xur was the one responsible. Xur is the one who should have died all this time. And as for Neritous, he died…

      No. That’s not right. I killed him.

      “I’m going to kill you,” I vow in a low voice, shaking with anger.

      Xur gives me a condescending smile, not even bothering to respond to the threat. “The game is simple,” he says. “Win the fight and get the sword from your best friend. The moment you touch the sword, its magic will break the blood bond. Though, let’s be honest, here... she will never let you touch it, and you could never beat her.” He shakes his head, crossing his arms. “I’ve watched you for weeks, Karma. You’re nothing more than a child with too many men in her life. And now you’re going to finally grow up - whether you want to or not.” Without another word, he turns and walks off the platform.

      Still reeling, I return my gaze to Mads, wishing I could see something in her eyes that would make me think there was any part of my friend left. She looks like a zombie. Lifting the sword higher, she starts walking towards me as a tear falls down my cheek. I can’t fight her. Not her.

      But before I get a chance to think of a way to get out of this, she thrusts her sword straight at me, forcing me to scamper out of the way before she can injure me. Whirling around, I lift one of my daggers into the air just in time; I manage to block another incoming swing, but the sword is much heavier than the dagger. Mads puts her weight on it, pushing it straight towards me, and the blue lightning burns my skin where it flickers.

      “Madison Grey, stop it!” I yell, desperate to get through to her. “It’s me, Karma! Your best friend. I love you, and you love my brother, Peyton. Remember Peyton?” My voice is frantic as she forces the sword further down at me, threatening to make my knees buckle. It’s like she can’t see me at all, my cries falling on deaf ears.

      I scream as the sword cuts into my shoulder and I fall to my knees, using my other dagger to try and push her off me without hurting her.

      “MADISON!” I scream her name over and over, but she doesn’t see me. The sword digs further into my arm, and as I search her expression, part of me wants to give up. I want to stop the pain and let her kill me; maybe then no one would win this game. The higher gods would never get me or anything they want.

      But dying won’t solve anything. As I stare into my best friend’s glowing eyes, I realise I can’t let her kill me. I have to fight. And I will not die by the same sword that killed my mother. I would be letting her down if I didn’t fight.

      “Fight her!” I hear Killian scream at me, as if echoing my own thoughts.

      “I’m so feckin’ sorry, Mads. This is going to hurt,” I warn her, though she doesn’t respond to me. I close my eyes, imagining the moment Jade died. The memory of the anger. I remember the visions of my mother who loved me so much, and how any future we had was stolen away by these higher gods. I remember the sight of Neritous dying by my hand, the countless lies told to me to manipulate me, the life that’s been taken from me.

      Now they want to take my best friend...and that is not happening.

      “I’m Karma Maria Kismet. Daughter of a higher god and a karma goddess...and I will not go down without a fight!” I scream, letting the rage take me over. A familiar power begins to surge through me, and I allow it to take me over the way I did in the prison. Green lightning blasts up my arms, crashing into the sword and slamming into Mads’s chest. She screams as she flies off me, and I struggle to my feet.

      The lightning is now flickering around my whole body, and it feels amazing. I feel like I could do anything. Every step seems slower as I look away from Mads and towards the higher gods, watching me like an animal in a cage from their places in the stands. I lift both my hands into the air, and my feet begin to float off the ground. With a smile on my lips, I throw both the daggers at the same time. They flicker with green lightning as they each slam into the hearts of Eenta and Gestune. The women gasp, clutching at each other as green lightning flickers all around their bodies. Just as the tips of their fingers touch, they scream and burst into an explosion of green lightning and dust. Gone, just like that.

      I turn my eyes to Xur next; his eyes are wide and he looks stunned, as if he never prepared for this possibility. He thought he could wear me down, manipulating me into playing his game. But he underestimated my determination to protect the people I love, and now I’m going to make him pay for it.

      I reach a hand out towards the gold sword on the floor next to Mads, who seems to have passed out. I can’t focus on her right now.

      I need revenge. I need more power. I need this.

      The sword flies into my hand before lighting up with green lightning. Xur looks from me to the sword, a new expression appearing on his face: fear. Good. I want him to feel afraid.

      He debates for a moment before making the decision to try to run away, conjuring a portal in front of him. He lunges for it, but Storm is next to him in two seconds flat, grabbing his neck and throwing him onto the dirt at my feet as I approach. Xur tries to crawl away as I step closer and stand on his cloak, stopping him escaping.

      “It sucks to feel weak. Doesn’t it?” I ask him as he grabs my ankle, and I place the tip of the sword in the middle of his chest, right above his dead, unfeeling heart. I’m going to make that heart feel something.

      “Let me go. I won’t—”

      “You know what they say, right?” I whisper, tightening my grip on the sword pressed into his chest.

      “S-stop!” he screams, but I’m past hearing his pleas. Or caring about them.

      “Karma’s a bitch.”

      I don’t think I will ever forget the look on his face when I shove the sword straight through his heart. I never want to forget. This is for Mads, for my family, for my mother, my aunts I never got to know, for my grandparents.

      This is for everything he has done, and all the people he has wronged along the way.

      He bursts into dust as my lightning travels from my sword all throughout his body. The surge of energy continues until I’m just holding a sword on my own. I go to look at my family, knowing we just won, but before any of us can speak, a dome of red light suddenly appears around the platform. I can see through it, and watch in confusion as my family runs into the dome wall, slamming their hands against it. Storm flings a bolt of lightning into the dome at the same time the justice twins push gold power into the wall, but none of their abilities do anything.

      “Oldest daughter, I am glad we finally get to meet.”

      I turn slowly, choking back the fear lodged in my throat as I see a man in a cloak, holding Mads’ body in his arms. A red portal flickers behind him, crackling with a lightning so much like my own. Except this lightning is red, and it belongs to an all-too-familiar man.

      “Neritous Cyncus?” I ask in shock as my body shakes in denial. “What… what are you doing here? You’re alive?” The questions pour out of me as I stare at the man I thought I killed.

      “If you want to know the truth, if you want to save your friend, come with me. You have thirty seconds to make your choice, and then the portal will close forever. There will not be another chance.” Neritous walks through the portal, never looking back once as he and Madison disappear in an instant. I count the seconds down in my mind. One, two, three, four... but on number five, I know what I have to do. Mads needs me, and I need to know the truth. I look back at everyone I love once more before turning away and running headfirst into the portal.

      I’m Karma Maria Kismet, and I’m finally going to find out the truth.
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            Epilogue

          

          Storm

        

      

    

    
      “Where is that goblin?” I roar after searching Karma and Madison’s apartment and finding nothing. The twins follow me as do Karma’s family who are all in shock. If I can find Kit, he can get me to Karma before she does something insane. Neritous cannot be trusted, and I know Karma would have only followed him to save Madison. I’m not sure if anyone can save Madison now. A human can’t be turned into a goddess without a hefty price that the world will have to pay.

      Karma’s father will use Madison to control her and make her take more of the power. If she takes too much, it will destroy her soul just like it has done his. I rush down the corridor, pushing her parents’ door open and looking inside.

      “Kit, wait!” I shout as Kit jumps into a black portal. I run as fast as I can across the room, and just as I reach my hand out, the portal disappears, and I crash into the floor. “NO!” Thunder and lightning flash against the skies as I stand up, facing Karma’s family and the twins. I tighten my hands into fists, anger rattling through my body.

      I didn’t get a chance to tell her how much I love her. No matter if she wants to keep the annoying twins around.

      I didn’t get a chance to tell her I fucking love her more than anything.

      “We will find her. No matter what,” Seth says, trying to calm me.

      “Yes, we will. When I get Karma back, I’m going to kill anyone that tries to take her from us again. Karma Kismet is ours.”
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            Description of Storm Gods

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        I’m the child of a goddess of karma and a higher god...and I’m destined to destroy the world.

      

      

      

      
        
        My father is alive, and I’m the key to his plan to bring back magic to the world…and make sure it is shattered at the same time.

        My only hope is three sexy gods, my family with the talking goat, and the addictive power I have no control over.

      

      

      

      
        
        If anyone needs some good karma, it’s me.

        Before it’s too late.

      

      

      

      Storm Gods is a full-length Urban Fantasy RH Romance. RH means where there is more than one love interest. This is the final book in this series. 18+.
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      The loud smack of the portal closing behind me almost makes me jump, the coldness of the room quickly seeping into every inch of my body. I cross my arms as I face my father, a man I thought I had managed to kill, but I was so feckin’ wrong. The bastard is alive, and my best friend is unconscious in his arms as his prisoner. The breeze from an open warehouse door near us blows through the room, shaking the doors on the other side of the room. I glance up, seeing an old warehouse structure with several bridges crossing above our heads. Looking back at the open door, I see nothing but grey waves and dark starless sky. It’s unnaturally bright, and I can hear the common sounds of a city in the distance. Where are we? Every breath of mine comes out as smoke, and I can’t help but shake as I turn my eyes to my father.

      “It is colder here, wear this,” Neritous states, throwing an old blue jacket at me before covering Mads with one he picks up from a desk nearby. I want to tell him to feck off, but he has a point. Dying of cold isn’t a good idea. I put the overly large jacket on, doing up the buttons as Neritous watches me the entire time.

      “Did you kill my mother, or was it Xur?” I demand an answer. I couldn’t tell if Xur was telling me the truth, and the memories my mum showed me suggest that Neritous did it. I need to know how much of an enemy the man standing in front of me actually is.

      Neritous lifts his chin, meeting my eyes with his cold and unfeeling ones. “I did not kill your mother. I would not waste life, but you know that. You wouldn’t have followed me if you didn’t, Karma Kismet.”

      “So you wanted me alive? You knew Maria was pregnant?” I question. He eyes me with calculated interest, and I wonder if he has figured out I’m pretty mad. Okay, very mad.

      “You were the only reason I was ever with Maria. A god of fortune told me to find several women and have children with them,” he answers, and my lips tighten into a thin line. So disgusting. I bite down on my tongue, trying not to say what I’m really feeling right about now. If he wasn’t holding Mads like a doll in his arms, it would be a different discussion. “Now follow.”

      He turns around, his cloak whipping around him before he walks to the middle door of five on the other side of the room. I glance behind me at the open door one more time...and I wish I could send a message to my guys. I wish I weren’t alone. I’ve become used to fighting with one of them with me or nearby, and I know I don’t want to go back to being alone anymore. Neritous waves his fingers, and the door slams open, a red haze of magic flickering in the air. When he steps into it, it covers him like a splash of water before he disappears.

      I glance back at the open door one more time.

      Final decision, Karma.

      Gulping down the indecision and worry about what the hell I am doing, I step through the door, and the red magic feels like it burns me. I scream, falling onto the floor on the other side, rubbing my arms as the pain suddenly disappears.

      “Do get up off the floor, Karma,” my father demands, sounding not too impressed. I grit my teeth and stand up, brushing off the dust from my clothes.

      “You don’t get to make demands like a father would do. I have a dad, one who is kind and never once demanded anything from me. You are fecking nothing to me,” I spit out.

      “But she is?” he responds with a cruel shine to his eyes. He drops her on the floor, and I jump to catch her but miss. Her head makes an awful noise as it smacks on the floor, along with the rest of her body.

      “Mads!” I shout, falling to her side and picking her up onto my lap. Neritous moves extremely close to me and roughly grabs my chin, making me look up at him.

      “She is a higher god now, an immortal and powerful. But make no mistake, if you cross me and don’t behave, daughter, I will kill her in an instant to teach you a lesson,” he warns me, and I don’t doubt him even a little bit. I pull my chin from his hand, looking back down at Mads, who frowns in her sleep and is bleeding from the back of her head a little bit. I reach for my necklace on instinct, but I remember it’s not there as I touch my bare skin.

      “Dominic, take the blonde girl to a bed. If she wakes, call for us,” Neritous says, and a guy about thirteen with white hair, blue eyes and tanned skin runs over to us. He meets my eyes, staring a little too long at me before leaning down and picking Mads up. Knowing I don’t have a choice but to trust the kid, I let her go and watch them walk away to another door. I finally take in the large room we are in, which is the inside of an old-ass warehouse. Grey wall is made of metal or glass, showing beautiful views of a city in the distance. Unfortunately, I don’t know which city that is, and I don’t see any signs to let me know.

      “Your powers will not work here unless I allow it, and you can’t escape. The warehouse has a protective ward,” he warns me. Figures.

      “They will find me, you know that? Storm is going to come for you,” I tell him, and he turns back to me. Red lightning crackles down his arm as he reaches for me, but I’m not letting him hurt me. I try to use my powers to defend myself, but it doesn’t work, so I do the next best thing. I run. I don’t get far before lightning hits my back, and I scream as I fly into the air, smacking onto a wall. I slide down the wall, sitting up as I cough through the pain. Tears burn my eyes as Neritous leans down in front of me, looking happier than the fecker should be.

      “You mention that betrayer again, I will make it very painful for you while you stay here, daughter,” he warns me before straightening up and standing back. “Now follow me to meet everyone, and I might have a present for you if you behave.”

      Fecking bastard.

      He doesn’t wait for me before walking away and through another one of the doors. The tears I’ve held back slip down my cheeks, and I look up at the glass, seeing the night sky. There are no stars in the city, and I hate it. I feel a prickle of magic going down my spine just as a tiny black portal appears in front of me, and Kit flies through it, crashing into my lap.

      “Kit?” I question as the portal closes, but not before I hear a familiar shout.

      “NO!” I hear Storm, and I reach for the portal, but nothing other than faint traces of magic is left. He is looking for me. Storm and the twins won’t abandon me, and sitting on the floor, crying, is not going to help them find me. I need to search this place, find a weak spot, and get us out of here. Looking down at Kit, who is unconscious, I tuck him into my hood and cover the hood with my hair so no one will see him. Kit is my secret way out of here.

      And Neritous is going to be outsmarted by a goblin.
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      With a goblin tucked into my hoodie, I make my way through the door my father went through, and I step into a makeshift cafeteria, and Neritous isn’t alone. Two guys, not much older than me, with black hair, dark skin and tightly closed expressions watch me. They are twins, clearly, but they seem familiar somehow. Littered around the room are armed guards with heavy helmets covering their faces, but I sense something off about them.

      “These are your older half-brothers, Kjetli and Ivar Nesby,” he introduces the guys, and I’m speechless, wondering exactly how many half brothers and sisters I have.

      “Is Ruby here?” I question him. Ruby has never once left my mind, and neither has my mission to clear Jade’s name and bring back Ruby to her mother.

      His eyes flash with annoyance. “Yes, she is, and I’m sure you two will get along. Both of you are headstrong and rather a big annoyance to me.”

      “I would like to see her,” I demand. He inclines his head, watching me closely as an older woman walks into the room. She has the same black hair as Kjetli and Ivar, but her skin is covered in markings of flames, all flashing against the hanging lights. She is a fire god. I wonder what the twins are, I can’t pick up on it.

      “A new sister?” the woman asks, running her gaze over me. “Fun. Now there are six of us left—for now.”

      “Don’t be bitter, Faleria, it will be all worth it in the end,” Neritous replies, but his tone shows a lack of interest in her altogether. Faleria sits with her brothers...well, I guess our brothers, and I clear my throat.

      “How many were there? Where are they now?”

      Kjetli answers me when our father chooses not to. “There were twenty, well, twenty-one including you.”

      “And they are all dead. Each one of them failed our father,” Faleria replies. “I am being tested next, and I will not fail.”

      “What test?” I question Neritous, not wanting to comment on the level of crazy brainwashing that is going on with Faleria.

      Neritous stands and walks to me, pulling out a familiar necklace in his hand. I all but jump for it as he hands me it, my hands curling around the charms like a lifeline.

      “You had my necklace this whole time?”

      “I took you from the prison, and I never suspected you had the key on your necklace all this time. Maria stole it from me, and I spent years searching. How did you get it?” he holds up the lightning charm mum gave me on my last birthday. The charm I nearly killed him with.

      “It’s not a key, it creates lightning,” I say, and he laughs at me, slipping the charm back in his pocket.

      “The lightning bolt is a key to unlock the sphere of magic. The original source of all the gods’ magic in the world,” he tells me. Well, fuck me, Neritous is the craziest out of all the higher gods. I was sure Xur took that award, but I was feckin’ wrong. “And when one of my children takes the power without dying, I will take the world. If Faleria dies, you will be next.”

      My heart pounds in my chest as he walks away, creating a portal and disappearing into thin air. Feeling the eyes of my siblings on me, I choose a random door and walk through it into a room of bunk beds. All of them but the one at the very end look used, and on the bed next to it is a little girl with bright red hair in a blue dress, who must be about nine. Hoping she is who I think she is, I walk over and sit on the made up bed opposite her. The little girl looks up, her ruby eyes locking onto mine, and I take in her tiny cat-like ears poking out of her hair. She rubs a silver bracelet on her wrist with two charms hanging off it.

      “Who are you?” she asks.

      “Karma Kismet,” I reply, offering her my hand. She eyes it before looking up at me with a stubborn set of her jaw that reminds me of myself. Crossing her arms, she sweeps her eyes over me.

      “Another sister?” she asks around a yawn. “I’m Ruby, but I’m not going to be your friend. I want to get out of here.”

      “Same,” I tell her, making her pause. “And your mum, Emerald, is looking for you. I met her, and I was good friends with Jade. I am here to save you.”

      “Mum?” she asks, her hands falling to her sides, and her lip wobbles a tad. “She is looking for me? Father said she thought I was dead.”

      “You can’t trick a cat that easily. Do I have to tell you that?” I say, and she smiles, a full beaming smile before jumping on me, wrapping her tiny arms around my neck. I hug her back as tightly before she suddenly freezes.

      “You have a goblin in your hood. Do you know they bite?” she slowly asks me, leaning back. “I’ve read books about goblins, and they are bad luck.”

      “This is Kit, and he isn’t bad luck. For us, he is the opposite, I promise,” I whisper as Ruby climbs off my lap and I pull Kit out of my hood to show her. “And he is how we get out of here. I need to hide him, so is under the beds safe?”

      “Yes, I clean in here. It’s my job,” she whispers back and pulls out a spare pillow from her bed. I place Kit on the pillow, and Ruby pushes it under my bed before standing up, her hands going to her hips. “Karma, you will have to pretend to be on Neritous’s side. He isn’t a good person.”

      “Don’t worry about me,” I tell her and take her small hand. “Can you show me around?”

      “Yep, and I will show you good places to hide. Don’t trust the twins or Faleria, but Dominic is nice. He cries every night when he thinks no one is looking...can we save him too?” she asks me, and I nod once, making no promises.

      I will get Ruby to her mother for Jade and save my own ass because I don’t want to die here. But unless I’m sure, I’m not taking a crazy sibling back to my family. Gods, I fecking miss them, but at least I’m not alone anymore.

      And we are getting out.
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      “Here’s your friend,” Ruby says, pointing at the black steel door with a little window. “They put anyone who fights and tries to run in there.”

      “Thanks, Ruby,” I say, placing my hand on her shoulder. She grins up at me, and for a second, she reminds me of myself. Crap on a cracker, I have a sister that looks up to me. I’m not a good role model.

      “Do you like peanut butter? Dominic makes these cookies, and they are so nice,” she asks me, and I smile at her. Feckin’ hell, I’ve missed peanut butter. Turns out I share that addiction with my siblings.

      “I love peanut butter,” I answer her.

      “I will get us some!” she cheers and runs off. I can’t wait to introduce Ruby to my mum and brothers, they will love her. I just know it. Knowing I can’t put it off any longer, I walk to the door and push it open, seeing Mads awake on the bed. Two gold cuffs hang on her wrists, glowing slightly, and now I know how they keep her in here. She turns to me, and the empty look she gives me hurts my soul. I rub my chest as I walk into the room and stand opposite her, leaning my back against the wall.

      “Mads,” I whisper.

      “My name is Madison, not Mads. Are you here to fight me again?” she asks me, and I shake my head. The higher gods have done one hell of a job on her. I can sense her power from here, even if she can’t use it in this place like me. Her blonde hair is now white, but it only adds to her beauty.

      “I want to say I’m happy my best friend is immortal and a god now, but fecking hell, I’m furious. If I could kill the higher gods that did this to you all over again, I would,” I tell her. “Pey is missing you, I’m sure. Do you remember him?”

      “No,” she snaps at me, standing up. Her hands shake, and I wonder if some little part of me is getting through to her. “Get out or fight me!”

      “Nope,” I draw out the word, annoying her more. “Pey always said you were a saint for putting up with my stubborn ass, and he was right. He was always right, but don’t tell him that.” I chuckle, and she shakes her head even more. “We have been best friends since we were eight years old. Both of us are complete opposites. You were mortal, with no family, and in general you were sensible and kind. I was a goddess with a crazy family and headstrong, clumsy and immature. Yet you were my best friend, and I love you. You love me too, even if you don’t remember.”

      “Shut up!” she shouts before she punches me hard in my cheek. I fly to the floor, tasting my blood in my mouth as tears prick my eyes. She jumps on me, lifting her fist to hit me again, and I just lie there. She pauses, halting above me. “Fight me back! Don’t just lie there!”

      “I fought you once, and I won’t again. You’re my best friend,” I tell her, tears falling down my cheeks and stinging on the side that hurts like a bitch. “You will remember me, and everything you do, you will regret. I won’t give you anything else to regret because I love you.”

      “Go away,” she pleads, her glowing blue eyes shining with pain. I wish I could hug her, tell her it will be okay. “Go away, go away, go away!” Her pleas hurt my ears as she climbs onto the bed and hides her head behind her knees, looking like a frightened animal. A sob catches in my throat as I stand up and walk to the door, forcing myself not to look back. The second I step out of the door, I can’t stop the tears that fall as I slide to my butt on the floor and hug my knees. I need Killian to make me laugh, Seth to hold me and make me feel safe, and Storm to be my avenging angel who would always be there for me. I miss them so much it hurts.

      I don’t look up as I hear tiny footsteps walking towards me.

      “Here’s a cookie. I used to cry all the time too, but it gets better,” Ruby softly says, and I look up to see her kneeling in front of me, holding a cookie on a plate for me.

      “You’re brave, Ruby. So brave,” I tell her, wiping my tears away before taking the cookie from the plate.

      “You’re my sister, so you can be too,” she replies, and I chuckle because it’s so far from the truth. I’m not brave at all. Ruby moves to sit next to me, and her small hand takes mine, holding on tightly.

      Storm, Killian, Seth stay firmly in my mind as I convince myself to stand up and take a bite of the delicious cookie.

      “Karma, will you join me for dinner this evening?” Neritous asks, but it’s not a question, it’s more a demand from his tone alone. I turn to see him walking towards us from the other side of the room, and Ruby presses herself close to my side, clearly frightened of him.

      Ruby looks up to me, pleading with her eyes that I don’t fight him. “Okay.”

      The word feels like a betrayal, but it might be the only thing that saves me for now.
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      “Thank you for agreeing to come to dinner with me,” Neritous states as I step into the room. I tense my back, watching him carefully as he straightens his tie.

      “I wasn’t invited but demanded,” I remind him. “To be fecking truthful, I’d rather eat with a shark god. And they always stink of fish.”

      “Did you know the lower water gods were the ones who made the fish in the seas?” he asks me, waving a hand towards a seat at the table. The smell of the food lures me over far more than my father’s invitation does. The small table is set for two, with several plates of various foods in the middle, waiting for us to help ourselves. Everything from rich roast potatoes, steamed vegetables, thick gravy and a whole leg of lamb calls to me. Roast dinners are my favourite, especially with lamb.

      “How did you know this is my favourite meal?” I ask as he sits down. He doesn’t talk until I take my seat, and I feel like his answer is a reward for sitting down. More manipulation, with a side of lamb, it seems.

      “It was your mother’s. I won her over with my cooking,” he remarks, cutting the lamb and placing some on my plate.

      “Did you actually cook for her?” I question, crossing my arms. He serves me like I’m a child, and I’m not an eegit, but I know he sees me as one. His child that should be grateful to be around him. After he fills my plate, he works on his own, and I’d be tempted to throw the food at him if I weren’t so hungry. I feel like a traitor with every bite of the delicious food.

      “To answer your question, of course not,” he tells me. “But she thought I did, and all that matters is you were the conclusion to our mating.”

      “Unless you want me to puke this food up, can we change the subject?” I all but beg, and he laughs. I hate that his laugh is almost like mine. “Like the real reason you have me here, for instance.”

      “The gods of the world are dying,” he announces, and I frown. From what I’ve seen and heard, they are not. “With every generation, they mix with humans, the magic fades, and over time, gods will be nothing but fairy tales in this world. A thousand years ago, a tree god could make a tree grow to the clouds within minutes, but now all they can do is heal a tree from dying. That is merely one example, but magic as a whole is fading. The world is dying.”

      “Maybe if gods were allowed to mix with each other, that would change,” I suggest, and I instantly know I’ve said the wrong thing. Neritous stands, dropping his fork to the table, and the clang makes me jump.

      “You might have killed my sisters and brother, the useless lot they were, but the higher gods’ law still stands with me. Mixing gods is dangerous,” he snaps.

      “I’m a mix,” I point out, holding my head high.

      “And you are far more dangerous than you realise,” he points out with a sneer. “Come with me.”

      He walks out of the door, and knowing I don’t really have a choice, I stand up and shove some lamb into my mouth before following him out. I chew my food as I stay behind Neritous, following him to a thin steel door with three locks. It takes him a minute to put in all the codes, and then the door swings open on its own.

      My skin immediately itches, like I can feel something wrong even before I step into the room behind Neritous. In the centre of the metal-covered room is a spinning, see-through green sphere that must be the size of a car. It constantly spins, like it’s actually alive, and right in the middle of it is a cube. The cube is a deep green colour, like the colour of the leaves in spring when they are at their brightest and most beautiful. Alluringly, I can’t stop staring at the cube. I almost feel like I’ve seen it before.

      Without realising it, I’ve almost walked all the way to the edge of the sphere, and my feet knock into something. Almost slowly, I look down and see Faleria at my feet. Her eyes lack life, her soul is gone, and a smile is on her lips like she is almost happy to have died. Her body lies at an awkward angle, and sickness builds in my throat. I jump back, turning around to run away when I smack into Neritous. He grips my chin tightly in his hand, forcing me to look at him through my tears.

      “Shame about her. Isn’t it?” he carelessly states. His daughter is dead on the floor behind me, and he doesn’t care one bit.

      “We are all fecking experiments to you, aren’t we?” I spit out, and he laughs, shoving me away from him. He walks to the edge of the sphere, never looking down at the body. He traces his finger over the sphere, almost in a loving way that makes little sense to me.

      “This is the source of all magic in the world. This is the dying soul of the goddess of life,” he whispers. “My adoptive mother, which I am sure you know the story of well from Storm.”

      I stumble back, staring at the cube and sphere with a whole new understanding as he keeps on talking. “When one of my children, as promised, is given the power of life, they can give it to me, and I can rule the world. See, my adopted mother was a smart woman, and when she died, she made it impossible for a higher god to take the power. But I found a way around that. When one of you takes the power, I can make gods, I can level cities of humans to remind them who is ruling this world. I can and will do whatever I want, what she never wanted us to do.”

      “And if the power doesn’t accept you?”

      “You will become like Faleria,” he coldly answers, turning back to me. “But I don’t believe that will happen. The power only touched your friend, Madison, and transformed her. She is the first who survived that since I and my siblings were changed. I believe my adoptive mother’s soul is waiting for you and saved Madison for you.”

      “That’s impossible. It’s just a cube, not a soul,” I say, shaking my head. I can hardly believe Storm’s mother’s soul is in that cube and saved Madison for me. Why would her soul know me at all?

      Neritous smiles at me like he knows something I don’t.

      Walking to my side, he pauses and leans down as I stare ahead, tears prickling the corners of my eyes. “You were born for destruction, Karma Kismet. Don’t let me down.”

      “I was born from lies and loved from the second I existed by a brilliant mother. I will never be what you want me to be.”

      “In three days, we will find out, won’t we?” he counters, finally leaving the room just before the first tear falls down my cheek.
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      “I took some food to your friend, but she threw it back at me. Is she always so mean?” Ruby asks me, sitting next to me on the floor in front of the door. I overlook the grey waters, the shore lapping against the wooden planks outside the door. I’ve knocked myself out twice trying to walk out of here. Once, I attempted to just walk out the door, calling Neritous’s bluff. That hurt. The second time, I got creative and tried to escape through the roof. The same thing happened, and fecking hell did it hurt when it threw me back onto the steps I climbed up. I was almost thankful I passed out that time.

      “Thanks for trying, and no, she is the kindest person I know. Mads is just lost right now,” I tell her, wrapping my arm over her shoulders. “Is Kit awake?”

      “Just checked and nope,” she answers, moving her eyes to the water. “I’d never seen the sea before I came here. Mum wanted to take me, but we didn’t have much money. I told auntie Jade, or she overheard me, and she made a beach in our living room with a pool, sand and deck chairs with umbrellas.”

      I watch her fond smile, and I can just imagine Jade taking the time to do all that. She was the kinda person who always made the best of any bad situation.

      “I wish she was here. Jade would know what to do next,” I admit. “Or she would tell me I had the answers, or I could figure it out myself. She always believed in me, even when we just met.”

      “Do you still think the weatherman and the twins will come to save us?” she asks.

      “Weatherman?” I furrow my brow until it clicks. Storm. I chuckle as her cheeks go red.

      “If anyone can find us, it’s him. The justice twins have a chance, and so do my family. We all defend each other and find a way. Even against all the odds.”

      “I like that,” she replies with a shy smile. “Cats have packs, like most animals, and anyone we have in our pack, we would protect. That’s what mum told me once.”

      “You’re my family always, Ruby. I will protect you, you know that?” I say, pressing a kiss to the top of her head. “I felt like I knew you before we met thanks to the stories Jade and your mum told me.”

      “They didn’t tell you about that one Halloween, did they?” she asks, pure horror in her eyes as her cheeks go bright red, matching her hair. “I was five, and I made a bad choice in costumes.”

      “Nope,” I laugh. “But I really want to know now.”

      “I will never tell you,” she states and sticks her tongue out at me. I’m so busy laughing that I almost miss the sound of Killian’s voice. I pause, crawling to my feet and searching around me.

      “Karma, we will find you,” Killian’s voice whispers to me like a ghost. But it is him.

      Hope blossoms in my chest. “Killian?”

      “Karma,” his voice softly replies. “Karma, we will—” The voice gets cut off, and whatever magic was here is gone, leaving me feeling cold all over again. Even though I only got to hear his voice for a second, it’s enough to fill my heart with hope and a longing that just comes with it.

      I have to face it. Killian has dug his way into my soul and made roots there.

      Roots I’m never going to be able to get rid of.

      Not that I even want to.

      “Do you two want lunch?” A nervous voice cuts into my thoughts, and I turn around to see Dominic standing behind us, shuffling his feet and rubbing his hands together like he just can’t stand still. “I mean you d-don’t have to but I”

      “That would be brilliant. Ruby told me that you can cook?” I ask, and he nods with a big grin. He relaxes a little as we walk to the kitchens, and he rambles with Ruby about the chicken noodles he has made for us and how he hopes we like it. I can see why Ruby likes him; he is just a nervous young teenager and really doesn’t seem to have an unkind bone in his body. Ruby is more like me, headstrong and direct, whereas I see he is the kind one of us all. He serves us chicken noodles as we sit at the table before he joins us. After a few mouthfuls, I can’t hold it in any longer.

      “Where did you learn to cook like this?” I ask. “And can you teach me? I’ve always been a fecking shite cook.”

      “Language,” Ruby scolds me, and I sheepishly grin at her as our brother chuckles.

      Our brother.

      “I grew up with twenty-four other kids in a foster home near San Francisco, and our foster parents didn’t care much for any of us unless we got them more money…somehow. I taught myself in order to survive and to seem useful to the other kids. I hoped they wouldn’t bully me as much if I could feed them,” he admits with a shrug, and my heart hurts for him. “It worked.”

      “You don’t need to cook for me to earn my friendship, you know that?” I ask him, and he shrugs again, his white hair moving with him. “And most likely, they bullied you because they sensed you are different than they are. I had a similar experience, so I became defensive and never let anyone but my best friend get close to me. The last year, I’ve had those defensive walls stripped, and now I can look around me and see that I don’t need to push everyone away. Not everyone is cruel.”

      He watches me for a long while, taking in my words. Until I said them out loud, I didn’t realise how true they actually are. “Not everyone is cruel, I can see that. Thanks, Karma.”

      “You’re my brother. Another one, and you’re not a dipshit,” I say, and he frowns at me, not understanding. Ruby coughs about language, making us laugh, before Dominic asks me all about my family. By the time I get to Michael, they are in tears with how much they are laughing.

      And it’s not just them. For a moment, I’m happy in my prison.
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      “Kit, come on. It’s peanut butter...how can you not wake up for that?” I question, looking between the spoon and Kit with some kind of hope. Honestly, I’m starting to really panic and worry for Kit. He shouldn’t be sleeping this long, and if he does wake up, I don’t know if I want him to use his powers again if they are causing this.

      “Why are the white star-like things on him glowing?” Ruby asks me, leaning over my shoulder as I sit on the bed. Ruby is right, he is almost giving off his own light in the dim room. Knowing he isn’t going to wake any time soon, I place him on his pillow on the floor and push it under my bed. I cross my legs, eyeing Ruby as she rubs her hands together.

      “I don’t know, but I’m worried about him,” I answer, eying my nervous sis. “Out with it,” I gently coax her.

      “Neritous…” She pauses, and it makes me smile that she won’t call him her father either. He damn well isn’t. Blood alone doesn’t make you loyal to your family. Everyone has to earn their place in someone’s heart, or at least be there enough to earn the respect of the title. “He had a dressmaker in this morning. I overheard him, and they are making you a dress for tonight. I’m scared, Karma. I’m really scared.” And then she bursts into tears, reminding me of how much she is still a little girl, and no matter how scared I am, I can’t let her see it. I need to be strong for her. I pull Ruby to me, wrapping my arms tightly around her like I can protect her from this insane world of gods. Her cat ears tickle my chin as she calms down, hugging me back just as tightly. I want to tell her it’s all going to be okay, but she is a smart kid. Lying won’t save us.

      The truth condemns us. So that’s no fecking use.

      And I’m counting on gods I am in love with to save me before it’s too late.

      “Why don’t we go and find Dominic? I’m sure we can make a really good meal for everyone,” I suggest, knowing she needs a distraction, and food is always a good idea. She wipes her tears, and her bright eyes stare up at me for a long time. I can only give her a false smile, and I have to hope it is enough.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      “I’m not wearing that,” I protest. “I’m no fecking princess. For one, I’d be shite at it, and for two, I don’t want to look after a world. I can barely keep myself alive. How the royals keep anything around the world working is a mystery to me.”

      “Put the dress and crown on, or you will regret it. Your friend is helpless right now. One slip of a dagger and...,” he drifts off, letting me fill in the blanks. I grit my teeth. Bastard. Neritous smiles as he wins this argument and walks out of the room, leaving me alone with the stunning dress. It’s a deep green, reminding me of the cube in its vibrant colour. It’s super tight, or at least looks it, at the top with an A-line drop and no shoulders. The bottom half spreads out into a princess ball gown that must touch the floor when I have it on. It’s gorgeous, fit for royalty and any higher god to wear. But it’s not me. I reach out, touching the extremely soft silk material and close my eyes, holding back my anger and my urge to rip it into pieces. Remembering Mads, I let the gown go and start undressing. It takes me a good fifteen minutes to get into the dress and get the zipper up. Breathless by the end of it, I try to breathe in, but the dress is fecking tighter than it looks.

      Slowly I undo my plaited hair, letting it fall over my shoulders in soft waves before I pick up the gold tiara. I’ve seen it before on the head of my so-called “aunt” in a painting in the house I was in for the games. Why Neritous wants me to wear it when I hated her and killed her, is purely insane. Then again, he is a bastard with crazy ideas, so who knows? The gold tiara looks pretty in my wavy hair, and I hate that it suits me. The diamonds held inside the spiralling gold shine from the light coming through the window, and I breathe in the smell of whatever Dominic is cooking down the hall. I haven’t seen Ruby since this morning, and I know I have to see her before I go to that cube. I need to say goodbye, just in case.

      My heart hurts when I think of the guys. How I never got to tell them I love them, and I know it’s weird, but I want them all in my life.

      Neritous doesn’t even knock, he just lets himself in. “I do hope you survive this,” he claims, his eyes running over me in a way I don’t like. It’s like I’m his possession and he is seeing how much he can sell me for. “Follow me, or I will force you.”

      I don’t respond to him other than sliding on my high heels that go with the dress. I hate that they are beautiful and I want to keep them. The silver heels are hidden completely under my dress as I head through the door and across the clearing. I see Dominic at a table, and his eyes fill with tears when he sees me. I have to look away before he makes me cry, and I clear my throat.

      I only have to live through touching the soul of the goddess of life. One of the most powerful goddesses in the entire world.

      No pressure.

      Fecking hell, I can’t breathe. The closer we get to the door, the more it feels like I’m going to pass out, and I dig my nails into my palms to keep myself awake. Neritous unlocks the door, and I follow him in, coming face to face with the sphere and the cube inside of it. My nerves only get worse when I feel the power, feel the call to it and all the destruction it no doubt promises.

      I gulp as Neritous shoves his hand into my back, pushing me to the edge of the sphere.

      “I will kill you when this is all over. You realise that?” I breathlessly state the words, a promise I fully intend to keep. “For the pain you put my mother through, for all the lies you have spoken, and for the karma you are very much in need of. I know why I haven’t been given a karma job since your name appeared on my hand...it is because you are alive. Death is your karma, and it is my job to deliver it to you.”

      “I have escaped karma my entire life. You will be no different,” he responds to me. “Now take the power we both know calls to you. Stalling will not save you.”

      I scream as he shoves me into the sphere, and it instantly starts to attack me. Waves of magic, feeling like actual waves in the sea, slam into every part of my body with intense hits. I feel like I’m drowning as I take a step forward, and then another, and then one more until I sense I’m near the cube. I open my eyes, and even that hurts as the magic still tries to hurt me, and see the cube right in front of my hands.

      “I’m sorry,” I manage to whisper as I place my hands on either side of the cube, and it explodes. The cube changes into a liquid form, the green liquid shimmering as it spins around my hands before sinking into my skin. Green tree root tattoo-like marks appear on my hands and wrists, going up my arms, and I look down as they meet in the middle of my chest, making a small tree with several roots that look like a Celtic knot. I scream as the power suddenly hits me like a bullet to the chest, and I gasp in pain.

      Protect my son. This is my gift for you alone, Karma Kismet, a kind sounding woman’s voice invades my mind, smothering me in a sense of safety before disappearing. My power has always been there, under my skin, protecting me, but this is nothing like that. The sphere disappears as I fall to my knees, holding onto my chest like I can stop the power with just my hands.

      “You did it.” Neritous’s voice is a whisper. “My child did this.”

      “I may be your daughter by blood, but I am not yours in any sense. Neither is this power,” I exclaim, forcing myself to stand and turn around to face him. He doesn’t seem remotely interested in my threat as he looks at me. The wall behind him suddenly blasts into pieces, and I’m frozen as the dust settles. Neritous runs for me as I reach my hand out for the man I know is stepping through the dust. I’d know him anywhere.

      “Storm!” I scream just as Neritous makes us disappear, and I can’t stop him.
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      I push Neritous away the second we appear, stumbling back only to hear the loud sound of cars passing by. I turn around to see I’m on the Golden Gate Bridge in San Francisco, which I have always wanted to see. It’s not gold, instead it is red, and it’s far bigger than I ever would have thought possible. We are directly in the middle of the sweeping bridge, and the cars pass us like we aren’t here.

      Maybe men with cloaks and women in princess ball gowns are normal for San Francisco.

      “Karma!” Ruby shouts as a man I don’t know, a thug with a bald head and a massive body drags her by her arm to Neritous’s side. She cries out for me, but I can’t do anything. He could kill her in seconds.

      Neritous grabs Ruby and places her in front of him, his hands on her shoulders. She tries to fight, but he grips her shoulders harder, making it clear she can’t move.

      “Go kill anyone you find at the warehouse. Try to go for the rest of my children first,” Neritous commands.

      “No!” I scream, but it’s too late, he has just disappeared in front of me. Green magic, looking like electricity, flickers around my body, and it spits across the floor in the middle of us. My anger makes it worse until Neritous pulls a dagger out of his jacket and places it against Ruby’s neck right in front of me. I stop, pulling the magic back as my hands drop to my sides. Ruby looks terrified, and I feel sick.

      “Using a child to fight me? What kind of man are you?” I growl. “I can answer that for you, by the way: a fecking coward.”

      He doesn’t show me any emotion or reaction to my outburst; he looks bored instead. “Unleash your power on the city, or I will kill her. This is a test, and you will pass or she dies.”

      “What will happen to the city and the people in it?” I question, but the sickness in my throat lets me know the answer far quicker than he does.

      “For those who survive, they will have magic, their souls changed,” he answers. “You have the goddess of life’s powers in your soul now, Karma. You are going to change them all.”

      “Changing you from human to a higher god didn’t work so well for Storm’s mother. You are a monster,” I reply.

      “Do as I ask,” he dryly responds, like I’m wasting his time. I meet Ruby’s eyes, and I know I have to do this. He will kill her and so many more, and by then, I would be so weak he could control me.

      This was his plan all along. Letting me get close to Ruby was the plan because he knows I won’t refuse him.

      By saving her, I’m condemning thousands. How will I ever be able to live with myself after this?

      The answer is simple. I won’t.

      “Ruby—” My voice catches on a sob. “Close your eyes and don’t open them no matter what. I need you to do that for me. Please, Ruby.”

      I shamelessly beg her because no child should see a city destroyed, and it’s the last good thing I will be able to do. She slowly closes her eyes, and the relief I feel is short-lived, soon replaced with dread and fear. And so much guilt it hurts.

      I turn to the city and walk to the edge of the red barrier and lift my hands in the air. The power pushes against me all the time, and when I set it free, it blasts out of my body like a bird flying for the first time. I feel my feet leave the ground, the warmth of the power surrounding my body, and as I open my eyes, I watch my power crash into the city in a green wave. The high-rises are burnt away like dust and replaced with forests, tall mountains in the middle of them and so much green it hurts to see. The wave doesn’t stop for miles, never tiring me, even as I try to pull it back. With a fight, I manage to stop the waves leaving my hands, and I collapse to the dirty sidewalk, my cheek pressed into the gravel.

      Ruby’s cries are the only thing that I manage to hold onto as I crawl to my feet. Neritous watches the city with wonder and something akin to love in his cold eyes.

      “Let her go, you promised me,” I spit out, and he shoves her towards me, removing the dagger as he continues to watch the city. She runs as fast as she can to me, just as a car spins off the main path, directly at her. “Ruby!” I scream as the car hits her, knocking her over the edge of the bridge and into the air. For a second, the world slows down as Ruby screams and falls in the air, and I can’t use this new power to save her. Without needing to think about it, I run and climb up the barrier of the bridge and jump off the side. The fall seems longer than it likely is, and it’s seconds before I crash into the cold water, going far deeper than I wanted to. I search the water for Ruby, spinning around as I pick up my necklace. I place the water charm into my mouth, letting the power wash over me and give me the ability to breathe underwater for a few minutes. I swim around until I see her red hair and immediately head straight to her. I’m inches away when the water changes around me, turning into a whirlwind and sucking me down further to the bed. I can’t even scream as it takes me.
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      Coughing up water, I dig my hands into the sand as I focus on trying to breathe. A tiny hand pats my back, and soon I suck in a deep breath. I turn my head to the side as Ruby hugs me, soaking wet in the blue dress she was wearing when she fell into the river. I hug her tightly as I sit up, wondering if I’m dreaming or more likely, dead. We are on a sweeping beach that I don’t recognise at all, and it’s warm, borderline hot, as the sun dries our clothes. My ball gown is torn in many places, and my heels are gone. I’m sure the tiara got lost in the water too, but none of that matters; I actually think we are alive. I remember the whirlwind of water, and then everything is dark after that.

      “Are you okay?” I ask her, and she nods.

      “Water goddess saved us and healed me from the car,” she explains to me, still coughing on the water a little bit.

      “My name is Heaven, and yes, I am a water goddess,” a silky woman’s voice replies to Ruby, and I turn to see a woman sitting a few feet away in the waves. Her skin shines in the sun, covered in scales, and a white, mostly see-through lace dress flows from her neck. Her white hair looks so soft as it falls down her back, and her blue eyes remind me of the sea as she meets my gaze. “You are Karma Kismet, correct?”

      “How do you know that?”

      “A friend of yours sent word to the world. They are looking for you, and I recognised you in the water. I felt I must save your life, even when I witnessed what you did to my home city,” she responds, and I can tell she does not like me. Guilt burns in my chest as I try to block out what I did, desperately trying to make myself not break down right now. “I am taking this as payment.” Heaven holds up the tiara, and I nod, happy for her to have it.

      “Thank you,” I whisper to her.

      “You can thank our friend.” She nods her head behind me, and I turn to see Seth walking right for me. Ruby climbs off my lap as I nudge her, standing to my feet and running to him without a care in the world if he even wants me anymore. Seth has a white shirt on, a few buttons loose, and it is tucked into his classic black trousers. His sleeves are rolled up, and his blond hair is slightly messier, making him look almost like Killian. We crash into each other, and he holds me tightly, fixing my soul with his embrace. His lips press against the side of my head as I breathe in how he smells like home. He kisses the side of my cheek and then finally my lips, taking them in a sweeping embrace.

      Gods, I’ve missed kissing Seth.

      “Ewww.” Ruby breaks up our moment with her protest, and Seth chuckles, leaning back, his face soft.

      “You okay?” he asks, and I shake my head, because that is the best answer I have. Ruby comes to my side and offers Seth her hand.

      “Which one of Karma’s boyfriends are you? She told me about three,” she bluntly asks, and I want to die in a hole of embarrassment.

      Seth coughs out an amused laugh. “Seth, god of justice to your rescue, kid.”

      “I’m not a kid, I’m Ruby. Karma’s sister,” she says, her hands on her hips to prove her point. I smile at her, not able to help it, and Seth shakes her tiny hand.

      “Nice to meet you, Ruby,” he tells her as Heaven walks over to us, still standing near the waves.

      “Seth, it has been too long,” Heaven murmurs. They look at each other with fondness, and I can’t help the jealousy that burns in my chest as Seth thanks her.

      “We should be leaving,” Seth eventually suggests. “We aren’t safe out here for long.”

      “Thank you for saving me and my sister. I owe you more than a tiara,” I tell Heaven, and she ponders on it.

      “Promise me you will never return to my city. If you break this promise, I will drown you with my people,” she asks, narrowing her eyes on me.

      “Heaven, why would you—”

      “I promise,” I tell her, interrupting Seth. I don’t want him to know what I did, but there will be no hiding it soon. The world will soon have to know what I did. They will have to know how bad the powers under my skin really are. Heaven waves us goodbye before running into the sea and disappearing from view.

      “Are you going to tell me what has happened?” Seth asks me, and I shake my head.

      “Please just take me home, Seth,” I whisper to him. Without another word, he wraps me in his arms, holds onto Ruby, and takes us home.
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      Gold dust sprinkles the floor near our feet, and as I slowly look up, I see my home I have longed to see for so long. The house I grew up in, the home my family lives in and somewhere I’ve dreamed of coming back to for what seems like a long time. I never expected to have the chance again to see the white picket fence or smell the flowers from the potted plants lining the path.

      “Where are we?” Ruby asks us as Seth drops his hand from her shoulder. His gold eyes stay fixed on me like he is waiting for me to fall apart so he can be there to catch me. “And do they have food? I’m really hungry.”

      Despite everything, I smile. “I’m sure Seth can take you to the kitchen. I will find everyone and let them know I’m back. This is my home. We can’t take you to your home until we know whether you’ll be safe there.”

      “Karma...,” Seth gently whispers, but Ruby tugs his hand, dragging him away from me and leaving me alone just like I need right now. The front door looks too daunting, because I know once I see Storm and Killian and my family, I will break down. The guilt is like a locked box in my head, and I’m scared the lid is going to pop open at any minute. I stumble back, tears stinging the corner of my eyes as I walk around the side of the house and through the garden gate.

      “Karmmaaa.” Michael’s goat voice makes me jump out of my skin, green energy burning the grass under my feet.

      “Michael,” I whisper, looking over at him as his head rests on the gate nearby me. Seeing Michael is a little easier than Storm and Killian and my family. I calm my beating heart down before stepping closer and rubbing the top of his head in the way he likes.

      “Different,” he tells me. Fecking understatement. I softly smile at him before kissing the top of his head. He goes back to his food without a care in the world, and I make my way to the back door. My grasp freezes on the door handle, and I stare at my shaky hand for a long time. The vines curve around my palm, reminding me of the marks running up my arms and the power that goes with it. If I were a better, stronger person, I would walk away and hide from my family. I’m only putting them in danger by being here.

      But I need them. I need to see Storm and Killian, even if our relationship is nothing but rocky. Turning the handle, I step into my home and shut it quietly behind me. I walk down the corridor, running my fingertips over the edges of the many photo frames on the wall before getting to the living room door, which is slightly ajar. I stare in to see all my family on the couches, Storm leaning against the back of the sofa facing the TV, and Killian is pacing behind him. Something on the TV is capturing all their attention, and it’s very clear...it’s me. Green magic surrounds my body in waves as I hover in the air, destroying the city. The green magic mixes with my dress, making it look on fire, and my red hair is brighter than ever.

      I look like a goddess for the first time in my life, and I hate myself for that moment. For what I did.

      “Karma,” Storm’s shocked voice drifts to me just before I’m in his arms, pressed against his chest. “Karma, fuck. I thought I’d never see you again.”

      “Karma!” My family all exclaim my name and rush at me. My mum pulls me from Storm’s arms, and I’m passed around my family for hugs until I can’t think straight. Pey kisses the top of my head before resting his hands on my shoulders as he pulls back.

      “Mads is here, locked up with magic cancelling handcuffs as she...,” he drifts off, and pain flashes in his eyes.

      “I know,” I whisper, thankful that she is safe, hurt that she still doesn’t remember.

      “Give her to me,” Killian demands, and Pey lets me go almost instantly. Killian offers me his hand, and I don’t think about it as I take it, letting him tug me to him. His lips descend on mine, passionately telling me everything on his mind without a word. I missed him too. I was worried too.

      I’m fecking scared. He breaks the kiss, not letting me go but turning us to see my family. Storm rests by the door, his purple eyes watching us with relief, not jealousy like I expected.

      “Did you see a boy named Dominic?” I ask him. “At the warehouse. Young kid with white hair.”

      “Yes, he ran out the door the second it fell. Everyone else, except for Kit, is dead there,” he tells me. I should be sad that two of my half-brothers are dead and one is running away in a city somewhere, but I’m not. When this is over, and it’s safe, I will find Dominic and look after him myself. He shouldn’t be on his own.

      Ruby runs into the room, a cake bar and banana in her hands, and comes to a halt in the middle of us, followed by Seth. Storm and Seth nod at each other before Seth sees the TV news, which is still playing but silent. Now he will know what I’ve done.

      “They have a goat in the garden. Is it the talking one, Karma?” she asks me.

      “Who is this?” mum asks, flicking her eyes between Ruby and me.

      “My half-sister, Ruby. It’s not safe for her to go home, yet. Can she stay?” I ask.

      “Family is always welcome. Why don’t we go and see Michael the goat? He always makes everyone laugh, and I can tell you some stories of how mischievous he can be,” mum asks, holding a hand out for Ruby. She looks to me, and I nod before she takes my mum’s hand. Once mum and Ruby leave, the room becomes thick with the unsaid words.

      Dad’s the first one to speak, surprising me. “I might be the only human in this room, but I don’t need magic to know you need to explain what happened, Karma.”

      “Karma, is that really you?” Hugo asks, pointing at the screen.

      Damien can’t help but ask, “How did you get that powerful? Where did you find a new sister?”

      “It’s good to be home, but I want to get some sleep, but know I’m so sorry for what I did. I was forced,” I finally say, not answering them exactly but giving enough to keep them appeased for a minute. I push away from Killian and run through the house, up the stairs and carefully past the haunted painting before getting to my room. The tears are already falling when I see my old room and walk in the dark to my bed. Clutching my bedsheets, I roll onto my side and let out all the emotions I’ve held back for as long as I could. I weep, crying my eyes out even as I hear the door creak open and three people enter the room. Seth lies next to me as Storm sits on the end of my bed. I glance over as Killian climbs onto the other side of the bed, and I snuggle into his chest as I can’t stop crying.

      “You did not do this. Neritous made you. Cry with us tonight, and tomorrow you make him pay for burning the city and using you as his weapon.”

      I can’t respond to Storm’s words, but I know he is right. But tonight...tonight I mourn the lives I took.

      Tonight I beg for whatever magic there is in the world to forgive me.
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      There’s nothing quite like the feeling of not being at home in your own skin. I’ve always considered myself pretty self-assured, at least when it comes to my place in the world. At the end of the day, my identity was chosen for me from square one: spend my life as a karma goddess, balancing the scales of justice, no matter how petty, and live a happy, uneventful life. It might not have been an adventure, but it was a known quantity. It’s only now, as I thrash around in bed, my sweat soaking the sheets and my breathing ragged and heavy, that I’m starting to appreciate that sense of hum drum normality.

      I thought I knew who I was once. I was never a great karma goddess, but that was all I had to be; my responsibilities began and ended with a name on my hand and a chain full of charms around my neck, and that was fine by me. Now, though, as I stare up at the ceiling with eyes that are bloodshot from lack of sleep, I’ve never felt more alien. It’s not just a superficial thing, although the tattoos are going to take some getting used to—they’re a symptom, not the cause, another brutal reminder of the fact that I’ve been moulded into a tool by the man who was supposed to be my father.

      No, the worst part is the foreignness of it all. It feels like there’s something alive inside me, a parasite that’s made a home from my skin all the way to my bones, and there’s nothing I can do about it. It’s like I can feel it slowly seeping through my being, like a tree spreading out roots, touching every cell in my body until no part of me is free from its horrible, beautiful power. My karma magic is like a second skin to me, and even my higher god powers, the ones I got from Neritous, were starting to feel more familiar, if still intimidating.

      This, though… This is something else. It’s as insidious as it is alluring, as destructive as it is poignant, and it sickens me with its seductive allure. That’s the worst part, I think: in spite of everything that’s happened, in spite of the destruction I wrought on a human city yesterday, it’s still powerfully, hauntingly seductive. I can feel its beauty and potency every time I close my eyes, and it’s all I can do not to scream when I remember what it felt like to use it.

      Is this what Mads is going through? I wonder, rolling onto my side and nestling in closer to Seth. Killian is on my other side, a muscular arm draped over his eyes as he snores softly, and the image almost makes me smile…almost. Storm is asleep at the foot of the bed, his broad chest rising and falling rhythmically with his breath, a reminder that I’m not alone, even if I have to face these demons on my own. Seth makes a soft noise in his sleep as I move closer to him, wrapping a protective arm around my body, and I lean into the comfort of his embrace, grateful for the warmth and security. Fresh tears spring up in my eyes at the thought of her imprisoned in her room down the hall, confused and amnesic, dealing with her transformation all by herself. I’m barely keeping it together, and I’m surrounded by people I know and love. She must be so confused… I squeeze my eyes closed, tears leaking out and creeping down my cheeks, and all I can do is bury my face in the crook between Seth’s arm and his chest, leaving a wet stain as I try to muffle my sobs. It’s all too much.

      Seth shifts a little, opening a tired golden eye, which immediately goes wide with concern when he sees that I’m crying. “Hey,” he whispers, taking my chin in his fingers and peering into my face. “Karma…what’s wrong?”

      “Nothing,” I reply. “Just…sorting through some stuff right now. Go back to sleep.”

      “Karma…”

      “Please,” I implore him, my voice a raspy whisper. “I don’t want to talk. I just need you to hold me.”

      Seth watches me for a long, heavy moment, his face drawn with concern, and then he nods, wrapping his other arm around me and pulling me onto his chest. He doesn’t say anything, and for that, I’m grateful. I don’t think I have talking in me right now. Seth has lost enough in his own life to understand that sometimes the best thing you can do when you’re grieving is to share silence with someone. For all his stiffness, he knows what it’s like to lose someone you love—he lost his wife and child, for god’s sake.

      But what about when the person you love, the person you’ve lost, is yourself?

      Another ragged sob wracks my body, and I feel the justice god’s hand smooth over my back, rubbing gently back and forth in a soothing motion as I cry into his chest, finally able to let go of all the guilt, anger, and confusion. So much has changed, so much keeps changing…and if I’m not careful, I’m afraid that I’ll lose myself completely in the chaos.

      Eventually I do nod off, and my sleep is fretful and full of fragmented nightmares, flashbacks to what happened with Neritous, visions of Maria’s death, of Mads with her cold, dead eyes…and then my eyes burst open. I’ve soaked the sheets, and my shirt with sweat, and my breathing is coming in heavy bursts. Late morning sunlight is streaming in through the window, and I don’t think I’ve ever been more grateful that it’s daylight than I am now. Wiping the sleep from my eyes, I slowly sit up, raising my eyebrows when I see that I’m alone in my room. The blankets are thrown back where the justice twins were sleeping, and I see that Storm has straightened up his makeshift area, too. The door is closed, leaving me by myself in a tangle of sheets and blankets, and for a  little bit, I miss the comfort of the guys’ embraces… Until I see the clock, that is.

      “Shit,” I hiss, raking a hand through my unkempt red curls as I fling the sheets off me and swing my legs off the bed. It’s almost eleven in the morning, and no one even came to wake me up! What the hell is this world coming to? Hit with a wave of exhaustion even as I stand up, I let out an unladylike groan, stretch, and set about getting dressed. It’s a relief to be out of that ball gown Neritous stuck me in to activate the sphere, and having access to all my old clothes is more of a comfort than I ever would have expected. Hell, just being here, in my room, surrounded by memories of a simpler time… It’s depressing, but also surprisingly soothing, considering the last time I was here, I had yet to kill—or rather attempt to kill—Neritous, discover my powers, or meet the guys. How could I have possibly known what I was getting into when I went to that nightclub? It feels like half a lifetime ago, even if it was really just a matter of weeks.

      I purse my lips, parsing through my selection of clothes and shoes—the shoes, it’s shameful how much I’ve missed those—before selecting a pair of skinny jeans and a torn T-shirt. Not the most glamorous look, but considering what I’ve been through, the fashion police are just going to have to forgive me. I stop in the bathroom to brush my teeth and my hair, trying futilely to make myself feel somewhat human again before making my way down the hallway in the direction of the stairs. I pass the jumping painting on my way down, ducking out of the way just in time to narrowly miss the hand that comes clawing out of the canvas, and begin to tromp downstairs, the sounds of quiet conversation drawing my attention to the kitchen. Pausing at the base of the stairs, I tilt my head to one side and listen, my stomach sinking the instant I realise they’re talking about me. “...I didn’t know this kind of thing was possible,” mum is saying in that low, concerned tone of voice she always used when I got sick as a kid.

      “It’s not,” Peyton responds, and there’s an edge of fear in his voice. “At least, it shouldn’t be. But considering what they…what they did to Mads…” His voice cracks, and for a beat, the room goes quiet. “We can’t let the same thing happen to Karma,” he finishes finally. “We can’t.”

      “And we won’t,” Storm replies a little harshly. “We’re going to find some way to stop this.” I can hear the doubt in his tone even without seeing his face, and it doesn’t exactly fill me with hope. I may be safe for the moment, but I’m sure as hell not out of the woods yet. Maybe I never will be.

      “Karma is still herself,” one of the twins speaks up, although I can’t tell whether it’s Seth or Killian. “We all saw her last night. Whatever Neritous did to her, it’s not the same as what he did to Madison. Her memories are there, and she’s killing herself over what happened.”

      A fresh wave of tears threatens to well up in my eyes, but I give them an aggressive wipe with my wrist before squaring my shoulders, forcing a smile onto my face, and walking into the kitchen. Mum, Peyton, Killian, Storm, and Seth are all seated around the table, the remains of their finished breakfast laid out in front of them. It’s clear they’ve been down here for a while, discussing what’s happened, and the guilty look on Peyton’s face the instant his eyes meet mine tells me what exactly they’ve spent all this time talking about. “Hey,” I say, hoping my tone comes across as upbeat. “You guys didn’t wake me up. It’s almost noon.”

      The justice twins look at each other. “It was my idea,” Storm speaks up, meeting my gaze. “You were exhausted. You needed rest.”

      Mum nods in agreement. “You can eat now, if you like. There’s plenty left over.”

      I give her a weak nod and go pick up a dry piece of toast, biting it without really tasting it. I can feel Seth’s eyes on me from across the room, and I can tell he’s thinking about my breakdown last night. He’s worried about me, they all are, and the worst part is that I can’t think of a damn thing to say to make them feel better. The silence mounts in the kitchen until it becomes almost unbearable, and finally mum sighs, biting her lip. “Karma,” she says gently, “do you want to tell us what happened? With Neritous?”

      I swallow and nod, grateful she didn’t call him my father. “He…did something to me,” I reply. “Storm…your mother, he…” I take a shaky breath. “He gave me her powers. That was all he wanted with me, was to transfer her magic to me…so that I could use it to remake the world.”

      Storm’s jaw is set, the muscles in his neck tense, and I can see the justice twins struggling with the news. “And…the city?” Seth asks at last.

      “He threatened Ruby,” I reply, looking down at my hands. “He was going to kill her if I didn’t cooperate. He said there would be survivors, said they would be changed, but…” I choke on the last part, shaking my head and putting a hand to my mouth.

      Mum puts her arm around my shoulders, pulling me close and kissing the top of my head. “Shh, honey,” she murmurs. “I know. I know.”

      I manage to pull myself together, not wanting them to see me like this, and straighten up in my seat. “Where is Ruby, by the way?” I ask, glancing around the kitchen. “Is she safe?”

      “She’s in the garden,” mum replies. “She got a lot of sleep last night; she seems to be doing well. I’m glad to see you got her out safely.”

      My mind briefly wanders back to Dominic, and I clench my eyes closed, not wanting to think about him or the other ones I couldn’t save. As ridiculous as it sounds, their blood feels like it’s on my hands. We can add that to the rapidly-growing list of casualties that are my fault, whether intentionally or not. The truth is, if I think too long about how many tragedies I’ve caused since Neritous’s name first appeared on my hand that day, it’s enough to drive me completely insane. “Yeah,” I say weakly. It’s the only word of agreement that I can manage. “Me too.”

      As if on cue, we’re interrupted by the sound of feet on the wood floor, and an instant later, Ruby comes bounding in from the patio, breathing hard, her face red. Her hair is tangled, and I can see she’s been playing in the dirt, although I’m sure as hell not going to be the one to tell her to clean up. She deserves some time to just be a kid, seeing as she didn’t ask for any of this, either. “Karma!” she exclaims, trotting up to me, seemingly oblivious to how tousled she looks. “Your goat is amazing!”

      “Michael,” comes the muffled voice of the goat in question. I peer out the bay window to see him staring in the kitchen door, looking a little put off that his newest playmate has disappeared inside the house. “My name is Michael! You red-haired devil!”

      “Michael, right. Sorry,” she calls back, brushing some hair out of her face. “I’m glad you’re up, Karma. You were asleep for ages.”

      “I was tired,” I admit, allowing her to come over and give me a hug. The feeling of her trusting embrace is almost too painful to bear; if things had been different, she would be the one lying dead next to the orb, or… God forbid, she could have died in the attack on San Francisco. The thought of that makes my blood run cold. Instinctively, I squeeze her a little more tightly, pulling close before I finally let her go. “I’m glad you like Michael. He’s a fun guy to have around.”

      Ruby nods her agreement and then looks around the house as if she’s sizing the place up, her brow furrowed and her hand on her hip. “I like this place, too,” she declares at last, turning to look up at me. “I like you guys. Can I…” She fidgets for a moment. “Can I stay here? With you? I don’t want to go back to…him. I want to go to my mum but not if he is just going to come and take me again.”

      “I know, Ruby,” I say, squatting down so I’m eye level with the little girl. We’ve known each other for less than a week, and I already feel the instinct to protect her, to keep her safe from the harsh realities of the world that I’ve been forced to learn over and over again. I can feel the others’ eyes on me: mum has the faintest of smiles on her face, as if she’s pleasantly surprised to see me this close to the kid, and the guys are watching me with a mixture of intrigue and admiration. “I’m going to do whatever I can to stop him,” I tell Ruby, putting my hands on her shoulders. “And until then, you’ll always have a place here, with us.” I glance up at mum for confirmation, and she nods without missing a beat. “I can’t hide here, though,” I add reluctantly. “Neritous is going to keep trying, and until I can stop him, none of us is safe.”

      I realise there are tears in my eyes, and it’s not until I feel a hand on my shoulder that I’m able to pull my gaze away from Ruby’s innocent face. I look up to see mum looking down at me sympathetically; some seconds pass before I finally clear my throat and stand up. Mum exchanges a look with me, and there’s nothing I can do to disguise the guilt and exhaustion on my face. “Ruby,” mum says as the tension mounts, “do you want to help me in the herb patch for a while? I’ve got some potion ingredients that are almost ready to be harvested, and seeing as you’re already filthy…” Ruby blushes, and mum tousles her hair with her hand. “Don’t worry about it, sweetheart. Anyone who spends long enough out there with Michael is bound to end up covered in dirt sooner or later.”

      “That sounds great, Mrs. Kismet,” Ruby replies, allowing mum to take her hand. She nods to me before leading the little girl back outside, leaving the rest of us in the kitchen.

      A moment later, Peyton clears his throat. “I’m going to go check on Madison,” he announces, although there isn’t much hope in his expression. Without another word, he gets up, and within seconds Storm, the twins and I are the only ones left in the kitchen.

      My eyes lock with Seth’s, and he looks like he’s debating bringing up my restless night, but then he seems to think better of it, breaking eye contact and running a hand through his hair. “I think…,” he says. “I think I’ll go for a walk. I need to clear my head.”

      “We all do,” I agree, nodding. “Be careful.”

      “Always,” Seth replies before disappearing from the room.

      Storm and Killian are left to look at each other, and it’s clear that there’s some remaining tension from the fight they got into the last time we were all in close quarters. For all his fire, though, the weather god seems to realise that now isn’t the time for posturing. “Are you…,” he asks, turning to me. “Are you going to be okay, Karma?”

      “Yeah, Storm,” I reply as he approaches me and puts a hand to my cheek. “I’m fine.”

      His purple eyes search mine, and then he nods. “I’m going to look around and make sure we aren’t being watched.”

      “That’s awfully paranoid,” Killian observes, his voice not unkind.

      Storm stares at him for a moment. “Better paranoid than dead,” he replies at last before leaving the room without another word.

      Killian and I are left to watch each other: me, with my hands in my pockets, feeling more dejected than I ever have, and him, arms crossed, looking like he’s not sure what to say. “So…,” he says, “nice place you’ve got here.”

      I snort and roll my eyes. “Not bad when it comes to hiding from an all-powerful egomaniac,” I agree dryly. “If I had to look out the window and see a beach one more time, I think I might have finally lost it.”

      “Don’t be too hard on yourself,” Killian replies, smiling a little. “You’ve taken it like a champ so far.”

      “You’re too kind,” I tell him, giving him a humourless smile.

      Killian shuffles his feet, putting his hands in his pockets. “Listen, Karma,” he begins, but we’re interrupted by the sound of a commotion in one of the upstairs rooms.

      “Go away!”

      “Mads, please! It’s me! Don’t you—”

      “I said, get out!” Her voice breaks with the aggression, making me want to cover my ears so I don’t have to hear it.

      I must visibly wince, and so does Killian, his brows knitting together. “That’s…not a great sign,” he says at last.

      “No,” I say. “No, it’s not. I’m going to have to try talking to her again.”

      I start for the stairs, but Killian grabs my wrist. “Are you sure?” he asks.

      “What choice do I have?” I ask.

      His silence is my answer, and we wordlessly make our way to the first-floor landing. More shouting and pleading can be heard from behind Mads’s closed door even as we approach. “Mads, stop! I love you!”

      “I don’t even know you!”

      I have my hand up to knock on the door when this last shout hits me, and my hand falls to my side, my eyes closing in the face of hopelessness. “Maybe later,” Killian suggests, taking my hand gently. “Give her some time.”

      I can only nod despairingly as we continue down the hall, remembering the painting a split second before the hand reaches out and gropes for Killian. He jumps, startled, as I pull him away, and then looks from me to the painting and starts laughing. “Well,” he remarks, “that’s new.”

      “Welcome to the Kismet home,” I say sarcastically. “It’s a death trap, but it’s our death trap.”

      Killian actually laughs at that as we round the corner into my room. I shut the door behind me with a defeated sigh and sink onto my bed, dropping my head into my hands. Killian stands by the closet for a moment, hesitating, before he takes a seat next to me. “She’s going to be okay,” he tells me, although he doesn’t sound sure. “You guys have made it through worse scrapes than this.”

      “Maybe,” I say, not looking at him. “I can’t say the same for the people in that city, though.”

      “Hey,” he says, taking my face in his hands, “don’t go there, Karma. Do you hear me? That wasn’t your fault.”

      “It wasn’t?” I demand, feeling like I’m going to cry. “I was the one who got those powers. I was the one who unleashed them on San Francisco. That was my choice.”

      “You didn’t have a choice,” Killian insists. “If you did, you wouldn’t have done it.”

      “How do you know?” I ask, my voice barely above a whisper.

      “Because I know you, Karma,” Killian replies in a heady tone. That simple assurance is all that it takes, and the next thing I know my lips are colliding with his, my hands exploring his body with desperation as he pulls me close. His tongue grazes my lip as his fingers tangle in my hair, our bodies flush against each other as we fall back on the bed. I’m not sure when or how our clothes come off—we’re too caught up in the moment—but it happens, and as his kisses stray lower, first to my neck, then over my stomach, before his head settles between my legs, I can’t help the moan that escapes me. I’m so wound up that I feel like I’m going to explode, from the guilt, the tension, and the fear, and right now, Killian feels like refuge.

      I gasp his name as he sets to work on my clit, his tongue moving with deft precision as a finger glides up inside me. I buck into his touch, pleasure already overtaking my body as I arch my back and tangle my hands in his hair, lost in the feeling of him. He seems to be enjoying it just as much, pausing only to lift his head, meet my eyes, and tell me, without a hint of insincerity, “You’re…unbelievable, Karma.”

      I continue to squirm at his touch until he brings me right to the edge, seemingly aware that I’m about to come, and moves back up, his lips pressing to mine. A shiver goes through me at the feeling of him pushing inside me, his mouth stifling the moan that escapes me, and within seconds, our bodies are connected, with Killian moving inside me like I’m the only thing in the world. I don’t last long, coming in a rush, and when Killian finishes, he leans down and presses his forehead to mine. I’m not sure how long we remain like that, catching our breaths and staring into each other’s eyes, but it doesn’t matter. He’s here, and that’s all I need right now.
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      I’m not expecting to sleep, but I do. The surprises never end, it seems, although in hindsight I’m not sure why I am surprised. Good sex has always made me sleepy—I’m definitely more of a “snuggle and spend the night” type than an “out the door as soon as the deed is done” type. This, combined with the fact that I slept fitfully last night, is a damn near lethal combination, and even after I wriggle back into my underwear and a tank top, I feel like I can barely move. Killian pulls his boxers back on and lies back on the bed, opening his arm to me in a silent invitation. I don’t need telling twice, and wordlessly I crawl over to him, curling up at his side and resting my head against his muscular chest. His body is warm, almost feverish from the heat of the moment, and that’s exactly what I need right now. It’s curtains as soon as he pulls the covers over us, even in spite of his reassurances that he’s “just going to rest his eyes for a while,” and within minutes I’m sound asleep, lulled by the quiet sound of his breath and the steady rise and fall of his chest. This time, I don’t have any dreams, something I’m more grateful for than I can express, and even if it’s just for a couple of hours, the world is quiet for a while.

      Eventually I stir, exhaling loudly as I burrow my face into Killian’s chest. It’s still light out—probably early in the afternoon, if I had to guess—but if we don’t get up now, we’ll be running the risk of spending the whole day in bed. Not a horrible idea when my bedmate is someone as sexy as Killian is, but like it or not, there are more important things to deal with right now. One of which is restrained and incoherent a few rooms down the hall. Shifting a little, I run a hand up Killian’s chest, surprised when I hear a stifled snort of laughter. “What?” I demand, looking up at him.

      “Nothing,” he says, looking a little sheepish. “I’m ticklish.”

      My eyes widen. “Seriously? You, one of the infamous gods of justice, ticklish?”

      “Sure,” he replies. “I’m not made of rock, you know.”

      “Could’ve fooled me,” I murmur, pressing a kiss to the base of his neck.

      Killian groans and drops his head back, letting out a long, blissful sigh as he stares up at the ceiling. I can feel his hands on my back, gently tracing the form of my body from my shoulder blades down to my fingertips. “These are new,” he observes, interlacing his fingers with mine and holding our joined hands up. The tattoos almost seem to move in the light, the vibrant green striking a sharp contrast against my ivory skin.

      “Believe me, it wasn’t a conscious choice,” I tell him.

      Killian raises his eyebrows. “Really?”

      I shake my head. “They just sort of…appeared when I activated Neritous’s device. I think they have something to do with Storm’s mother’s magic.” I sigh. “I wish they were gone.”

      “I don’t,” Killian replies. “They look good on you.”

      “Gee, thanks,” I mutter, rolling over and sitting up. “I’m so glad my magical aesthetic choices have your approval.”

      He laughs. “I’m just saying…might as well look on the bright side, right? You look badass with tattoos.”

      I give him a small smile. “Thanks. Doesn’t make it any easier, though.”

      “I know,” he says, and I can tell by the tone of his voice that he means it. “We’re going to find a way out of this, Karma. We always do.”

      “I hope you’re right,” I tell him, without a hint of humour. “I’m starting to doubt if we ever will.”

      He catches hold of my wrist in his hand, his thumb grazing over the delicate skin as if I were some kind of rare and exotic flower. There’s something unreadable in his eyes, but I don’t dare ask him what he’s thinking about. “We survived the prison,” he tells me at last. “We survived Xur. We can survive this.”

      “Did we?” I ask him, my tone a little more biting than I was intending. “I mean, yeah, we got out of the prison, and then what happened? We ended up captured by Xur. Now we’ve gotten away from Xur, and Neritous has me under his thumb. What if we never did make it out? We’ve been prisoners this whole time–the only thing that’s changed is where we’re being held captive.”

      “That was before you had the power of the goddess of life in your hands,” Killian insists. “We have the edge—you have the edge—and Neritous knows it. Why else would he be trying so hard to keep you alive?”

      “What’s the point of being alive if all I am is a slave to a tyrant?” I ask, not liking the way my voice shakes at the question. As much of a comfort as Killian was in the moment, he’s also equipping me to finally articulate what’s going through my mind, and none of it is pretty. “I’d rather die if those are my only options.”

      “That’s not going to happen, Karma.” I look up, surprised by the conviction in his voice, and see his golden eyes burning with empathy, admiration, and fierce protectiveness. “I’m not going to let you die,” he tells me firmly, “or end up as a slave. We’re going to get through this. Together.”

      I smile sadly at him, reaching a hand up to caress his cheek; he covers my hand with his own, seeming to relish the feeling of my touch. “You always know how to cheer me up,” I tell him and mean it.

      He grins that charming grin of his. “Consider it a special talent,” he replies before his face goes serious again. Sitting up, he runs a hand through his blond hair, looking first around the room and then back at me. “Do you remember the day we first met?” he asks suddenly, his brow furrowing.

      I nod, laughing a little at the memory. “You guys raised hell in that bar. I was so close to getting away from you, too.”

      “Damn right, we did,” Killian agrees. “But…I’m glad you didn’t, for whatever it’s worth. Just in case there was any doubt.”

      I laugh. “You know, as weird as it is, so am I.” I turn to him. “I wasn’t too keen on you guys.”

      Killian snorts. “That’s the understatement of the century.”

      “Well, can you blame me?” I ask, swinging my legs over the side of the bed and standing up. “You guys arrested me. You tried to throw me in the gods’ prison and throw away the key.”

      “Right,” he says, rubbing the back of his neck as I start clambering into my pants. “Sorry again for that. It’s been an adventure, though, hasn’t it?” He watches me for a long moment as I dress, keenly aware of his eyes on me, drinking me in. Normally it would make me uncomfortable, but not now. Not with him. “When I saw you in that bar, I thought you were the most beautiful girl I’d ever seen,” he admits, looking away from me.

      “That’s the worst line I’ve ever heard,” I joke.

      “It’s true, though,” he insists. “You were…I don’t know, radiant. Like this bat out of hell, with the attitude to match. I didn’t know what hit me. I thought I must have been dreaming.”

      I feel a little guilty as I button up my jeans. “When I saw you in that bar, I thought you guys were going to kill me there and then.”

      I see the justice god’s hands ball into fists at his sides. He looks almost ashamed, unable to meet my eyes, as if doing so will reveal some horrible truth that I’m not ready to see. “I would never have been able to,” he confesses. “It felt…wrong, what we were doing. Seth felt it too, I know he did. But you have to understand, when you’re in our line of work…”

      “I know,” I finish for him, nodding as I slide my top off and work on getting my bra back on. “You do what you’re told. Don’t question too much. I…” I trail off, glancing down at my hand. It’s odd that ever since Neritous, I haven’t received a single name, not one target to deliver karma to. No more black writing, no more wondering what my latest target did to deserve what’s coming for them, nothing. Instead, it’s been replaced by the climbing vines and intricate leaves of the tattoos that snake up my arms, a cruel reminder that my life is no longer my own. It’s almost as if the universe itself knows that that’s no longer my life, that I’m no longer part of that world, as much as I might yearn for it. “I get it,” I finish lamely, and although I don’t say anything more, it’s clear from the look that Killian gives me that he can see the pain I’m in.

      Wordlessly, he gets to his feet, coming to stand beside me, and I feel his hand brush against my arm for a fleeting second. He brings his palm up to cup my cheek before leaning in and kissing me gently enough to leave me weak in the knees. I cling to him like he’s my last lifeline, reluctant to let go until I need to breathe, and then just taking a moment to let him hold me. Neither of us says anything—there isn’t anything to be said—and together we get dressed in silence. Downstairs, I can hear the voices of the others. Storm and Seth seem to be back, which is good. I don’t like the idea of them wandering around without protection. Whether they know about my tryst with Killian, I have no idea, but at this point, I’m too tired, physically and emotionally, to care. Hopefully they won’t, either. It’s been quiet in Mads’s room, which could either be a very good sign or a very bad sign…or maybe Peyton’s finally given up. The thought of that pains me, and I’m reminded again that I’m not the only person with a dog in this fight: lives are depending on me.

      I put my hands in my pockets and lean against the wall while Killian finishes getting dressed, pulling a fitted T-shirt over his head and rolling his shoulders back. As if reading my mind, he turns to me with a frown. “I haven’t heard anything from your brother in a while,” he remarks. “Do you think…?”

      I shake my head. “Like we should be that lucky. She probably just wore him out, and he’s taking a break.” I let out a long sigh. “It’s terrible. I can barely think about it without wanting to pull my hair out.”

      “Again, not your fault,” Killian tells me as he pulls open my bedroom door.

      “It doesn’t matter whose fault it was,” I reply. “I just want my best friend back.”

      “Maybe you should try talking to her, then,” he suggests, crossing his arms. “You might be able to get her to remember.”

      I snort. “Yeah, right. If Peyton couldn’t get through to her, I doubt anything I say is going to make a difference.”

      “You sure about that?” Killian shrugs. “She’s known you longer than she’s known him. She’s been there with you since day one. Weren’t you the one who told me that?”

      “I…” I fidget. What he’s saying makes sense, but I don’t want to bite the bullet. It’s all just too painful. Then again, what choice do I have? “Maybe you’re right.”

      “Of course I am,” Killian replies, grinning broadly. “I’m always right.” He holds an inviting hand out to me. “Come on,” he suggests. “We can ask Peyton for advice. Nothing ventured, nothing gained, right?”

      “Easier said than done,” I point out but don’t hesitate to take his hand. I’m going to get through to Mads if it kills me.

      In spite of my bravado, I’m practically shitting bricks, and the walk back downstairs seems to take ages. Wiser now, Killian ducks out of the way before the hand can reach out of the painting, shooting the damn thing a look that might have made me laugh if our situation weren’t so messed up. Out the bay window, I can see mum working in the garden with Ruby, Michael observing haughtily from his living space over by the fence. The little girl seems to be adjusting well, all things considered, and it warms me a little to know that, in spite of everything she’s been through, she still seems to be bouncing back all right. If she can, maybe I can, too, I think, the corners of my mouth turning up a little. Maybe we all can.

      While my other brothers seem to be busying themselves in the kitchen, fighting over leftovers, by the sounds of it, we find Peyton in the living room. He’s curled up on the couch, his elbows braced on his knees and his head resting in his hands. I’ve never seen him look quite so tired…or quite so despairing. I know exactly what that feels like. He doesn’t even look up when Killian and I settle onto the couch next to him, and I cautiously put a hand on his back. Right now, I feel more like an older sister to him than I ever have before in my life.

      My touch seems to startle him, and he lifts his head. There are bags under his eyes, which are bloodshot and damp with tears. He looks utterly defeated. “I’m assuming the news isn’t good, huh?” I ask tentatively.

      Peyton shakes his head, letting out a long sigh. “I keep trying,” he says, “although I don’t even fucking know why anymore. She’s like a stranger to me. And I’m…” He chokes a little, his voice breaking on the last word. “I’m like a stranger to her, now. I guess.”

      I give his back a couple of pats, unsure what I can say to make this better. “She still loves you,” I tell him, although I don’t sound very convincing. Hell, I’m not even sure if I believe it.

      My brother snorts, straightening up, and I let my hand fall. “She doesn’t love me anymore,” he replies, the sheer bitterness in his voice leaving me feeling taken aback. “She doesn’t even know who I am. She doesn’t remember any of us. And the worst part is, she doesn’t care.” He sets his jaw, his green eyes flashing as he turns to look at me. “Whatever those bastards did to her, they took her away. The girl I loved is gone. She’s just a fucking…magical shell, now.”

      I exchange a look with Killian, a sinking feeling in my stomach; I’m uncertain of what to say. “I have to admit, I don’t know much about this sort of…situation,” Killian speaks up, fidgeting a little. “I didn’t know it was possible… Although I’m starting to realise that I’ve never known as much as I’ve always thought I did.” He clears his throat. “That said, though… I’ve been thinking. I don’t think we should count Mads out just yet.” Meeting my eyes with his golden ones, he gives me a subtle nod, the smallest burst of encouragement, and his earlier words come back to me. We’re going to get through this together.

      “Mads is gone,” Peyton retorts, sounding numb. “I’m just going to have to accept that. We all are. The sooner we do, the sooner we can move on.”

      “No way,” I interject, bristling. “That’s my best friend in there. Peyton, it’s the woman you love. I’m not about to just write her off as a lost cause.”

      “You think I’m enjoying this?” Peyton demands, a little defensively. “I know that. But she doesn’t listen to me. She doesn’t listen to any of us.”

      “So we need to make her listen,” I reply, determined. “She’s still in there somewhere. I have to believe that.”

      “And what exactly do you suggest we do?” Peyton asks, his voice frustrated. “She loved me. I loved her. But she threw it all back in my face like it was nothing. I’ve done everything I can, and it still wasn’t enough.”

      “Maybe you have,” I reply at last, choosing my words carefully, “but I haven’t.”

      Peyton’s brow furrows. “What are you…?”

      “I’ve known Mads since we were kids,” I persist. “I know you love her, and that doesn’t change that, but she has more memories of me. Hell, she’s like a sister.”

      Killian straightens up, seeming to pick up on where I’m going with this. “Maybe we just haven’t pushed hard enough. If there’s anything left of Mads in that goddess upstairs, Karma might be the only person who can reach it.” He hesitates. “I’m not saying it’s a guarantee, but…”

      “But what do we have to lose?” Peyton finishes for him, sounding far away. He runs a hand through his hair, bouncing his knee for a minute, and then he sighs. “Maybe you’re right. What’s the worst that could happen?”

      “Nothing that hasn’t already happened,” I throw out, and that seems to make him give me the ghost of a smile. “I can’t promise anything, but I want to talk to her again.”

      “Do you want backup?” Killian asks, crossing his arms over his chest.

      I think for a moment, chewing the inside of my lip, and then shake my head. “No,” I reply at last. “No, I don’t think so.”

      “She’s lashed out at me before,” Peyton reminds me. “Even with the anti-magic cuffs, she’s vicious. Like an animal in a trap.” He gives me a grim look, his green eyes blazing. “She’s dangerous, Karma. Whatever else she might also be now.”

      “I know that,” I reply. “But I’m dangerous, too. Besides,” I add after a moment’s thought, “I think it would be better if we don’t all go in, guns blazing. If I can reason with her, put her at ease a little…” I shrug my shoulders. “It’s worth a shot, right?”

      Peyton gives me a stiff nod. “I guess you’re right. Just…be careful, sis, okay? If something like this happens to anyone else I love…”

      “It won’t.” For once, I actually believe the words coming out of my mouth, my hands balling into fists at my sides. “I swear.”

      “Then…good luck,” Peyton says as I stand up from the couch. Killian takes my hand and follows me. “Please bring her back,” my brother calls as we leave the living room. I don’t say anything in response. Now isn’t the time to make promises I can’t keep. Instead, I allow Killian to lead me back to the base of the stairs, taking solace in the warmth of his skin on mine for a little longer before I finally let go of his hand.

      “If something happens to me up there…,” I begin.

      “I told you,” Killian says in all seriousness, “I’m not going to let anything happen to you, Karma.”

      I smile tentatively up at him, press a gentle kiss to his lips, and then turn around. It’s time to face the music. Squaring my shoulders, I begin to climb the stairs, feeling like I’m about to undertake the hardest challenge of my life. For all I know, it might be; judging by the feeling in my gut, this could be what tops the prison, the maze, the lava pits…all of it. It somehow feels like there’s more on the line, if that’s even possible.

      My feet feel heavy on the steps, my arms hanging limply at my sides as I arrive back on the first floor and make my slow way down the hall. I barely even notice the painting this time, my eyes fixed straight ahead as my feet carry me, seemingly of their own accord, in the direction of the room where we’re keeping Madison. The door is closed and locked tightly, although it looks like someone has hung the key over the knob. It’s likely enchanted, warded against magic, which is fine by me; considering what I’ve seen of Mads’s powers so far, she could probably take me out if she really wanted to.

      I realise my hands are shaking as I pull the key off the knob and slide it into the lock, the doorknob issuing an ominous click seconds later. Feeling suddenly both weak and incredibly small, I push the door gently open, almost afraid of what I’m going to find in here after what happened last time. I’m not sure what I’m expecting—for her to jump out at me and hit me over the head with a chair or something, maybe?—so the silence is eerie, almost overpowering, when I step into the room.

      Mads is sitting on the ledge by the window, facing away from me. Her hands are still tightly bound with the anti-magic cuffs, and she looks terrible. She’s thin, with marks on her wrists from the restraints. Her snow-white hair is dirty, and her clothes are a mess, and she seems utterly spent. I’m not even sure if she’s awake until I let the door drop closed behind me. The sound seems to startle her, and she turns around, her expression going cold as soon as she sees me.

      “Hey, Mads,” I say, holding my hands up to show that I’m not a threat as I take a couple of tentative steps towards her.

      “Go away.” Her voice is cold, but it’s lost the angry edge it had the last time I confronted her.

      “That’s not going to happen,” I tell her, still moving slowly forward. “I want to talk to you, Mads. One on one. No magic, no fighting, just us.”

      “There’s nothing to talk about,” she snaps, turning so that she’s facing me. “You mean nothing to me. None of you people do.”

      “That’s not true,” I reply. It’s not a denial, but a mere statement of fact. “We mean a lot to you, and I’m not just saying that to gloat.” My mouth twitches in a dry smile. “You mean a lot to us, too, Mads. And that’s why I want to help you.”

      “You can’t help me,” she spits back. “No one can.”

      “Really?” I ask. “I can’t help you? What about that time your skirt tore back in school? I stole some glue from the art room, and we stuck it back together. Or that time at Roger’s when that asshole kept trying to grope you? Because I seem to recall giving him a black eye.” Mads remains silent, so I keep going. “Or what about that time we fell into a crevasse back in that maze, and I helped you climb out?” I come to a stop right in front of her, slowly lowering to my knees so that we’re on eye level. “I’ve helped you plenty of times, Mads. So have you. Because we’re friends, and that’s what friends do.”

      She doesn’t look at me, but there’s a split second when I could swear I see the faintest glimmer of doubt in her eyes. “Go away,” she repeats, her jaw setting.

      “Not happening,” I insist. “I was always the stubborn one, right? That’s what you always used to say. You were always the more level-headed one. You’re the kind one. You always knew how to talk me away from the edge when my big mouth got me in trouble.”

      “Stop it,” she hisses, another flicker of doubt in her eyes, and I seize on it like it’s my last lifeline.

      “Who was it who always helped me with my math homework?” I persist, reaching out and taking her by the shoulders. She flinches at my touch, looking panicked. “Who was it who always told me when I’d picked an ugly outfit or when I had food on my face? Who was it who came through for me every damn time I needed her?”

      “Stop!” she yells. “Stop it! Get out! I can’t…”

      She’s fighting it, I realise with a surge of hope. She’s feeling something, but she’s fighting it. Looking down, I’m shocked to see green magic drifting out of me in tiny streams across the floor, stretching all the way to her. She doesn’t move as they wrap around her like vines, smothering her body all the way to her head, looking like a crown.

      “Mads, listen to me,” I say, pulling her closer. “I’m your best friend. I’m Karma, and you’re Mads. And I’m not leaving you behind.”

      “Please…” It sounds half like an order and half like begging. The magic in the room seems to get stronger, pushing out of my soul and hers. Connecting us.

      I never thought the way back might be the way she was changed. This magic ruined her…but can it fix her memories?

      I lean in, resting my forehead against hers and staring into her eyes. There’s uncertainty there…but also the faintest flicker of recognition. “Look at me,” I command. “Look at me and tell me you don’t know who I am. Tell me you don’t know who you are.”

      She struggles, trying to push me away, but I hold onto her tightly, not breaking eye contact. Tears leak out of her eyes, her face contorting with frustration and confusion, but I remain steady, boring into her eyes with a look that I hope conveys my desperation. A second passes, and then another, and slowly, I feel her start to still in my arms. I realise she’s trembling, and moments later, a single word slips out of her mouth.

      “Karma?”

      And the magic disappears with a slam that leaves me dizzy and smiling.
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      I feel like the weight of the world has just been lifted off my shoulders, relief washing over me in a sweet wave. I pull Mads into a tight embrace, squeezing her as hard as I can. She returns the gesture, her arms coming up to my back almost wonderingly, like she’s just been woken up from a deep sleep. “Mads,” I say, finally pulling back to look her in the eyes. “Do you…?”

      She swallows and nods, her eyes already shining with tears. “I remember…” Her voice trails off, and her eyebrows furrow. “I remember Eenta,” she says slowly, as if she’s wracking her memory. “She…they…did something to me, back at the castle. Oh my god,” she says, her eyes going wide. “The fight—the sword—I… Karma, I’m so…”

      “Hey, it’s okay,” I assure her, smoothing some matted white hair out of her face. “You weren’t you.”

      “It’s all still a little hazy,” Mads admits, shaking her head slowly, “but I remember you. I remember my job, and your family, and…” She freezes, her whole body stiffening. “Peyton,” she breathes, meeting my eyes frantically. “Peyton, he—we—”

      “I know,” I assure her, keeping a hand on her shoulder to steady her. “It’s all right, Mads. He’s fine. They’re all fine.”

      “Thank god,” she says, burying her face in her hands. “I said so many horrible things to him. To you. Karma, I’m so sorry.”

      “It wasn’t your fault,” I insist. “They wiped your memories, Mads. We were starting to think we would never get you back.”

      Mads hesitates, staring down at her bound hands like she’s never seen them before in her life. “Not just the memories,” she says in a low, scared voice. “They did something else to me, didn’t they? Magic.”

      I bite my lip, unsure what to tell her. “Yes,” I reply at last. “They gave you magic. They actually…” I take a breath. “They made you into one of us. A goddess.”

      Mads swallows hard, looking like she’s going to be sick. “Why would they do this to me?”

      “They needed a puppet,” I reply, shrugging. “And they needed leverage. To them, you were both. But you’re safe now, Mads. You’re here.”

      “But I can’t be a goddess,” she protests, sounding panicked. “I’m not like you, Karma! I’m just a person. There’s nothing special about me. You were always the special one.”

      “That’s not true,” I tell her. “You’ve always been special. They’ve just…made you a little more special, that’s all.”

      Mads chuckles dryly, leaning back against the windowsill and raking a hand through her hair. “Just so you know, Karma, I didn’t sign up for any of this.”

      A relieved burst of laughter bubbles out of me. “There’s that snark,” I say, straightening up. “You’ll be back to your old self in no time.”

      “Do you think we can get rid of it?” she asks, looking up at me. “The magic? Can they reverse it?”

      I would be lying if I told her it’s not something I’ve wondered since touching the orb. Truth be told, I didn’t sign up for any of this, either. I feel like my body isn’t my own anymore, like I’ve been shaped and reshaped by the higher gods so many times that I’ve completely lost track of who I am and what I want. I can only imagine Mads is feeling the same thing, and a surge of pity wells up in me. Tears spring to my eyes, unbidden, as I look down at my best friend—weak, confused, afraid, nothing more than a pawn in the gods’ eyes. “I don’t know,” I reply at last, my voice breaking, even as I say the words. “To tell the truth, I wasn’t even sure if you would remember me.”

      “I didn’t,” Mads confesses. “Not for a long time. I felt like I didn’t know anything, you know? Like nothing was sure, and all I had to go on were the higher gods’ words. They made me think you were the enemy. They brainwashed me.” She begins to tremble, her hands balling into fists. “Those bastards,” she hisses, her blue eyes going icy. “Those fucking bastards.”

      “You took the words right out of my mouth,” I agree, giving her a grim smile.

      “It feels like it’s coming back to me all at once,” she admits, biting her lip. “A bunch of bits and pieces, but the important stuff, at least…” She meets my eyes. “Thank you, Karma,” she says, sounding like she means every word. “You saved me.”

      “You saved yourself,” I reply. “You were the one who remembered. I just gave you a little push. How are you feeling?”

      “Hungry,” is Mads’s immediate reply.

      It’s enough to make me laugh. “I think we can remedy that. Let’s get you out of this room, yeah?”

      “Please,” she says, looking relieved. “I was getting so sick of looking out the window.”

      Together, we make our way out of the room, my heart still fluttering with relief. Mads is back. I got her back. She’s traumatized, and her memories still aren’t all there, but she’s back, and she’s safe with us. Gods, I hadn’t realised just how much I missed her. There’s a lot we’ll need to catch up on, but one thing at a time.

      I kick myself when the door closes behind me, and I look down to see that her hands are still bound. “Shit, sorry,” I mutter. “I almost forgot. Here, let me see your wrists…”

      Mads holds her hands up obligingly, allowing me to begin to work at the mechanisms of the magical cuffs with hands that still aren’t completely steady. I feel dazed, and it takes me a great deal longer than it should have. I can feel Mads watching me as I work, and when I glance up at her, I see that her brows are furrowed as she stares down at my hands. “Tattoos?” she asks, raising an eyebrow. “I didn’t figure you for the type, Karma.”

      “Yeah, me neither,” I reply dryly, finally snapping the cuffs off my friend’s wrists and shoving them into my back pocket. “They weren’t exactly my choice.”

      “What do you mean?”

      I sigh. I was going to have to explain what happened sooner or later, I suppose. “A lot has happened since you…since they changed you,” I confess, a little hesitant to look her in the eyes.

      “What’s wrong, Karma?” she asks, all regard for her own situation vanishing in an instant. It’s so selfless, so like her, that I find myself blinking back tears before I even realise it. “What happened?”

      “They changed me, too,” I reply in a whisper.

      “Xur? Eenta?”

      I shake my head. “Neritous. He kidnapped me, brought me to his warehouse.” I look up at her, my voice not entirely steady. “There were others there, other kids. My siblings. And Ruby.”

      “That cat shifter’s daughter?”

      I nod. “She’s here now, but…she was the only one to make it out.”

      “What are you talking about?”

      I sigh, running a hand through my red curls. “I’m sorry. I’m not making sense. Neritous threatened her. He needed cannon fodder to test against Storm’s mother’s magic. He was trying to find a way to give us her powers. He made me do it, and…” I glance down at my hands, the vine tattoos seeming to mock me.

      “You got her powers?” Mads seems taken aback.

      “That’s not the worst of it,” I breathe, hardly daring to admit to the next part. “He made me attack a city in the U.S. He’s gone completely insane. I didn’t have a choice.”

      Mads swallows as she takes this all in. “I’m sorry,” she says weakly. “I’m sorry I wasn’t there for you.”

      “You’re here for me now,” I reply, “and that’s what matters.” Straightening up and pushing my hair behind my ears, I say, “So do you want to go say hello to the others? To Peyton?”

      “Yes,” she replies without missing a beat. “If…you know, if he still wants to see me.”

      “Of course he does,” I tell her. “He’s been beside himself ever since they changed you. Let’s not keep him waiting.”

      We head down the hallway, Mads leaning on me a little. She reminds me of a small child about to meet new people for the first time. In a sense, I suppose she is. “I’m nervous,” she admits when we reach the top of the stairs.

      “Don’t be,” I murmur. “I’m right here with you.”

      That seems to reinvigorate her somewhat, and we pick up the pace as we descend to the ground floor. Outside in the yard, I can see the justice twins leaning against the fence, engaged in conversation with Michael. The smell of food wafts in from the kitchen, and I can hear mum explaining to Ruby how to tell when steak is done cooking. Peering into the living room, I see Peyton still on the couch. He might as well be a statue, he’s in the exact same position I left him in. Storm is standing by the bay window, arms crossed as he surveys the outside of the house.

      I clear my throat, and that finally gets their attention. Storm turns around and, seeing Mads, bristles defensively. “It’s all right,” I assure him, putting up my hands. “She’s okay now. She’s fine.”

      Peyton lifts his head and stares at Mads like he’s seeing her for the first time. His eyes are wide, and his mouth is opening and closing, but no sound comes out. “Hey,” Mads says quietly, raising a tentative hand to him.

      “Hey,” he echoes, sounding like he can’t quite believe his eyes.

      “Karma…woke me up,” Mads explains, wrapping her arms around herself. “It’s not all back yet, but I remember a lot of it. I remember you.”

      Peyton looks like a man in a dream as he slowly gets to his feet, moving across the room unsteadily and lifting a hand to brush Mads’s shoulder. “It’s really you?” he asks quietly.

      I see a flash of the old Mads then when she grins up at him and replies, “You tell me.” Then she pulls him down into a kiss that seems to catch him off guard, wrapping her arms around his neck while Peyton eagerly reciprocates. They stay like that for a long time, to the point where it might be awkward, but I can’t bring myself to make any sarcastic comments. Seeing them happy together again is worth the discomfort. Storm is watching the exchange too, and I could swear I see the corner of his mouth twitch up when his violet eyes meet mine. I wink at him, making him break into a smile big enough to send warm fuzzies up and down my spine.

      Finally, Peyton pulls away, taking Mads’s hands in his own as he turns to me. “I can’t believe you did it, sis,” he says. “Remind me never to underestimate you again.”

      I snort and wave him off. “Like that’s ever going to happen, Pey.”

      “Is that Madison we hear in there?” comes Hugo’s booming voice, and I turn to see him and Damien making their way in from the dining room.

      “Damn right, it is,” Peyton replies, and I watch as my other brothers swarm around the happy couple, buzzing with relief and excitement. Mum follows soon after, Ruby trailing behind her, and I’m left to stand back and watch the reunion with a contented smile on my face. I’m so distracted that I don’t even realize Storm has approached me until he slips his hand into mine, his thumb brushing gently over my palm.

      I look up at him, and he meets my eyes. “You did well, little one,” he tells me.

      “I did what I had to,” I reply simply. It’s the truth, and right now, it’s all that needs to be said.

      There’s a long moment of silence, and then he glances in the direction of the stairs; realising he probably wants to talk, I allow him to lead me away from the celebrating crowd. They’re going to have a lot to catch up on. There will be time for me to talk to my friend after she’s readjusted to her life here. I can’t imagine what she’s going through right now, having had her memories taken away and then shoved back in like it’s some kind of game. She and Peyton should be able to have their time together, I reason, and besides, it’s not like I’m going anywhere…

      As much as, on some level, I might want to.

      If Storm picks up on my ruminations, he doesn’t give me any indication. He’s always worn his heart on his sleeve, but he can be difficult to read if he wants to be; I don’t know if he even realises how caught up in his own thoughts he can get sometimes. I guess we’re two of a kind in that regard. It looks like he has something on his mind, but I know better than to press him on it. He’ll talk to me if he wants to.

      “Watch the painting,” I warn him as we reach the top of the stairs.

      “It’s all right,” Storm replies, squeezing my hand. “I already learned that lesson the hard way.”

      I raise my eyebrows at him teasingly. “Are you telling me the higher god of weather got caught off guard by an enchanted painting?”

      Storm gives me a haughty frown, but there’s a gleam in his violet eyes that tells me he’s teasing. Shit, I missed that look. “Your family has quite the…collection of artifacts,” he observes noncommittally. “It’s impressive.”

      “You were in jail for four hundred years,” I remind him. “You probably think that cars and cell phone cameras are impressive.”

      “We had access to the news in there, you know,” Storm replies defensively. “I mean, not all of it, but… The important stuff always had a way of getting through to us. Blame it on the fact that there were always new people being brought in.”

      “I still can’t imagine spending all that time in there,” I confess as we approach my room, blissfully not being attacked by the painting this time. Maybe it’s finally learning that higher gods aren’t to be trifled with? “To watch the whole world evolving around you, but not be able to take part in it… It must have been incredibly lonely.”

      “It was,” Storm replies, not sugarcoating it. “There were times when all I wanted to do was be outside again. Times I would have sold my soul just for a chance to take a breath of fresh air or put my feet in a stream.” He shakes his head as I pull open the door to my room, and he has to duck a little so as not to bump into the doorframe. Storm is a tall guy. “Sometimes I wasn’t even sure if I would even…if I would even make it. Part of me wanted to give up then and there, just to make the isolation stop.” He shrugs his broad shoulders, giving me a melancholy smile. “Immortality has its downsides, you know.”

      “So I’m learning,” I admit, “again and again and again.” I sigh, dropping onto my bed, feeling suddenly, overwhelmingly tired. “This whole thing feels like one long nightmare,” I confess, looking up at him. “It’s like one thing ends and another starts, except every time is worse than the last.” I clench my hands into fists and then relax them, my eyes wandering over the intricate vine patterns that now run up my arms. “Was this what it was like for you back there?”

      Storm looks thoughtful, giving me a slow nod before sitting down on the bed next to me. I feel almost ridiculous, sitting here with him in my childhood bedroom, a holdover from a time when everything felt easy and the stakes were never too high. Seeing this all-powerful being in contrast to the innocence of my past feels strange, somehow…foreign. Yet Storm’s expression isn’t unkind, and as he looks around, I could swear I almost see a hint of admiration on his face. “It was,” he replies finally, turning to look at me. “You think there’s only so much you can take, and the next thing you know, something else is happening. Something worse.” He reaches a hand up and brushes the backs of his knuckles over my cheek. His touch is reverent, almost worshipful, and it’s intimidating and alluring all at the same time. I feel a fresh swarm of butterflies in my stomach at the feeling of his warm skin against mine, and have to resist the urge to lean into his touch.

      “How did you get through it?” I ask him, almost afraid to know the answer. Storm is stronger than I am, bolder than I am, more decisive than I am. He was raised as a higher god, with the responsibilities to match. His life has been nothing but suffering and pain at the hands of his conniving relatives. He has the stomach for this life, and the willpower to push forward, even when the world feels like it’s collapsing all around him.

      I don’t have that. I’m weak.

      “I found you,” Storm replies huskily, his voice low and heady. Startled, I meet his purple gaze, pointedly aware of the fact that his hand is still on my face, that our bodies are within inches of each other. “Before I met you,” he says carefully, “I thought that the soft part of me, the…the gentle part, had died. A long time ago. It’s a necessary evil when you’ve lived through the things I have. It’s the way things have to be—you protect what’s yours, you do what you have to do, and you don’t let anyone too close.” Storm takes a ragged breath, a lock of black hair falling into his face as he drops his head. I resist the urge to reach out and brush it out of the way, too entranced by his words to make myself move. “But then…you showed up. You, with your fire, and your energy, and your determination…” He shakes his head, meeting my eyes once more. “Your light. That’s what it was, Karma. It was like you brought light back into my life when I had been living in darkness for so long.”

      I can feel my heart pounding in my ears, adrenaline rushing through me in a cold wave as the intensity of what Storm is saying hits home. “You…really think that?” I ask him quietly.

      Storm nods slowly, the look on his face brooking no argument. “When I first sent you to retrieve that crystal,” he says, “I wasn’t expecting you to come back. Many don’t. And the ones that do…aren’t like you.” He runs his hand down my arm until it meets my own, his fingers intertwining with mine. “You were special. I think I knew that from the minute I first saw you. But the prison makes people cold. That’s what the adopted higher gods do: they take away our humanity. So when you came back out of that river, holding that crystal and looking like you were ready to take on the world in order to get out of there…” Storm runs a hand through his hair, looking like words are failing him. “That was when I knew I was in trouble.”

      I give him a dry laugh, looking down at my lap and realising that my hands are shaking. Storm tightens his grip on me the slightest bit, his big hands steadying mine. “You must not have great taste in women, then,” I joke, unsure what to do with the praise.

      Storm shakes his head grimly. “Hardly,” he says in that low voice, taking my chin in his free hand and turning me to look at him. The affection in his eyes is enough to make my stomach turn to mush. “I love you, Karma,” he tells me, his thumb brushing gently over my bottom lip. “And when this is over, I want to be with you.”

      In spite of the rush of warmth that I feel, the overwhelming desire to tell him yes, I can also feel something coiling up in the pit of my stomach, a resistance that I’ve become familiar with over the past few days. My face falls, and I can feel my shoulders tense up even in spite of myself. “Killian and Seth,” I say, my voice barely above a whisper.

      It’s all that needs to be said. Storm stays still for a long time, still watching me ardently. “I’ve…thought about them,” he admits after a long moment. “And I’ve thought about you. I…” He fidgets, looking suddenly self-conscious. “I realise I haven’t exactly made the best case for myself in this regard,” he says stiffly. “I haven’t been kind to them. Hell, I’ve hurt them.” He licks his lips, clearly unsure of himself, so I give his hand a reassuring squeeze. “What I didn’t realise was that when I hurt them, I was hurting you, too,” he tells me quietly.

      “Storm…,” I say, hardly daring to believe it. “Are you saying…?”

      The weather god clears his throat. “I’m not saying it will be easy,” he admits. “And it will take…time. But the only thing I hate more than the idea of sharing you, Karma, is the idea of bringing you pain. So if that means letting them love you the way I do…” He takes a deep breath. “I’m willing to try.”

      I swear, you can hear my heart melting. “Storm,” I murmur, wrapping my arms around his neck, “I love you too.”

      That seems to do it for him, as almost instantly he’s rolling me over, pushing me back on the bed as he peppers me with frantic kisses. I bask in his touch, the catharsis a hundred times more spectacular than I could have ever expected, and soon we’re a mess of pawing hands and lips, murmuring things to each other as we come undone in each other’s arms. Somehow he gets my clothes off, and I help him with his, even as his hands are on my breasts, on my hips, easing down to that place between my thighs and coaxing sounds out of me that I didn’t even know I was capable of. He takes his time with it, nudging my legs apart with his thigh as he allows his fingers to continue their work, sending waves of pleasure through my body with even the slightest movement. I’m like clay in his hands, coming undone at his touch, and from the sounds the storm god is making, he’s feeling similarly.

      I buck my hips instinctively into Storm’s hand as he gradually increases his pace, the thumb on my clit working in tight circles while he palms my breast with his free hand, his purple eyes boring into me. His lips muffle my desperate cry as my orgasm hits me full force, leaving me trembling in his arms as he shelters me with his muscular body.

      “I love you,” I tell him again once I’m finally able to articulate, and that seems to set him off.

      Storm growls my name and settles between my legs, a hand on my thigh as he pushes into me with a long stroke that leaves me gasping. He gives me some time to adjust before he starts to move, his mouth pressed to my neck while I tangle my hands in his hair. His pace is quick and intense, every shift of his hips feeling like it’s lighting me on fire as he pulls my body against his. I can already feel another orgasm on the heels of my last one, and before long I’m seeing stars, moaning breathlessly against his lips as he makes love to me like there’s no tomorrow. I come again moments before he does, his hips stuttering as he finishes inside me and buries his face in my shoulder while we catch our breaths. Dazed, I run my hands through his hair as I stare up at the ceiling, for once without words.

      I shiver when he pulls out of me, collapsing next to me on the bed and allowing me to nuzzle my face into his chest. “Please don’t go,” I implore him when I feel him move. “I don’t want to be alone.”

      “You’re not alone, Karma,” Storm murmurs, pressing a kiss to the top of my head while his hands run absently up and down my back. “You never were.”
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      “We need to talk,” dad announces that evening as we sit down around the dinner table. He’s addressing all of us, and I can tell by the tone of his voice that he means business. Hugo and Damien quiet down at their end of the table, while Peyton puts a comforting arm around Mads’s shoulders, squeezing her tightly once before letting her go. I’m seated between Storm and Killian, with Seth in the spot across from me; the guys’ proximity gives me more strength than I thought possible. In the aftermath of my time with Storm, it seems like some of the tension has eased up between them, and I have to give the weather god credit for the effort he’s clearly putting into this. It’s heartwarming, and even if they haven’t gone to being best friends overnight, there’s an air of tentative compromise between the three of them that I recognise without them needing to say anything. Granted, it’s only been a day, but still…progress is progress.

      “Go ahead, honey,” mum says, setting her silverware aside to look at dad.

      “I’m not all that familiar with…you know, magic,” he says, making a vague gesture towards the assembled supernatural beings. “It’s a little weird being the only human here, actually.” He grins self-deprecatingly. “But that’s not the point. The point is, sooner or later we’re going to have to decide what to do. About this Neritous situation.”

      It’s something I’ve thought about, myself. We’ve only been here a few days, but I’m already starting to get anxious, and I can tell I’m not the only one. We’re all waiting for the next development, the next catastrophe, and the air of tension that’s permeated the house hasn’t managed to dissipate entirely. It’s yet another reminder of the fact that there are other people involved in this.

      Seth clears his throat. “Mr. Kismet has a point,” he agrees, still sounding absurdly formal, but I know better than to expect any different. It’s charming in its own way. “It would be naive to expect him to leave us alone, especially when we’re camping out at your childhood home, Karma. We’re like sitting ducks in here.”

      “Not exactly,” mum puts in. “I’ve put anti-magic wards on all the doors. Nothing super fancy, but it’s the best we can afford. The barrier should keep all but the most powerful gods away from the house.”

      “Unluckily for us,” I reply grimly, “Neritous is one of the most powerful gods. And Seth is right. As much as I hate to say it, they’re going to have ways of tracking us down sooner or later.” One glance at Killian, who gives me a curt nod, is enough to tell me I’m right. The justice twins weren’t even high ranking in the godly hierarchy when they came after me, and they were still able to track me down in no time flat. It would be naive to think we’re out of the woods, and it makes me go crazy with worry.

      “If I may,” Storm speaks up, resting his hands on the table, “I think it would be prudent to consider all our options. We need to pick our priority. Whether that’s hunting Neritous down or getting as far away as possible, we can’t stay here much longer.” His eyes meet Seth’s, and he nods at the justice twin in silent support of what he said earlier. Am I fucking dreaming, or are they actually getting along?

      “There’s also the question of Mads,” Peyton pipes up. “She needs—”

      “I can speak for myself,” Mads interjects teasingly, giving him a playful nudge with her elbow. “I’d like to see about getting rid of these powers, if we can. And if not…” She takes a shaky breath. “Then I guess I’m going to have to learn to use them. Really use them, I mean, not just channel them like I did the day that I…” She clears her throat, dropping her gaze. “The day that I fought you, Karma.”

      “You weren’t yourself,” I remind her and then glance over at Ruby, who is picking at her food on the other side of the table. “We can’t forget about the little one, either. Jade’s name needs to be cleared.”

      “So we have a lot of loose ends and no idea where to start,” huffs Damien, crossing his arms. “Sounds about right, actually.”

      Hugo elbows him. “You’re supposed to be the optimistic one, here.”

      Damien snorts and waves him off. “So what do we do?”

      “I can reach out to some of my contacts,” Seth suggests, leaning back in his chair. “No guarantees, especially now, though. I’m not sure how many of them will be on our side, or if Neritous has already poisoned them against me, but it’s worth a shot. In the meantime, we need to figure out a way of getting back to England without drawing attention to ourselves.”

      “Easier said than done,” Killian remarks dryly, “and that’s without the talking goat following us.”

      “I’ll look into it,” mum promises. “But no more shop talk at the table, guys. Neritous might have ruined our lives, but I’m not about to let him ruin dinner hour, too.”

      I guess I should know by now that nothing is ever as easy as it seems when you’re making a plan. I should probably have figured out, as well, that it’s always when you start getting comfortable that something horrible happens. That’s been the story of my life these past weeks, and I was an idiot to ever get complacent. Yet, somehow, I manage to sleep well that night, between the justice twins, secure in the knowledge that no matter what else happens, the trio is working out their differences.

      That’s where the relief ends, though. I’m in the midst of a lovely dream about hiking in the mountains with Mads when my sleep is brought to a screeching halt; the sound of an explosion, nearly deafening in its volume, shatters the fog of dreams, sending my heart racing. At first my sleep-addled brain convinces me that, too, was part of the dream, and I roll over, snuggling deeper into Killian’s arms…but then the sounds of the guys stirring has me coming to my senses, and I realise with a jolt of dread that this is no dream. I bolt up into a sitting position, eyes wide as I wonder what the hell just happened, and that’s when a second, louder blast sounds, close enough to us that I can feel the vibrations of it rumbling through the floor.

      “Guys,” I begin, but Storm is already sitting up, and Seth has swung his legs onto the floor. Killian is the last to wake up, and it takes some nudging for me to get him to open his eyes. “What’s going on?” I hiss, glancing frantically around at the others. Elsewhere in the house, I can hear the voices of the others as they get up; lights are coming on in the corridor as we all try to make sense of what happened.

      “I have no idea,” Seth replies. “Maybe—”

      But that’s when a third, final blast, this one even more intense than the others, explodes all around us, shaking the foundations of the house and nearly bowling me over with its sheer force. I jerk instinctively to the left, rolling over Seth and off the bed before I’m even aware that I’m scrambling to get away from…whatever it was. The world is upside-down for a moment, and part of me wonders if this is it, if the whole house is about to go up in flames at any time, but a cautious whiff of the air doesn’t alert me to fire, which is good. As for the rest of it, though…

      A strong hand grips my upper arm, firm but gentle, and helps me to my feet. I turn to see Storm peering down at me. It’s still dark outside, and the light is limited to the moonlight streaming in through the slats of my window. “Are you all right?” Storm demands, his eyes searching mine in the darkness.

      I nod, realise he probably can’t see me, and struggle to find my voice. “I’m fine,” I reply. “Are you okay? What about the others?”

      “I’m good,” Seth replies, standing up with a low groan, “although you hit me pretty hard in the chest back there.”

      “Sorry,” I murmur, still on edge. My body is flooded with adrenaline, and I’m expecting another explosion any second. “Killian…?”

      “Good, fine,” the other justice god mumbles, his voice still sounding bleary with sleep. “Was having a nice dream, though.”

      “You and me both,” I inform him grimly. “We need to get out of here. Where’s the rest of my family?”

      As if on cue, the sound of mum’s voice echoes down the hallway faintly. “Karma? Hugo, Peyton?”

      “I’m in here,” I yell out. My eyes are only just now adjusting to the darkness, and I fumble my way to the bedroom door, reaching a hand out behind me instinctively. A larger, warm hand takes it, and even though I can’t be sure whose it is, the sensation fills me with comfort. “We’re here, we’re okay!”

      “What the hell was that?” I can hear Peyton’s voice coming from the other direction, along with the frantic sounds of Hugo and Damien stumbling down the hallway.

      I manage to get the door open and step out into the corridor, which is only marginally better lit than my bedroom. I can see mum and dad in the doorway to their room, staring around with wide eyes, still dressed in their sleeping clothes. Hugo and Damien are working their way down the hall, and then I see the confused face of Peyton peering out from the room he and Mads have been sharing. He’s standing in front of her in a protective stance. “Is everyone okay?” I demand, aware that my voice is shaking.

      “I think so,” Peyton replies as the group comes together in the middle of the hallway. “Unless—”

      “Wait,” I say, my heart suddenly hammering in my chest, “where’s Ruby?”

      Mum and dad exchange a terrified look before bolting in the direction of the guest room where the young girl is staying for the time being. In a panic, I wrench myself free of the guys and sprint after them, my head already filling with visions of her caught up in the blast. For a moment, none of us speaks, but then I catch the soft sound of whimpering. Before I’m even aware of it, I’m pushing between my parents and scrambling to her bed where she’s curled up and looking frantically around. Her eyes are glassy with tears, but her terror seems to diminish a little when she sees me. “Karma!” she cries out, stumbling out of bed and running into my arms.

      I pull her close, murmuring soothingly to her as I stroke her hair. “It’s okay, it’s okay. I’m here, Ruby.”

      “What happened?” she asks, her shoulders shaking.

      “The house seems okay,” dad begins, but mum is already making a beeline for the window.

      “It’s not the house,” she says, eyes narrowing as she peers out through the blinds. “It’s the barrier. Someone is attacking it.”

      “You said it would hold against most gods,” protests Peyton as he and the others cluster in the doorway, each trying to get a glimpse of whatever is going on outside.

      “Most gods,” mum replies, and my heart immediately sinks.

      “He’s here, isn’t he?” I ask, my voice barely above a whisper. “Neritous is here.”

      Mum gives me a slow nod. “And he has others with him.”

      I creep up to look over her shoulder, catching a glimpse of several shadowy figures in the dim light of the street lamps outside. The noise will have woken up other people on the street, but that only fills me with more dread: clearly, they aren’t planning on sticking around to get caught. I can make out the forms of Kjetli and Ivar, and before my eyes, there’s another violent flash of white light as they summon an orb of magic. The orb slams into the barrier at the front of the house, the invisible wall causing the energy to dissipate in a shower of sparks…but one look makes it clear to me that it’s weakening, the wards being pushed to their limit.

      “What do we do?” asks Peyton.

      “Where’s Kit?” asks Killian. “Maybe he can teleport us out of here.”

      “He was downstairs, last time I saw him,” mum replies. “We could—”

      But we’re interrupted by the sound of another blast, this one bright purple. The other twin’s magic, no doubt. I’m still not sure what kind of gods they are, but seeing them in action tells me that, whatever they are, they’re powerful. And if they’re working against us, that’s a problem.

      Storm is already backing out of the room. I grab him by the arm. “Where are you—”

      “We can’t bank on them not getting in,” he replies, sounding urgent. “We’re going to have to fight them.”

      “There are more of us…,” acknowledges Hugo, his voice trailing off.

      “But they’re more powerful,” Seth protests. “We need to get out. This is exactly what I was afraid of.”

      I take Ruby’s hand and lead her as we make our way out of the room and down the hallway. Golden sparks are already crackling between the justice twins’ fingers as they warm up their own magic, and even Mads looks ready to fight. Rolling my shoulders, I reach for my power, the now familiar green lightning glowing against my skin. I know I could try to use my new abilities, but there’s no way in hell I’m touching those again. Not after seeing what they did to the last city.

      “Maybe we can reinforce the barricade,” mum suggests as we flock into the living room. “I’ve got a few extra warding charms around here somewhere…”

      But a third and final explosion sounds from outside the front door, lighting up the night sky in a show of purple, red, and white. They’ve combined their powers, and that’s more than enough to take down the barrier, which seems to fragment and shatter right in front of us like glass. The sound is deafening, and I feel Killian pull me closer as we watch in horror, shielding my body with his own. The power of the blast, now unhindered by the barrier, causes the front windows to explode, showering us with bits of broken glass as the light momentarily blinds us. Storm steps in front of me, ready to charge outside, but he doesn’t even make it to the door before the doorknob flies off, nearly hitting Damien in the process. “What the hell?” he yells, but there’s no need to answer his question.

      Neritous, Kjetli, and Ivar walk up the front steps. I feel paralysed with fear as I watch Neritous reach out nonchalantly and push open the door, as if he were walking into a convenience store and not forcibly breaking into someone’s home. The others follow him, turning to look at us with vaguely amused expressions on their faces. Like this is all some big joke to them. It’s enough to make me clench my hands into fists, staring them down with seething rage on my face.

      “Ah, Karma,” Neritous says, pausing in the foyer and putting his hands behind his back. “So good to see you again.”

      “Wish I could say the same thing to you,” I spit back. “Actually, wait. No, I don’t.”

      He gives a condescending chuckle. “You really are a spitfire, aren’t you, Karma? I guess I should have expected as much, considering you’re my daughter.”

      “Don’t you dare call me that,” I hiss. “You’re no father of mine.”

      Neritous lets out a long sigh, shrugging. “If you say so, Karma. But the sooner you can learn to embrace it, the easier this will be for all of us.”

      “Oh, sure,” Killian snaps, taking a step forward. “Just like you forced her to ‘embrace’ her powers back in the States? Just like when you turned your own children against the rest of the gods?”

      Neritous rounds on Killian, his eyes flashing. “That’s awfully bold coming from someone who abandoned their station in favour of following a pretty face around the world,” he says coldly. Killian bristles at that, and I start forward, but Seth’s hand flies out to stop me. I know Neritous is just trying to get a rise out of me, but I can’t help it. He knows exactly which buttons to press, exactly what to say to go right for the jugular. “What, don’t you agree?” he asks, crossing his arms and taking a step forward. I wish I could say I didn’t flinch away, but I do, and I hate myself for it. “You two were some of the most feared justice gods in the entire world,” he continues, taking another step closer. “You had the supernatural community in the palms of your hands. All that power, wasted, and for what? A little girl who doesn’t even understand her own birthright?” He shakes his head like he’s disappointed.

      “Don’t listen to him,” hisses Mads, and out of the corner of my eye I can see blue sparks beginning to flicker around her hair like a halo. I’m not sure she’s even aware it’s happening, but the extent of her power is clear, and so is the extent of her anger. “He’s trying to make you turn on us.”

      “Believe me,” Seth replies grimly, dropping his hand, but not before giving mine a gentle squeeze, “we’re not going anywhere.”

      “That’s a shame,” Neritous replies. “Well, no matter, I suppose. There will be others along to replace you sooner or later. That’s the way of things.”

      “The way of things?” I demand, my face twisted with anger.

      “Karma,” dad says, clearly worried that I’m about to make the situation worse—and honestly, who can blame him?—but I don’t listen.

      “You think this is right?” I ask, sweeping an arm around at the destruction that’s already taken place. “You think this is the way things should be? Innocent gods being thrown in prison without a fair trial? Making decisions that kill countless humans, all for the sake of your precious new world order?”

      “Last I checked,” Neritous replies, his voice still sounding aggravatingly level headed, “you were the one who levelled that city. Not me.”

      “You made me,” I protest, practically yelling now. I know I should be making a plan, trying to find a way out of this, especially since the twins are still staring at us with their hawk-like eyes, but I can’t help it. My anger and fear are combining into a hurricane of emotions, none of them useful in the moment. “Just like you made the rest of your kids help you.”

      “Made?” Neritous asks, spreading his arms out and looking to the twins for backup. “Since when do these fine young men not want to be here?”

      “He’s right,” Ivar affirms, his expression grim. “We’re here because we want to be. Father has a vision, Karma. And the sooner you accept that, the sooner things can go back to the way they’re meant to be.”

      “Things were never meant to be this way,” Storm growls. “My mother is dead because of you.”

      “And now her power runs through Karma’s veins,” agrees Neritous. “Fitting, isn’t it? But enough stalling.” He rounds on me, a calculating look in his eyes that I don’t like one bit. “This brings us to the job at hand,” he says, nodding in my direction. “Karma, if you would be so kind as to pass those powers on to the rest of us, we would greatly appreciate it.”

      “And if I say no?” I ask, the corner of my mouth twitching up.

      “You won’t,” Neritous replies. “Not if you know what’s good for you.”

      “You son of a bitch,” Peyton shouts, lurching forward. I can see the anger on his face, the sympathy for what Mads has been through and the frustration at how sickeningly cavalier it all is. “Who gave you the right to play god?”

      Neritous bursts out laughing at that. The sound is like nails on a chalkboard. “Have you forgotten, you dense boy?” he demands. “We are gods.” As if to demonstrate, he extends his hand lazily, and a bolt of red lightning erupts across the room. It strikes Peyton squarely in the chest, sending him flying back, and he hits the far wall with a thud.

      “Peyton!” Mads yells, bolting in his direction. I don’t dare look, afraid of what I’ll see, but I’m relieved when I see he’s still breathing. Just unconscious.

      “I think I’ve made my point, don’t you?” Neritous continues. “You give us your powers, Karma. Otherwise, things will become…unpleasant.”

      I glance over my shoulder at my parents, who are watching the exchange with tense looks on their faces, and then back at the guys, who seem torn. My stomach drops when I realise this is shaping up to be violent, and with Mads untrained and Peyton out of commission, I’m liking our odds less and less by the second. “What will you do?” I ask Neritous finally, taking a tentative step forward. Storm looks like he wants to stop me, but I touch his arm and shake my head. “What will you do with these powers if I give them to you?”

      “That’s hardly any of your concern.”

      “Will you leave me and my family alone?” I persist. “Will you let Dominic and Ruby go, and let us have our lives back?”

      Neritous shakes his head slowly, looking almost disappointed. “You’re mistaken if you think you’ll ever be able to go back to your lives after this,” he informs me. “Any of you.”

      “Then go to hell,” I reply without a second thought.

      Neritous eyes me for a long moment before wordlessly turning and extending his hand once more. A second, thicker bolt of red lightning bursts forward, except this one doesn’t strike Peyton; it veers to the left, where my other brothers are standing, and before any of us can react, Hugo is on the floor. The smell of burned flesh is acrid and nauseating, and as soon as I look at him, I’m wishing I didn’t; there’s a smoking hole in his chest, and his eyes are wide and staring.

      Hugo is dead.

      Mum lets out a keening wail and runs to his body, dad on her heels, and I watch as they collapse by Hugo’s body, the grief washing over me in a wave. Tears are already streaming down my face as I turn back to Neritous. “How could you?” I demand.

      “As I said,” he replies, “the sooner you cooperate, the easier this will be for all of you. I’m done playing games.” He extends his hand to me, and I can feel myself moving to join him, in spite of the voice in my head screaming at me not to. “If you would be so kind…,” he says, and there’s no need to finish the sentence.

      My breath shaky, tears tracing hot paths down my cheeks, I close my eyes and reach for the unfamiliar life magic that now runs through me. It’s hot, overwhelming in its power, and I know all I have to do to access it is open up and let it out. So I do, channelling my grief and shock into a burst of green energy that emerges from my hands and forms into a sphere, much like the one Neritous made me touch. The others watch, eyes wide, as it levitates higher and higher off the ground, pulsating with an incomprehensible amount of power…and then, in an instant, it dissipates, a bolt of power striking Neritous and each twin in the chest.

      The transformation is powerful and instantaneous. I watch as the magic lifts them off their feet, vine tattoos snaking up their arms as their bodies glow with the green light of life magic. So this is it, I think grimly. This is how he finally wins. But there’s nothing for it; the sounds of mum’s heartbroken sobs are enough to make me sure of that.

      After what feels like ages of watching their power build, the intruders finally drop to the ground, their new tattoos a horrible reminder of the magic we now share. Neritous gets to his feet slowly, staring down at his hands. “Yes,” he breathes, his face lighting up. “Finally.”

      The twins get to their feet, exchanging a wondering look as they process what’s happened. The rest of us are left to watch them turn and wordlessly head out the door, as casually as if they were wrapping up a normal family visit. Neritous follows them, pausing briefly in the doorway to meet my gaze and smile. “Thank you,” he says, and the words are like a knife to the heart. “I won’t be requiring any more of your services at this time.”

      Like it’s my fecking job.

      With that, he walks out the door, leaving us in the midst of the fruits of his destruction. I watch him go for a long moment, trembling.

      And then, finally, I give myself permission to cry.
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      It feels like the world has shrunk to a point in front of me. Sound seems to ebb and flow, and in spite of the fact that my brother is lying dead in the corner of our living room, all I can seem to do is stare down at my hands. The vine tattoos seem to stare up at me like they’re issuing a challenge, and I’m helpless to do anything other than give in. The tears are coming before I even realise it, pricking at my eyes before spilling over and rolling down my cheeks like a waterfall. And then I’m sobbing, my shoulders shaking with the force of my grief as I slowly sink onto the floor, still unable to do anything other than look down at myself in horror. The room blurs with tears, and the sounds of the others around me make me feel like I’m underwater. Vaguely, I’m aware of my mother sobbing, and the sound of my dad’s broken voice as he does his best to comfort her, but it’s clear even without looking that he’s struggling to hold it together. This is my fault, I think, and the tears come even harder. I did this. It’s my fault. If I hadn’t said no to him, if I had just given him what he wanted…

      I nearly jump out of my skin when a hand drops to my shoulder, and I look up to see Killian staring down at me, his face a grimace of sympathy and despair. Storm is watching us from the corner, his arms crossed over his chest, and it’s clear that he doesn’t know what to do. Seth, too, seems out of his element as he swallows hard, looking like he doesn’t know what to do with himself. I can’t blame him; the guys didn’t know Hugo the way they know me, but that doesn’t make it any harder to witness. Realising that I’m shaking, I lean into Killian’s touch without meaning to, reaching up to grip his hand like a vise as I do my best to compose myself. “Here,” he murmurs, covering my hand with his own, “let me help you.”

      I can’t even bring myself to resist, instead letting him pull me gently to my feet and envelop me in his strong arms. I bury my face in his chest like a child as he strokes my hair gently, treating me as delicately as if I were made of porcelain, and as haughty as I can be, I don’t even object. Right now, I feel like the smallest touch could shatter me. I continue to cry, aware that I’m staining his shirt with tears but unable to help it. “Shh,” he murmurs, pressing his lips to the crown of my head. “It’s okay. Let it out.” That only seems to bring on more tears, and my grip on him tightens almost instinctively.

      Hugo is dead. Hugo is dead. Hugo is dead. It doesn’t seem real. At any minute, I’m going to wake up safe and sound in my bed and sigh with relief when I realise this was all just a bad dream. Hugo is dead and it’s my fault. Hugo is dead and it’s my fault. Hugo is dead and it’s my—

      “That bastard,” comes Peyton’s voice, sounding broken and ragged, drawing my attention and forcing me to look away from Killian. “That conniving, selfish son of a bitch.”

      “He doesn’t care about anyone or anything,” Mads concurs, and I see that she’s rubbing his back, doing her best to soothe him. “That much is clear.”

      “My poor baby,” mum wails, dropping her head as her shoulders heave with sobs. Dad does his best to pull her away from Hugo’s body, but she’s not having any of it, flinging his hands off herself without so much as a second glance as she allows her grief to take her over. Damien is standing in the far corner of the room, tears silently streaming down his face, and I see that his hands are clenched into fists at his sides. His face is a mask of pain. He and Hugo were always close, closer to each other than I was to either of them. Their relationship always reminded me a little of my own relationship with Peyton, and my heart goes out to him even as it breaks. He had a life. He had a partner. He had people who loved him. And now he’s been snatched away because I was too stubborn to realise when I was outmatched.

      Before I’m even aware I’m doing it, I’m turning to look at Hugo’s body, and an instant later I’m regretting it. The hole in his chest where the lightning struck is still smouldering, the noxious smell of death and scorched skin permeating the entire house. His muscles are already going rigid, and his eyes are wide and staring, glossing over right in front of us. His face is frozen in an expression of panic and surprise, his mouth twisted in a half-grimace that hurts me more the longer I look at it. “Close his eyes,” I say, my voice shaking. I’m not even sure who I’m talking to. “Please, just…close them.”

      Dad swallows hard and nods to me before squatting down and smoothing his palm over Hugo’s eyes, gently urging them closed. It helps, but only a little; it feels like my guilt has taken on human form and is now staring lifelessly up at me, coaxing more and more tears out of me. “I…,” I say, my voice sounding foreign even to my own ears. “I can’t… He’s…” But nothing coherent seems to form, and even doing something as simple as remaining standing suddenly feels like too much. For a moment I sway on my feet, and Killian, who was in the process of going to help them move the body, turns back around. Storm gets to me first, though, putting his muscular arm around my waist and allowing me to sag against him, my legs now feeling like jelly.

      “Karma,” the weather god murmurs in my ear, his voice gentle but firm, “you need to lie down.”

      The suggestion rubs me the wrong way, and I find myself lashing out without meaning to. “No, I don’t,” I snap, trying desperately to free myself of his grip. “Get off me! I need Hugo! I need my brother! I need…” But Storm’s grip holds fast, and he gently fends off my flailing arms, taking hold of my wrists and pulling me into his arms. I begin to sob again, the fight going out of me, and this time when Storm pulls me away, I don’t resist. Moving slowly, he puts an arm beneath my legs and lifts me up, carrying me like a child as he takes a few steps back.

      “I’m going to take her upstairs,” he announces. “She’s in shock, I think.”

      Mum doesn’t even seem to hear him, but dad manages to look up through his tears and give Storm a curt nod. Neither of the justice twins objects as the storm god carries me upstairs, away from the sounds of grief, and takes me to my room. Even after he closes the door, I can still hear my mother’s wailing downstairs, and the sound just makes me cry harder. For all the pain I’m in, hers must be worse; no mother deserves to watch her own child die in front of her.

      Gingerly, Storm deposits me on my bed, the sheets still rumpled from our hasty departure when the attack happened. It already feels like a lifetime ago, even though it’s only been a few minutes. He moves to sit beside me on the comforter, helping me to prop my head up against a pillow before brushing the tear-stained red curls out of my face. “It’s okay, Karma,” he murmurs, his tone calm and soothing. “I’m here. We’re all here. Just breathe.”

      “You’re not all here,” I protest, my voice cracking even as I say it. “Hugo’s dead. He’s dead because of me.”

      Storm’s violet eyes go steely at that, his lips pressing together. “Hey, stop. Look at me, little one,” he says, taking my chin in his hand and turning my head so that I meet his gaze. “This wasn’t your fault,” he says, but even the conviction in his tone isn’t enough to convince me, and I can only shake my head numbly.

      “This doesn’t feel real,” I mutter, staring down at the bedspread like it might burst into flames at any minute. It would be no less than what I deserve, I think bitterly.

      “I know,” he says, using his thumbs to wipe the tears off my cheeks. “It never does, I think.” I just stare at him for a moment, not comprehending, and he sighs, pinching the bridge of his nose. For someone I know is immortal, he looks more tired right now than he ever has before. “Back at the prison,” he says slowly, “I saw a great deal of death. More than my fair share. It was part of living in a place where people spent their whole lives.”

      “This is different,” I insist. “Those prisoners didn’t die because of your mistake.”

      “You were trying to do the right thing,” Storm replies, still rubbing tender circles over my cheekbones. His touch feels like the only thing keeping me grounded in reality. “You were trying to prevent more death. After what happened to San Francisco…” He seems to realise his mistake, his eyes going wide as a fresh bout of sobbing takes me over. “That wasn’t your fault, either,” he insists, pulling me into his embrace once more.

      “You keep saying that,” I mutter.

      “That’s because it’s true. None of this—none of what’s happened to us—has been your fault, Karma. And I’m going to keep reminding you of that until you believe it.”

      Sniffling, I pull back to look him in the eyes. “All the people who died in San Francisco, and this still hits harder.”

      “He was your brother,” Storm replies simply. It’s all that needs to be said. I bury my face in my hands. “He was your brother, and he loved you.”

      “I loved him, too,” I murmur.

      For a while, neither of us speaks, and then Storm clears his throat. “We will need to have a funeral,” he says. “It’s the least we can do, to honour him.”

      I nod. “I don’t… I mean, I’ve never…”

      “Don’t worry about that, little one,” Storm tells me. “Killian, Seth, and I will help. You and your family deserve time to grieve.”

      “Thank you,” I whisper, reaching out to touch his cheek. “I mean it.”

      “I know you do, Karma,” Storm murmurs. “Now get some rest.”

      “I don’t know if I can sleep,” I confess. Truthfully, I’m exhausted, but I’m afraid of what dreams might come in the aftermath of what’s happened.

      “I’ll stay here with you,” the storm god offers. “If you want, of course.”

      “Yes,” I say, nodding. “Yeah, I… please.” The bright white agony is giving way to numbness, shock, and disbelief. The only other death I’ve witnessed was Jade’s, and I only knew her for a few days before being swept off into Xur’s dominion. Somehow, the idea of having time to process this makes the whole thing even more painful.

      Moving slowly, like he doesn’t want to cause me undue stress, Storm helps me under the covers before climbing in beside me and wrapping his arm around my shoulders. To his credit, he doesn’t mumble platitudes or make half-hearted reassurances that it’s all going to be okay. He’s seen enough death in his four hundred years to know without asking that the world is coming down around me right now. Instead, he just runs his hands through my hair in the same simple, soothing movement, and in spite of my fear, I can feel the fatigue hitting me like a freight train. The world dims around me, and when sleep finally comes, it’s a mercy.
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      I’ve always hated funerals. Granted, until this period in my life, I’ve been fortunate not to have very much experience with death in general, but what little I had before doesn’t make me feel any better. I remember the time we went to the funeral of my dad’s mother, back when I was in primary school, and it was one of the most miserable occasions of my life. I had never seen so many people so broken up by something, so utterly devastated, and I think that was when, in my young girl’s mind, I finally realised that death was permanent. There’s no getting away from it, no fixing it with magic; it’s the one thing that being a supernatural being won’t let you escape. And watching a slew of grieving relatives taking turns making speeches, half-delirious from the sadness and the exhaustion, was a grim reminder that some things are permanent, no matter how cruel or unjust.

      I find myself thinking back to that moment now as we file into the small chapel on the outskirts of town, a horrible sinking feeling settling in my stomach. This is the day we lay Hugo to rest, and I don’t know if I can bear it. I’m trailing behind the others, and I find myself stopping dead in my tracks before I climb the steps, my breath hitching in my chest. You would think I would be all cried out by now, but you would be wrong; I’m starting to think grief is just going to become my default state sooner or later.

      As if sensing my apprehension, Seth comes to a stop next to me, reaching out tentatively and putting his hand on the small of my back. “Hey,” he murmurs. “It’s all right. I’m here. We’re here.”

      I sniffle and look up at him with a half-hearted smile, nodding once. I can see Storm and Killian lingering by the entrance to the chapel; they’re all dressed in suits, although I don’t remember them ever going to pick them out. That said, I don’t remember much of the last few days. It’s been like one long nightmare, a hazy reel of blurry, grief-stricken memories with me in the middle. I have to give the guys credit, though; Storm was true to his word, and they took charge of the funeral planning. If the situation weren’t so tragic, it might even have been endearing watching them looking at venues and trying to figure out what goes into this kind of a service. They eventually settled on a small, nondenominational chapel far enough from the downtown area that it shouldn’t make us a target. In spite of Neritous’s assurance that he didn’t need anything more from me, I can’t help but wonder if that was just another lie. For all we know, they could be waiting for us around the next corner, ready to destroy us all with their green magic, and, as melodramatic as it might sound, I don’t think that would be more than I deserve. At least then I would be able to stop hating myself for the role I played in Hugo’s death. Killian and Storm repaired the front door and windows, while Seth went back out to track down more protection charms, just in case, which I appreciate; the only thing worse than what’s already happened would be for another one of my family members to get hurt because of me.

      “It’s going to be all right,” Seth assures me, his hand warm and steady on my back. “Now you can finally have closure.”

      Closure. Right. I’m beginning to think I won’t ever have closure until Neritous is dead, and maybe not even then, but I don’t have the energy to try to explain that now. Instead, all I can do is nod and allow Seth to take my hand and lead me inside the chapel. It’s well-lit, nothing too sombre, which I appreciate. Hugo would have wanted something like this, considering how lighthearted he was. I know he wouldn’t have wanted to see me destroying myself the way I am, but I can’t help it. I haven’t eaten in days, and even with the guys around to give me support, nothing can chase away the demons in my mind right now. All I can do is hope that this sendoff will put my weary mind at ease, at least for a little while.

      Mum, dad, Damien, and Peyton are sitting in the front pew, while Mads, Killian, and Storm have taken seats a respectable distance behind them. Seth gives my hand a final squeeze before he goes to join them, leaving me to make my slow, shaky way to the front, where I slide in next to Peyton. He has his head bowed, his brow furrowed, and for a moment I’m not sure what he’s doing…until I realise that he’s praying. A god himself, and he’s actually praying. I can’t blame him.

      There was some discussion about whether we should invite Hugo’s girlfriend. She needed to know, that much was obvious. Even back in Scotland, she always kept in regular touch with Hugo, and the last thing any of us wanted was to cause her undue worry. Mum was insistent near the beginning that she be allowed to attend the funeral, but the rest of us knew that was a bad idea. Just because she knows about the existence of gods doesn’t mean she’s ready for the truth about what happened, and it would be even worse for another innocent to get wrapped up in Neritous’s schemes. He’s victimised too many people already. In the end, we settled on telling her that there would be no service, and although she was devastated, she understood; Hugo was never very much of a traditionalist.

      Other than us, there is nobody else at the funeral. It breaks my heart to see the chapel practically empty, but I also know that involving any of his many friends and acquaintances would only put them in danger, too, so I force myself not to get choked up as dad goes to the podium to address the nearly-empty room. “Thank you, all of you,” he says, his voice cracking, and I can see the dark circles under his eyes. “This can’t have been an easy thing to put together on such short notice, but it brings me some relief to know that we can send…” He struggles for a moment, raising a hand as he tries to compose himself, before continuing. “It brings me some relief to know that we can put Hugo to rest today.”

      I glance over at the coffin behind dad, which is closed; the magic rendered his corpse almost unrecognisable, and I think we would all rather remember him the way he was in life.

      Dad clears his throat. “I’ll keep this brief, since time is, unfortunately, of the essence. Hugo was my son, and I loved him. I remember the day he was born. He cried blue murder and scared the living daylights out of us all.” He nods in mum’s direction, and she gives him a sad smile of acknowledgement. “But I couldn’t have asked for a better son. Even as a child, he was always full of life and joy. No joke was ever unfunny to him, and he had this…way of looking at the world like it could be good even when it’s dark. I think that’s what I’ll remember most about him, and…” He swallows, clearly getting choked up. “And I think that’s what we should all remember: what a bright, optimistic, and kind man he was. I hope, wherever he is now, he can continue to share that love and joy.” Bowing his head, he murmurs, “Thank you,” and then backs away from the podium.

      I can already feel my throat getting thick again, my eyes prickling with unshed tears as I watch mum slowly get to her feet, hobbling up to the podium on unsteady legs. She’s been utterly inconsolable for the past few days, going back and forth between spending all day in bed and working herself to death in the garden. Michael was in the dark about what happened for a while, an unfortunate casualty of our distraction, and when mum finally let him know that Hugo was gone, he spent the next day lying by the tree, his head on the ground and his eyes downcast. It’s a shame that he can’t be here today, but a goat in a church would draw raised eyebrows, and the last thing we need right now is attention.

      Mum stumbles through her eulogy, going back and forth between memories of Hugo as a baby and times that made an impression on her when he was older. She doesn’t bother to hide her tears, soldiering bravely through the speech like the fighter that she’s always been. I wish I could be more like her, sometimes. Letting her emotions out does seem to make her feel marginally better, and when she returns to her seat, her head is held high. Damien goes next and, like I predicted, does his best to bring some levity to the ceremony, discussing some of the antics he and Hugo got up to over the years, and the lessons he learned from having an older brother. After him comes Peyton, who is decidedly more serious, railing against the injustice of it all with a barely-contained rage that seems out of place in someone like him. By the time he comes back to the bench, his hands are clenched into fists at his sides, and I can see that he’s trembling from the intensity of the emotion.

      I’m the only one left to speak, and I do my best to still the pounding of my heart as I stand up and make my slow way up to the podium. Looking out at the mournful faces of my loved ones only increases my despair, and for a second, I feel like I can’t speak, my throat dry in spite of how wet my cheeks are. Swallowing hard, I look to Killian, who gives me a reassuring nod, and that’s enough to make me clear my throat and begin to speak. “My brother was…a good man,” I begin, “although that was probably obvious to everyone who knew him. He had a good spirit. You got the sense that he really did care about balancing the scales in the world, about rewarding goodness and bringing evil to justice. That was what made him so good at his job, and it was also what made him such a strong presence in our lives.” Swallowing, I go on, “A lot of times I envied him, because he seemed to be everything that I wasn’t. Strong, capable, successful, good-humoured…but I think we should try to keep those qualities alive, even if…” I choke back a sob, squeezing my eyes shut. “Even if he’s not with us anymore.”

      I take a shaky breath. “Hugo was dedicated to karma, even if he sometimes got up to mischief along the way. He really believed in it, believed in balancing the scales. Considering everything that’s happened, I think now is the time to continue to live by his example. By spreading good where we can, and…and putting a stop to evil. Whatever it takes.” I can feel the others’ eyes on me, and I know that they’ve picked up the underlying meaning of my words; I catch a glimpse of Peyton giving me a grim nod, and that spurs me on. “No matter what else happens,” I say, my voice full of renewed courage, “we owe it to Hugo to put a stop to the people who took him away from us. I can’t promise much else, but I will promise everyone here today that his death will not be in vain. I will continue to fight, whatever it takes.”

      Backing away from the podium, I move to go back to my seat, but then pause in my tracks and turn around. Slowly, I approach the coffin, staring down at my reflection in the shiny black surface, and gingerly lay a hand on it. “I promise,” I whisper, not loudly enough for the others to hear, as I run my hand over it before letting it drop to my side. “Goodbye, Hugo,” I tell my brother, my voice low with finality. “We’ll never forget you.”
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      The others and I don’t speak much for the next day. I meant what I said at Hugo’s funeral: the time for revenge is now, and I’m not about to let Neritous get away with what he’s done. He’s made it personal, more personal than it ever was before, and we owe it to Hugo to make sure he can never hurt anyone like that again. In spite of that, though, I keep to myself, practising my powers when I know no one is watching and praying for the strength to do what I have to do when the time comes. I think I’m slowly starting to get the hang of the life magic, but it’s intimidating in its power, and I feel uneasy using something so destructive. That said, if it can help us defeat Neritous, I’m willing to risk it.

      I think on some level, the others know I need to be by myself, and I sure as hell know that they need to. We’re all processing everything that’s happened, and it’s going to be a long time before things go back to normal. Having the funeral for Hugo does seem to have given some closure to my family, especially mum, who’s doing her valiant best to step up and help us plan our next move, but I can tell that she’s hurting. We all are.

      Neritous and the twins having access to life powers has thrown yet another wrench into our plans. We’re going to need to confront him, guns blazing, but in our current state, I’m not sure how effective we’ll be. It’s not just a matter of being broken down by tragedy; considering what I was able to do with no training and next to no preparation, fighting them when they’ve had time to hone their powers feels almost like a death sentence.

      Oddly appropriate.

      I’m alone in the living room the next morning, my knees curled up to my chest as I perch on the couch. Elsewhere in the house, I can hear the sounds of my parents talking in low voices, as well as Damien padding around upstairs; out in the yard, Peyton is showing Mads how to use her powers, and from what I’ve gathered, it seems to be going well. There’s a learning curve to these things, that much is clear, but in lieu of turning her back into a human, it’s better that she knows how to control her abilities. I’d like to think my speech at the funeral inspired them somewhat, but at the end of the day, they were all probably thinking the same thing. I just put it into words.

      My head is bowed, my eyes half-lidded with thought, but at least the tears seem to have passed for now. It already feels like there’s a gaping hole in my life where Hugo used to be, and as much as I’ve been keeping to myself, his absence still hounds at me like a festering wound. Kit is sitting on the coffee table, gnawing at a chicken leg that I scrounged up for him from the fridge. Even he seems to understand that something is wrong, although that doesn’t stop him from being his usual bitey self. He peers up at me with wide eyes, as if sensing that he’s being watched, letting the chicken drop onto the coffee table and raising his little arms to me. I can’t help but give him a weak smile at that, reaching forward and scooping him into my lap. “You’re not going to attack me, are you?” I ask him quietly. As if in response, he bites gently down on my forefinger, not hard enough to hurt, watching me with his big, dark eyes as he does. “Right,” I mutter, heaving a heavy sigh. “Of course.”

      I’m aware that the little goblin might be our saving grace, although I’m loath to force him to use his powers if he’s not ready yet. He’s still young, and in spite of his power, he hasn’t had much time to hone his teleportation abilities. That said, if we’re looking for a discreet way of getting back to London, that might be it. Both Seth and Storm have brought up the possibility, the latter a little surprising, considering his tornado travel ability, although I suppose that’s not what we should be going for if we’re trying not to draw attention to ourselves. It feels like we’re all waiting for something with bated breath, a sign that we’re ready, perhaps, or maybe just a final push that confirms we have no choice but to see this through to the end. Either way, there’s no reason to place undue burden on the little creature right now. Gods know, there’s plenty of that going around.

      “How is he?” comes a familiar voice, and I turn to see Seth entering the living room. His eyes look tired, like he didn’t sleep well last night, and I can’t say I’m surprised. None of us are sleeping well these days.

      Shifting a little to make room for him on the sofa, I put Kit back on the coffee table. “About how you’d expect,” I reply. “An arsehole, as usual. But at least he’s cute.”

      Seth lets out a half-hearted chuckle, moving to drop onto the couch beside me. “Have you thought about it?” he asks. “Using him to get to London?”

      Swallowing, I nod grimly. “I can’t say I’m a fan of the idea, but we don’t have much of a choice. We’ll just have to hope he’s ready when the time comes.”

      Seth makes a noise of agreement, his eyes lingering on the little goblin. “That time is coming sooner rather than later, I think.”

      That sounds ominous enough to get my attention, and I turn to stare at him. He’s making a point of avoiding my gaze, which doesn’t put my mind at ease. “Why?” I prompt. “Did something happen?” Seth hesitates, looking pained. His face is drawn, his hands clenching and unclenching in his lap. “Seth…” I urge him again, and he finally grabs the TV remote off the coffee table and switches it on, flicking between channels until he finally arrives at a news broadcast.

      “Reports are still conflicted as to what caused the disaster in New York. Expert opinions are ranging from terrorism to an uncontrolled bioweapon as the unchecked growth and mutations continue to ravage the city. If this was an attack, no group has yet claimed responsibility. The President has been brought to a secure location, and the White House is discussing possible countermeasures. It is unclear whether this most recent event is in any way related to the biological event in San Francisco several days ago, but authorities say an investigation is ongoing…” The broadcast switches to an overhead view of New York city; I’ve never been there, but even I can tell that it’s practically unrecognisable. Overgrown tangles of plant life envelop the island, twisting vines and bowing trees blocking off roadways and punching holes in buildings. Abandoned cars litter the streets. It looks like something apocalyptic, an explosion of natural destruction that no amount of human creativity can prevent. Aerial footage shows workers desperately attempting to pick their way through the dense foliage and get to stranded civilians, many of whom are dead. The ones that aren’t, though… Their eyes are wide and staring, bursts of green light exploding out of them like beacons, and with every new flash, more plant life manifests. They look lost, beside themselves, and I can feel my gorge rising even as I sit there and watch.

      “Turn it off,” I beg Seth, putting a hand on his arm without even realising it. “Please.”

      Seth looks at me, seeing the tears that are welling up in my eyes, and gives me a small nod, wordlessly turning off the television before leaning forward and putting his head in his hands. It’s only now that I’m noticing that it’s not just exhaustion I’m seeing on his face, it’s devastation. Swallowing back my tears, I scoot closer to him, desperate to get him to look at me. “What happened?” I ask, as if the answer isn’t already clear as day. Somehow, I feel like I need to hear it from someone else, and yet I hardly dare to consider what it all means.

      “They got to New York,” Seth replies, his voice dull and listless. “Neritous and those twins. They must have.”

      “I…” My voice trails off, my mind rebelling at the possibility. “How do you know?” I plead desperately, aware of how stupid the question is but too reluctant to consider the truth.

      Seth looks at me incredulously. “What the hell else could it be?” he asks, the frustration making his words come out short and clipped. He’s hurting. “A natural disaster in a major U.S. city—a major human hub? Days after Neritous gets your powers from you?” He shakes his head, letting out a long breath. “There’s no other explanation.”

      “I don’t…” I feel at a loss, part of me wishing I could crawl underground and never emerge. Rubbing the back of my neck, I look away from him. “That was what happened in San Francisco,” I admit at last, my voice cracking. “After I… After the last attack.”

      “The humans think someone’s declaring war,” Seth states glumly. “If only they knew who the war was really against.”

      I close my eyes for a long moment, trying my best to stay calm. “Why is he doing this?” I ask quietly, hating the quiver in my voice. “I mean…what the hell is he trying to do?”

      Seth shakes his head, clearly at a loss. “I wish I knew,” he confesses, running a hand through his golden hair. “Those people in New York—they didn’t look human anymore.”

      “No,” I say. “But they didn’t look like gods, either. They were something else.”

      “Some kind of sick bastardisation,” Seth agrees, his jaw working as he struggles to hold in his anger. “They couldn’t even be bothered to complete the transformation, like they did with Mads. It was like they unleashed their magic on the whole damn city and just…”

      “Let it run wild,” I finish for him.

      “Right.” He looks up at me, and I’m surprised to see his eyes shining with tears. For someone as relatively stoic as Seth, I’m not used to seeing him get emotional. Seemingly embarrassed by it, he wipes furiously at his eyes, and when he speaks again, his voice is unsteady. “I have friends in New York,” he says, not making eye contact with me. “Good people. Humans.”

      “I…” I blink, not sure what to say. “I didn’t know. I’m sorry.”

      “You wouldn’t have known,” Seth says, sounding melancholic. “They were back from when I was…” He glances at me, clearing his throat, and I could swear I see his cheeks go a little red. “Back from before. Another life.” I know better than to press him on this; we’ve only spoken of his loved ones twice, and the last time was only because it was part of Eenta’s sick game. I know he was married, but he lost her and his unborn child. It strikes me now, as I watch him struggle with his emotions, that he understands, better than most, exactly what I’m going through. He’s lost family, and now, it sounds like he’s losing friends, too. My heart breaks for him, and I can’t resist reaching out to put a hand on his face. Seth leans into my touch, his eyes drifting closed as he covers my hand with his own. He looks like he’s about to say something but then seems to change his mind, moving my hand gently away before letting it go.

      Not wanting to upset him, I clear my throat and say, “I was just thinking about whether there would be a sign, you know? That it’s time to go after Neritous. I think this might be it.”

      Seth nods in agreement. “He’s not going to stop after New York. It’s obvious this is all part of some plan.”

      “What kind of plan?” I ask, not voicing the question that’s really burning in my mind: and does it even matter?

      “It’s obvious that the status quo means nothing to him,” Seth replies. “If he cared about humans finding out about gods, then he wouldn’t have attacked two of the biggest cities in the world.”

      “Which means…,” I begin, a horrible realisation dawning on me.

      “Which means he intends to keep going until everyone has been mutated like this,” Seth finishes for me, not meeting my eyes. “He’s rebuilding the world in his image. Whoever dies along the way doesn’t matter.”

      “Then we have to stop him,” I say grimly, hands bunching into fists in my lap.

      “That was never in question,” Seth replies. “He’s murdered innocents. He killed your brother. We might not be official justice gods anymore, but I’ll be damned if this is justice. And I’m going to fight like hell to end it. I’ll die if I have to.”

      That gives me pause, and I find myself turning to look at him, my eyes wide with fear. Something horrible is dawning on me, something I can hardly bear to acknowledge, but seeing the look of grim determination in Seth’s amber eyes has thrown everything into sharp clarity, and there’s no turning back the clock. Wordlessly, I get to my feet and move towards the living room door.

      “Karma?” Seth calls after me. “Where are you going?”

      I turn around, ready to respond, but then shake my head, wordlessly departing from the room, my hands still clenched at my sides. Feeling like I’m in a trance, I start up the stairs, desperately hoping I won’t run into anyone else on my way to my room. I feel like if I have to speak to anyone, this gumption I’m feeling will vanish, and I’ll be left as nothing but a scared puddle on the floor. Blessedly, no one intercepts me, and I feel my jaw set as I hear Seth continuing to call my name, sounding both confused and worried. Please don’t follow me, I will him desperately. Please don’t make this any harder than it has to be.

      The realisation hit me like a train. Seth is willing to die for this cause. He just said he’s willing to put his life on the line to end something that I started, something that my stupid arse set in motion all those weeks ago at that night club. And I’m not going to let him.

      It seems so simple; I can’t believe it’s taken me this long to come to this conclusion. Maybe, on some level, I knew, and I just didn’t want to have to face the truth. I didn’t want to have to think about the possibility that people would be willing to sacrifice themselves for my sake, but hearing him say it outright like that was like a knife to the heart. Thousands have already died because of me. Hugo died. And if Seth, the stoic, hard to read justice god who took so long to warm up to me, is willing to put himself at risk for this cause, then I have no doubt Killian and Storm will, too. Hell, why should it stop there? Peyton seems ready to go in guns blazing, and Mads, gods bless her, is shaping up to do the same thing. Mum and dad might still have Damien to care for, but I’m not naive enough to assume that they won’t try to get revenge on the man who killed their son. It’s what I would do.

      I can’t have anyone else dying because of me.

      Okay, I think when I reach my room, closing the door behind me and running my hands through my hair, you can do this. Get your stuff together. When the rest of the family has gone to bed, you can leave in the middle of the night. No one will know you’re gone until tomorrow morning. Kit can give you a lift to London. From there, you can track down Neritous and confront him. He won’t be alone, I know that much, and I know better than to think I can face him and the twins on my own. But maybe, if I’m lucky, I can isolate them from one another. I still don’t like my odds in a one on one fight, but if there’s a chance of being able to pick them off one at a time, I’m going to take it. Maybe I can smuggle some of mum’s charms out to help me. Maybe…

      Possibilities continue to swirl through my mind. Numbly, I begin to gather up my things and stuff them into my bag, feeling like a puppet being controlled by someone else. The likelihood of coming back from something like this in one piece isn’t high, and I know that if the others catch wind of what I’m planning, they’ll try to stop me. But that’s the whole damn problem: their willingness to clean up the messes I’ve made is going to get them killed, and I can’t bear to watch that happen. I would rather risk my own life than theirs, and if that means going at this alone, then so be it. At least I’ll know they aren’t walking right into the wolf’s den.

      Briefly, I wonder if I should write a note, but then dismiss the idea; there would be no way to get it to them without tipping them off, and knowing the guys, they’ll come after me the moment they know what I’m planning. Better to just disappear and let them come to their own conclusions. Maybe I ran away because I felt guilty. Maybe Neritous finally got to me. It doesn’t really matter, as long as whatever it is keeps them away from the bastard long enough for me to finish the job. This all started with me; one way or another, it’s going to end with me.

      I’m so focused on what I’m doing that I don’t even hear the tentative footsteps outside my door, and when it swings open to reveal Seth, I nearly jump out of my skin. “Karma,” he says, his voice quiet. “What’s wrong?”

      “I… Nothing.”

      Closing the door behind him, he takes a step into the room. Seth’s a sharp guy, and one glance at my bag tells him everything he needs to know. “Karma, where are you going?” he demands. “What are you planning?”

      I stare at him for a long moment. “I’m leaving,” I reply, my voice barely above a whisper. “I’m going to go after Neritous. I’m going to end this.”

      “Karma, that’s…” He shakes his head. “You can’t do that. It’s too dangerous.”

      “So, what?” I demand, rounding on him, and I hate the fact that tears are welling up in my eyes. “What are we supposed to do? Keep waiting around here, sitting on our hands until another city gets destroyed? Until someone else I care about gets killed?”

      “I thought we were in this together,” he protests, the confusion clear in his eyes. It breaks my heart, but I force myself to dig in my heels, wiping aggressively at my tears with my sleeve. “I thought we were going to figure out a plan, go after him as a group.”

      “There’s been a change of plans,” I reply bluntly, crossing my arms.

      “Why?” he asks.

      “Seth,” I protest, “please just leave it alone. You need to just—”

      “Like hell,” he says. “What made you change your mind about this? Was it something I said?”

      “No,” I reply. “What you said just made it all clear to me. I can’t let you guys come with me because it will put you all in danger, too.”

      He stares at me like he’s never seen me before in his life. “That’s the point of this,” he insists. “We’re in this together.”

      “No,” I say, my desperation creeping into my tone. “We’re not. Not anymore. Don’t you understand, Seth?” My voice has started to waver, and I fear more tears are on the way. “I can’t put anyone else in danger! This whole thing started with me, and I’m not about to let anyone else die because they ended up in the line of fire!”

      “Karma, you can’t shut us out like this,” Seth argues, taking a step forward. His proximity to me is making my heart beat faster, but I shut those feelings down. Now isn’t the time.

      “How many people have died because of me?” I protest, the tears overflowing once more. “How many more will die because of me? I can’t watch you guys die, too. I just…can’t.”

      “And I’m not about to watch you die, either,” Seth insists, putting his hands on my shoulders.

      “Why not?” I ask bitterly. “It’s the least I deserve.”

      “Because I love you, that’s why!” Seth exclaims, and all I can do is stare up at him. “I love you, and I didn’t even think that was possible. After my wife died… Karma, I…” He runs a hand through his hair. “You brought me back to life,” he tells me, staring into my eyes. “I’m not going to let Neritous snuff you out.”

      “Please,” I whisper as he slides his hand up to cup my cheek. “Please, Seth. You’re only making this harder.”

      “I know,” he murmurs, his eyes blazing with a love so strong that it scares me. And then his lips are on mine. I want to shove him off, but I can’t bring myself to. Instead, my traitorous arms come up to encircle his neck, drawing him closer as his kisses become more passionate, and when his lips move to my neck, I don’t protest, letting out a small whimper as I feel his hands roaming my body. He seems hesitant, almost fearful, and it dawns on me that this is probably the first time he’s touched a woman since before his wife died. His movements are rusty, almost clumsy, but the passion is obvious, and somehow we manage to fumble off our clothes, so desperate to touch one another that everything else seems to fall by the wayside. Seth nudges me forward before pushing me back onto the bed, his touch warm and soothing.

      “I love you,” he repeats, sounding almost disbelieving to hear the words coming out of his own mouth.

      “I…love you too,” I reply, and with a growl he presses his lips to mine once more, his hands already moving to part my legs. I hate how wet I’ve already become, and when he glances down, Seth seems surprised, his breath hitching in his throat as he allows his hand to pass over the junction of my thighs. Positioning himself over me, I feel him nudging me open, but there’s a hesitation, and I realise that he’s waiting for my go-ahead.

      “Please, I need you,” I manage to whisper. He thrusts into me, eliciting a low groan from me before he begins to move in earnest. It quickly becomes clear that, even though it’s been a while, he’s still as skilled as ever, responding to every subtle movement of my body with a level of attentiveness that I’ve never witnessed before. Waves of pleasure begin to wash over me, and it’s not long before I’m writhing beneath him, moaning his name over and over again like a mantra. I know I shouldn’t be doing this, but I can’t help it. The strength of my feelings is almost overwhelming, and one look at Seth’s expression tells me he’s going through the same thing.

      When he comes, he lingers for a moment, just staring into my eyes as he brushes some hair out of my face. I shiver when he pulls out, putting his arms around me protectively as I rest my head against his chest. “Don’t shut me out,” he tells me, stroking my hair, and I feel myself starting to cry without meaning to.

      “That’s the problem,” I murmur against his skin, resignation and relief overtaking me all at once. “I don’t think I can.”
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      I wish I weren’t so selfish. I wish I had the ability to do what needs to be done, to buckle down and take one for the team the way the others always are, but I don’t. I’m underpowered compared to my father, and for better or worse, I can’t make myself follow through on my plans to leave in the aftermath of what happened with Seth. I know I should, and it still hurts to think about the possibility of any of them getting hurt because of me, but what little willpower I had left seemed to melt under his gentle touch, and now the thought of going head-to-head with Neritous fills me with dread instead of determination. This is going to end bloody—the only question is whose blood it will be.

      The guys may have made the choice to fight with me, but there’s one person who didn’t choose to get involved in any of this. Like me, Ruby has been caught in the crossfire of her father’s madness for a good part of her life, without even realising it. She’s seen and experienced more than any kid her age should ever have to, and as resilient as she’s proven to be, I can tell she’s scared. Mum’s done a fine job of keeping her entertained, all things considered, but with Hugo gone, it’s clear that it’s taking a toll on her. I’m not about to let that little girl become another casualty.

      Ruby is at the kitchen table when I come downstairs, drawing on a piece of paper with coloured pencils. She looks up when I arrive, smiling tentatively. “Hi, Karma,” she says, straightening up in her chair.

      “Hi, Ruby,” I reply, coming to stand beside her. “What are you working on?”

      I realise the minute the words are out of my mouth that it’s the wrong question to ask, and I see the grim flash in Ruby’s eyes when she holds up the piece of paper. On it is a drawing, rendered in the way only a child can: a large man dressed in black, with zig zags of red lightning coming out of his hands. Standing next to him is a figure that’s clearly supposed to be Ruby, tears falling down her face as she cowers from his wrath. She must see my reaction, as there’s a flicker of uncertainty on her face. “I didn’t mean to be disrespectful,” she says quietly. “I just…” She fidgets, clearly trying to find a way to explain herself. “I need to remind myself sometimes.”

      “Remind yourself of what?” I ask her, lowering the drawing and putting a hand on her back.

      “That he’s a bad man,” she whispers, and I don’t need to ask which “he” she’s referring to. “Sometimes I start to forget,” she explains, and the fear on her face makes me want to cry. “Sometimes I start to think that he really did love us, and that he wanted us to be a family. But then I remember everything he did, and…” Her little hands clench into fists on the table. It occurs to me that she witnessed Hugo’s murder the same way the rest of us did, and my heart breaks. No child should have to see something like that, especially not when the perpetrator is her own father. The scars she’s going to have to deal with for the rest of her life are unthinkable, and yet she’s steadfastly taken everything in stride, quietly watching the rest of our family fall apart in the wake of Neritous’s destruction. Maybe, on some level, she senses that more stress just might push me past my breaking point. Or maybe she just doesn’t want to bother me. Either way, I feel a pang of sympathy for her.

      “I miss my mum,” Ruby says after a long pause, and it’s not until she sniffs that I realise she’s struggling to fight off tears.

      “Hey, hey,” I say, kneeling down and putting my arms around her. She buries her face in my chest, and it’s all I can do to stroke her hair and whisper soothingly to her. I’m barely keeping it together as it is, but now it’s my turn to do for my half-sister what the guys have been doing for me, and be there to comfort her. “It’s okay, Ruby. It’s okay.” Ruby doesn’t say anything, just continues to sniffle as she tightens her grip on me, almost to the point that it’s uncomfortable. I bite my lip, considering, and then ask her quietly, “How would you like to go home? Back to your mum?”

      That’s enough to make her pull back, staring up at me with a mixture of hope and trepidation. “She’s far away,” she says, sounding uncertain.

      “I know,” I tell her, “but we have ways of getting around. We could bring you back, if you wanted.” The truth is, it’s something I’ve been thinking about for a while, but I’ve been hesitant to bring up the possibility. Travelling when things are like this is risky, and there’s no guarantee that Neritous won’t come after her again, if only to give her the same powers that I gave to him and the twins. On the other hand, he had the opportunity when he broke into our home, and he didn’t. Maybe he didn’t see a use for her with the sphere activated, or hell, maybe he just didn’t care—he got what he was after, so screw everyone else. That seems to be his main mode of operating. Either way, I’ve been reluctant to travel, especially with Ruby, if it will just mean putting her in more danger. But now is the first time that I’m seeing the effect this has all had on the little girl, and it’s becoming clear that this isn’t sustainable. There’s also Emerald, her mother, to think about; she’s been driving herself insane searching for the truth about her daughter, and who am I to keep them away from each other?

      “I do want to go back,” Ruby says. “I miss her.”

      “Then it’s settled,” I say, forcing a cheery smile onto my face. There’s no need to trouble her with the danger of such a trip. “We’ll bring you back to your mum. We can even go today, if you want.”

      “Really?” Her eyes just about light up, and now my smile grows a little more genuine. “You mean it?”

      “Of course,” I say, ruffling her hair. “Your mum’s waited so very long to see you again.”

      It’s like seeing a whole new kid: beaming from ear to ear, she bounces up from her seat. “I guess I should say goodbye to everyone, then,” she says, sounding a little bewildered. “Your mum has been really nice. Your brothers, too.” Her eyes go wide when she realises that’s a sore spot, and she opens her mouth to apologise, but I just pat her shoulder.

      “It’s all right,” I tell her. “You go on and talk to whoever you want to. I’m going to go see about getting us a ride.”

      Ruby nods, seemingly at ease, and bounds off to track down my other family members. I can’t help but feel a little twinge of regret that she’s going to be gone. I’ve never had a proper sister before. It’s been nice getting to be the big sis to a little sis for once, and to see that not all of Neritous’s children have been corrupted by his greed and lust for power.

      It makes me feel a little better about my own future.

      But now isn’t the time to wax philosophical. I know we have a battle ahead, but I need to set things right with Ruby, reunite her with her mum and fulfill my promise to Jade, and I’m damn well going to do it. Gods know, she’s experienced too much loss already in her short life, and if I don’t make it back…well, she needs to be away from here. Making my way up the stairs, I pass by Peyton’s room. He appears to be showing Mads how to keep control of her powers, the two of them so engrossed in their task that they don’t even catch me glancing at them. Continuing down the hall, I push open my door and look around my room, hands on my hips. “Kit?” I call. “Where’d you get off to?”

      I take a few steps forward, and I’m met with a sudden sharp pain in my ankle. Hissing, I jerk backwards, staring down at the goblin, who’s just come skulking out from under the bed. I guess he’s returned to old habits since coming back here. “Why am I surprised, you little bastard?” I ask him, my tone affectionate as I stoop down to pick him up. He stares defiantly up at me, as if daring me to put my finger too close to his mouth. “I need your help,” I tell him. The goblin cocks his head to one side, still watching me. I’ve never really known how much of what I say he actually understands, but he seems to pick up on intention, at least, which is the important thing. “Can you make me a portal?” I ask him. “I need to get to the town where Ruby’s mum lives. Can you do that?” Kit just continues to look at me. “I’m going to be optimistic and take that as a yes,” I say, setting him down on my shoulder. He proceeds to hide under the curtain of my red tresses.

      Goblin in hand, I leave my room and go back downstairs, stopping in the doorway to the backyard. Storm is talking to Michael, sounding surprisingly animated. It’s not until I’m almost to where he is that he even looks away, his face lighting up when he sees me. “Little one,” he says affectionately, planting a quick kiss on my forehead. Extending a hand to Michael, he goes on, “We were just having a fascinating conversation about your neighbourhood politics. I had no idea they were so high stakes.”

      “Oh, you haven’t seen anything yet,” I tell him playfully. “Just wait until our next-door neighbour finds out there are gods here.”

      Storm chuckles a little at that, his eyes landing on Kit. “What are you…?”

      “I’m going to bring Ruby back to her mum,” I tell him.

      Storm’s purple eyes widen. “Are you sure?”

      “Yes,” I reply immediately. “She needs to be back with her mother, and it will be safer for her now if she isn’t around us. We’ve all got targets on our backs.”

      Storm considers for a moment and then nods slowly. “All right,” he says, looking a little uncertain. “Do you want me to summon a tornado?”

      “No,” I reply. “I mean, I hope you won’t have to. That’s why I grabbed this guy.” I nod in Kit’s direction. “I’m hoping he can port us there. He needs the practise, especially if he’s going to help us in the future. Besides,” I add dryly, “a tornado tearing through downtown Dublin is going to attract the bad kind of attention.”

      Storm chuckles. “Fair enough, Karma.”

      “I was wondering if you wanted to come with me,” I tell him. “You were there when we went to visit Emerald the last time. I thought you might like to tag along.”

      Storm nods, turning to Michael. “I’m afraid we’ll have to continue this another time,” he says.

      “No offense taken,” Michael replies before turning and going back to his personal space. The weather god and I are left to head back inside, where Ruby is just finishing saying goodbye to mum in the entryway.

      “Karma,” mum says, her voice sounding a little watery, “Ruby says you’re taking her back to her mother.”

      “That’s right,” I reply. “She’ll be safer there.

      I can see that mum wants to cry, but she’s doing an admirable job of holding it in. “Be careful,” she tells me. “Take care of her. Take care—” Her voice cracks. “Take care of yourself. I can’t…”

      “I know, mum,” I tell her, pulling her in for a brief hug. “I will.”

      She doesn’t need to finish the thought, and she doesn’t need to warn me, either. If something happens to my half-sister, I’m never going to recover. Taking Ruby by the hand, I lead her out the front door, with Storm following just behind. She doesn’t have any belongings other than her clothes, and she looks woefully small to my eyes, just another innocent caught up in a supernatural war. Almost as soon as we step outside, I’m struck by a wave of anxiety; this will mark the first time since Hugo’s funeral that we’re leaving the house, and we didn’t use magic to get to the service. If there are eyes on us right now, this will be like lighting a signal flare…but it has to be done.

      “How are we getting there?” Ruby asks, eyes wide as we step down from the porch and onto the curb. She’s seemingly oblivious to my nerves, although I can feel Storm’s perceptive gaze on me, and I know he’s thinking the same thing I am.

      “By goblin,” I reply.

      Ruby gapes at me. “Goblin? You mean like your friend Kit?”

      “Right,” I reply, parting my hair with one hand and retrieving the little creature. He lets out a yawn, blinking in the sunlight, and for a moment I wonder if he’ll even be able to teleport us; as powerful as goblins are, he’s still young and has yet to come into his full power. “All right, Kit, you’re up,” I tell him, extending my arms and allowing him to stand in the palms of my hands. “Take us to where Emerald is.”

      Kit just stares at me uncertainly before moving forward and biting gently down on my thumb. I hiss in pain, struggling not to drop him, and shoot Storm a glare when I hear him stifle a peal of laughter. “Not funny,” I protest.

      “It’s a little funny,” Storm replies.

      I roll my eyes and return my attention to Kit. “Take your time,” I tell the goblin. “I know it’s far away.”

      This will mark the first time I’m instructing Kit to teleport me somewhere, and it feels a little bit like an imposition. For a while, the goblin just stares at me with his big, perceptive eyes, and I wonder if he even wants to help us. I’ve always relied on him to just know what I need, but he is still young. The last thing I want to do is order him around, especially when he was the one who came to me; the fact that goblins choose their patron goddesses isn’t lost on me.

      A few seconds pass, and then a few more, and I feel my stomach sink when Kit just continues to stare me down. Maybe I jumped the gun a little bit, here. Exchanging a worried glance with Storm, I swallow hard. “Is he okay?” Ruby asks uncertainly.

      “He’s fine,” I reply. “I just don’t know if he’s going to be able to port us after all.” Turning back to Storm, I continue, “We might need another plan. Is there a way to make a discreet tornado?”

      The weather god raises his eyebrows. “It’s a tornado, little one. Discretion is impossible.”

      Great. Trying not to let my disappointment show, I lift Kit up so that he’s eye level with me. “You can do it,” I tell him, aware of how ridiculous I must look, but not caring. “Just like when you brought the guys to the island. Same thing.” After a few more seconds of waiting, I finally sigh, running a hand through my hair. “It’s okay,” I say, doing my best to hide my disappointment. “If you can’t do it, we’ll find some other way to…”

      But my voice trails off as Kit rises to his full height, which is still not very tall, his eyes drifting closed. A little furrow of concentration appears on his forehead as he extends his tiny arms, shaking with the effort of summoning his magic. I look at Storm, shocked, but don’t dare say anything as the tiny goblin continues to cast the portal spell. I’ve never really gotten a good look at Kit while he’s using magic—I’m so used to the fecker doing nothing but biting and causing trouble—and I’m surprised by how much work clearly goes into it. Presumably, it will come easier once he’s fully matured, although when or how that will happen, I have no idea.

      I’m only just now realising how little I know about the world.

      Kit continues to work, straining with the effort, and before our eyes, the air above the sidewalk begins to shift and shimmer, like light refracting through water. The distortions continue to increase, the frequency of the vibrations speeding up, and then a small black spot appears in the middle, like a hole in the universe. Slowly it expands, widening until it’s the size of a fully-grown person, a gaping maw waiting for us to step inside. I steal a panicked glance around the neighbourhood; this will be hard to explain to innocent passersby, but there’s no one around. It’s nice to catch a break once in a while, I think dryly, before turning to Storm and giving him a brisk nod. He doesn’t need telling twice, stepping into the portal without so much as a second thought.

      “Karma?” Ruby asks, sounding a little worried.

      I give her hand a squeeze. “It’s all right, Ruby. I’m right here. Let’s go find your mum, okay?”

      She nods, and without another word we step forward and into the portal.

      I’ll never get used to the sensation of teleporting, that strange exhaustion that I feel when I reach the other side. Like clockwork, we’ve emerged on the cobblestone streets of the small town where we first met Emerald. We’re in an alleyway between two buildings, the townspeople either not seeing us or simply not caring. “We did it,” I say, relieved. “Kit, you beautiful bastard!” I grin down at the goblin, but my eyes go wide the moment I see him; his starry eyes have gone dull, and he’s unsteady on his feet. “Are you okay?” I ask, panic rising in my voice. Kit doesn’t even bite me like he usually does; instead, he sits down hard in my hands, unable to summon the energy to even go hide in my hair. “Kit, what’s wrong?” I ask, but the goblin doesn’t respond, his head dropping onto his chest and his eyes closing. A second later, he collapses into my open hands, his breathing slow and laboured.

      “What’s wrong with him?” asks Ruby.

      “I don’t know,” I reply, my voice shaking. I prod at the goblin gently, murmuring his name a couple times, but he doesn’t even react. If it weren’t for the shallow movements of his chest, I might mistake him for dead. Panicking, I look at Storm. “Did we push him too hard?”

      Storm shakes his head, at a loss. “I don’t know. I’ve never spent much time with goblins.” I swallow hard, fighting back tears. Losing Hugo was bad enough. After that, losing Kit feels damn near unthinkable. I feel a gentle hand on my arm and look to see the weather god watching me. “We need to find Emerald,” he says. “Carry Kit; I can port us home.”

      “Is he sick?” I ask, the fear making my voice shake.

      Storm can only shake his head. “I wish I knew. Maybe he’s just resting.” Gently, he takes my free hand in his. “Come on. It shouldn’t be far from here.”

      Feeling numb, I allow him to pull me in the direction of the main road. The portal has closed behind us now, and the only evidence that remains of our transport is the fact that Kit is lying comatose in my hands. Struggling to fight off the ball of worry that’s fallen over me, I tuck the little goblin into my bag, giving him one last concerned look as we make our way down to the city centre. It feels strange to be back here, foreign like our last visit was a lifetime ago. It’s hard to believe it was so recent; so much has changed since then. Ruby remains quiet as we walk, almost sombre in her attitude, and my heart goes out to her. She’s already learned not to be optimistic, and she’s only a child. This is what the higher gods have done to us.

      Trying not to think about Kit, I follow Storm’s lead; I can’t remember where we went last time, but he seems to, and before long we’re approaching a familiar alleyway. The brick wall still looks deceptively like a dead end, except this time I’m not worried as I watch Storm disappear through the shimmering barrier. Exchanging a look with Ruby, I nod and lead her through. There’s that same strange rush, and then we’re emerging on the other side. The magical market is much like it was last time, although some of the stalls seem to have rotated. The temptation of the products is dulled by my mental state, though, and I doggedly make a beeline for the stairs leading up to the overhead apartments, with Storm and Ruby at my sides. When we arrive at Emerald’s door, I feel a surge of nervousness as I knock once and then twice.

      There’s the sound of movement on the other side, and then the familiar blonde woman pokes her head through. She opens her mouth to speak to me and Storm, but before she can say anything, her eyes land on Ruby, and then everything is happening at once. She swoops in, scooping the girl up before I have a chance to react, and she’s crying as she says her daughter’s name again and again. “Oh my god,” she murmurs, stroking Ruby’s hair and squeezing her against her chest. “Oh my god, Ruby. It’s you. You’re back.”

      “It’s okay, mum,” Ruby assures her. “It’s me. Karma saved me.”

      “Where was she?” Emerald asks us, still not letting go of her daughter.

      “Neritous had her,” I reply grimly. “He was trying to use his children as lab rats.” Seeing the panic on her face, I hasten to add, “He didn’t do anything to Ruby, though. We made it out in time.”

      “Thank the gods,” Emerald murmurs. “I have no idea how to repay you.”

      “You don’t have to,” I tell her. “She’s my half-sister. I’m just glad I was able to bring her back.”

      “You can’t let Neritous get away with this,” Emerald says, her eyes flashing. “Ruby was alive this whole time, which means Jade was innocent. He framed her.”

      “I know,” I reply, voice hard. “But this will at least clear her name. It’s the least we can do.” Pressing my lips into a thin line, I add, “I’m going to make Neritous pay for this. For everything.”

      “Good,” is all Emerald says. Finally pulling away from Ruby, she kneels down to look her in the eyes. “I missed you.”

      “I missed you too, mum,” Ruby replies.

      Glancing up at me and Storm, Emerald says, “I don’t have much inside, but you’re welcome to—”

      “No need,” I say, holding up a hand. “We have to get going. It’s risky enough being away from home as it is.”

      “Thank you for everything, Karma,” Ruby says, turning to me.

      I lean down to pull her into a hug. “You’re welcome,” I reply. “Let’s stay in touch, yeah?”

      “Absolutely,” Ruby says, the relief in her voice obvious.

      The goodbyes are short and sweet, which seems appropriate. They need time together, and Kit needs to be examined. I can’t help but tear up a little at having to leave Ruby, and as Storm and I walk away from the apartment, I wonder if I really will ever see her again.
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      I stare down at the sleeping goblin, overcome with worry, but I seem to have run out of tears over the past few days. I’ve placed Kit in a shoebox, along with a decent amount of bedding, and although he’s still breathing, he remains comatose. I’ve done everything I can think of to wake him up, consulting everyone in the house as I try to figure out what’s wrong with him, but nothing is working. If times were normal, we could track down someone specialising in supernatural ailments, but just bringing Ruby back was a big risk, and besides, we don’t have time. Tomorrow is the day that, for better or worse, we’re going to London to face off against the higher gods. I’ve known it was coming, obviously, but that doesn’t make the reality of it any more bearable, especially when our method of transportation is down for the count. Storm did an admirable job bringing us back from Emerald’s place, but arriving in London via tornado isn’t the best way of keeping a low profile. Still, what choice do we have?

      The idea that Kit might have overexerted himself at my command fills me with guilt, and I don’t know what I’m going to do if he doesn’t pull through. I don’t think I can handle having any more blood on my hands. It’s just too painful.

      Letting out a long breath, I give the goblin a gentle nudge, but he doesn’t stir. The shallow movements of his chest are the only thing proving that he’s even still alive. I took the liberty of leaving some food upstairs with him in case he wakes up, but I’m losing confidence. Whatever optimism I once had has gone by the wayside over the past few weeks, and when I look at myself in the mirror, I hardly even recognise the person looking back at me.

      And it all comes down to Neritous.

      I can feel my nails digging into my palms as I clench my hands into fists, staring down at Kit glumly while he continues to sleep. There’s nothing for it now, though; it’s out of my hands at this point. Gently, I set the box down on the floor beside my bed, so that if he comes to, he’ll have easy access to his hidey hole. Just straightening back up leaves me feeling immensely tired, like an old woman. How ironic, I think bitterly. Immortal, but this whole thing has still managed to age me. I can hear the others downstairs, strategizing, and I know I should join them. What allies Seth still has will be pouring into the city right now, and Neritous isn’t going to let them slip past his defences. I’m not under any illusions that there won’t be a battle, and the prospect of losing people is looking less and less like a possibility and more and more like an inevitability. It hurts, but there’s no way around it: we have to end this, one way or another.

      I’m overcome by a sudden wave of exhaustion, and I drop heavily to a seat on my bed, bowing my head to rest in my hands and closing my eyes for a long moment. I’m so caught up in my own thoughts that I barely even register the sound of footsteps in the hallway, and when there’s a knock at the door, it makes me jump. “Come in,” I say, forcing myself to sound peppier than I feel.

      The door opens slowly, revealing mum’s face. Her expression is stoic and unreadable, but it’s a relief to see that her eyes aren’t bloodshot from crying currently. The level of her grief has never been lost on me. “Hey,” I say, a little surprised to see her.

      “Hi,” she replies, lingering in the doorway. She looks fidgety and unsure of herself. “How is Kit?” she asks.

      “The same,” I answer. “He won’t wake up, he won’t eat, he won’t respond. At this rate I’m starting to wonder if—” But the words catch in my throat, the possibility too sad to imagine.

      “He’ll come around,” mum says, but I can see the uncertainty in her expression. “Just give him time.”

      “Yeah,” I reply listlessly. “Maybe.”

      There’s another long pause. “Do you mind if I come sit with you?” mum asks tentatively.

      “Um, no. Of course not. Feel free.” I’m a little taken aback; this will be the first time she’s come to talk to me of her own accord since Hugo’s death, her days usually spent ruminating or crying. I know she needs space, and I’m not going to be the one to tell her how to mourn, especially when I’m at the heart of this whole thing. My entire family has been fighting Neritous since I was born, knowingly or not, and he has taken so much from my family and me. It might have been Xur who killed my mother and my extended family, but it was because of Neritous. But still, if I had never been born, my family wouldn’t be suffering this way, so it still feels like my fault.

      Mum slowly closes the door behind her, taking a few slow steps into the room, her arms wrapped around her small frame in a sort of hug. Wordlessly, she moves to sit down next to me, and I scoot over to make room. Part of me wants to ask why she’s here, but I don’t. Instead, we just sit in silence for a few moments, each lost in her own thoughts. “Do you remember your last birthday?” mum asks suddenly, turning to look at me. “When I brought you that lightning charm?”

      “Yeah,” I reply, straightening up. “You brought me breakfast in bed. Peanut butter. And gave me a surprise charm that would help boost the powers inside of me.” I snort, shaking my head. “I didn’t take it seriously then.” Meeting her gaze, I add solemnly, “I won’t be making that mistake again.”

      Mum swallows. “Karma…” Her voice trails off, and she breaks eye contact, looking like she’s searching for the right words. “I don’t want you to think you’re responsible for any of this.”

      Strangely, that just makes me want to cry again. “People keep telling me that,” I say glumly. “I know you’re my mum, and I know you love me, but you don’t need to act like I’m innocent.”

      Mum sucks in a ragged breath. “I’ve been thinking about your birthday a lot, you know,” she tells me, making my brow furrow. “About when I gave you that charm. In that moment, I came close to telling you the truth, about everything. Neritous, your biological mother, your abilities…” She shakes her head. “But I took the easy way out. I thought letting you learn for yourself would be an easier transition. If I had known it would lead to…any of this, I wouldn’t have done it.”

      “Mum…” I move closer to her. This is the first I’m hearing of someone else feeling guilty for their involvement in all this. “You did the best you could,” I tell her. “Not just with my birthday, with all of it. You raised me. You loved me like I was your own daughter. How could you ever blame yourself for what happened?”

      Mum sighs, giving me a smile without much mirth in it. “I guess we’re in the same boat then, huh? Regrets.”

      “Yeah,” I agree. “Lots of regrets.”

      She turns to me suddenly, putting a hand on my shoulder. “You need to know that I don’t regret taking you in, Karma. Not for a moment—not for a damn instant.” The language startles me, and the sudden conviction in her eyes warms me a little somewhere deep in the pit of my stomach. “I may not have given birth to you, but you are my daughter. And I could never fault you for any of this.”

      “But—” I protest.

      Mum holds up a hand. It’s clear that she’s struggling to keep a hold on her emotions. “If you’re going to blame anyone,” she tells me, “blame Neritous. Blame the higher gods, and their corruption, and their prison. You’re as much of a victim in this as anyone else. But you’re also a survivor, and I…” She swallows hard, blinking back tears and refusing to let me look away. “I couldn’t be prouder of the woman you’ve become, Karma. I mean that from the bottom of my heart.”

      “Mum…” Trembling a little, I reach over and hug her, more tightly than I’ve ever done in my life. She seems to relax a little, stroking my hair like she did when I was a little girl.

      It’s not until we break apart that she says anything else, and the next words out of her mouth hit me hard. “Maria would have been proud of you, too,” she says, her voice soft and sincere.

      I blink, the corner of my mouth twitching in a sceptical half-smile. “You think so?”

      Mum chuckles, putting an arm around my shoulders and pulling me closer. “I know so. She didn’t anticipate any of this, either. She planned on raising you, you know, her own way. I did the best that I could to give you a good life, the only way I knew how.”

      “You did a great job,” I tell her. “Don’t ever doubt that.”

      Mum doesn’t reply right away, and briefly I wonder if I said the wrong thing. “You’re so much like her,” she murmurs, not looking at me, and I’m not sure if she’s speaking more to me or to herself. “So much so that sometimes it hurt to look at you in the beginning. It was like looking at a carbon copy of Maria.”

      “Well,” I say, hoping to lighten the mood, “red hair and green eyes isn’t exactly a common combo.”

      “Not just in looks,” mum says, shaking her head. “In the way you see the world. In your idealism. I know that you’re tough, and that you usually don’t let things get to you—chalk it up to having all male siblings, I suppose—but you’ve never once let the world of the gods make you cynical. Maria was the same way: funny, charming, powerful. Always seeing the best in people.”

      I sigh. “I don’t know about that, mum. I’m starting to lose faith in the whole system.”

      “As well you should,” she agrees. “But I want you to promise me something, Karma.”

      I turn to her. “I’m going to try my best, mum, but there’s no guarantee that—”

      “I know,” she interrupts, holding up a hand. “I know you have to go, and I know there’s no other choice. I came to terms with that a long time ago.” I feel a bit relieved at that; it’s a conversation I’ve known was going to have to happen sooner or later, but the idea of telling the woman who raised me that I might not be coming back from my trip to London feels almost unspeakable. “I want you to promise me that you won’t let this make you cold, Karma,” mum says, and I’m surprised by how easily she asks it of me. “The world of gods is a brutal, ugly place,” she continues. “The world of humans, too. Some things are universal, I guess. But they don’t have to be,” she adds. “At the end of the day, the choices you make are going to shape the world. If the higher gods are defeated, there will need to be a new order, a new system…a new everything.

      “You have the chance to make things better,” she tells me, and she sounds almost sure enough to make me believe it. “So don’t let Neritous turn you hard. Keep that fighting spirit. The genetics are great, but at the end of the day, that’s the most important thing that Maria ever gave to you.”

      It’s a simple request, but it makes something stir deep inside me, and I feel a fresh wave of hope wash over me. Neritous let power and malevolence turn him into a tyrant. His evil runs in my veins…but so does my mother’s good. It’s in that moment that I resolve to continue to nurture that, whatever it takes. “Okay, mum,” I say, nodding. “I promise.”

      “Good,” she says, getting to her feet. “Do you want some lunch? The others are getting ready to eat.”
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      The rest of the day moves at a snail’s pace. I continue to make anxious visits up to my room to check on Kit, but his situation remains unchanged. My talk with mum has taken the edge off, though, and I’m determined to take what she said seriously. I continue to hang around the house, drifting restlessly from room to room, so when I find Mads in the backyard early in the evening, working on her powers, it’s a nice distraction. “Where’s Pey?” I ask, leaning against the fence.

      She furrows her brow, and I watch as blue sparks begin to manifest around her fingers. The ease with which she wielded her powers back on the island is gone, but with concentration, the lightning grows intense. A bolt leaps across the yard, making her eyes go wide. “Sorry,” she mutters, turning to me. “Pey went out with your dad—getting supplies, I think.” Scuffing her foot against the dirt, she mutters, “Wish I could do something more useful than almost burn down your yard.”

      “Hey, you’re doing great,” I tell her. “Do you know how long it took me to use my powers?”

      Mads snorts. “Well, I appreciate the support, at any rate. I can’t believe we’re leaving tomorrow. It all feels like it’s happening so fast.”

      “I know,” I agree quietly, looking at the ground. There’s so much that I want to talk about, so many unspoken fears and insecurities, but it isn’t fair to dump those on Mads. She never signed up for any of this. Taking a shaky breath, I add, “I’m sorry that you got dragged into all this, Mads.”

      She shrugs her shoulders, giving me a game smile. “It beats working in retail.”

      That gets a laugh out of me, and I’m still giggling when the back door opens and Killian steps out. “I needed some air,” he explains, coming to a stop between us. “I’ve been climbing the walls in here.” Moments later, Seth and Storm follow him out. “Looks like we all have,” Killian observes.

      “I hope we’re not interrupting anything,” Seth says, putting his hands in his pockets.

      “Nothing other than me trying to learn how to use these damn powers,” Mads replies. “I swear, I’m not exactly goddess material.”

      “I think we’re all a little restless,” Storm observes. “It’s always like this, the night before a battle.”

      An idea occurs to me then, and I look up at the others. “Do you guys want to get away from here for a bit?” I ask. “We don’t have to use magic. We could just take a walk.”

      The justice twins exchange a look, and Killian grins. “You just read my mind, Karma.”

      Seth nods, and Storm shrugs his broad shoulders. “How can I say no?” the weather god asks.

      I turn to Mads, who has the slightest smirk on her face. Her eyes drift from me to the guys, and then she says, “I think I’ll stay here, actually. I have to keep practising. You guys, though…” She shoots me an exaggerated wink, making me roll my eyes.

      “Okay, okay,” I laugh. “Point taken.” Turning back to the guys, I say, “There are some cliffs not far from here; it’s a really nice spot. You can see the entire valley.”

      “Say no more,” Killian jokes. “I’m sold.”

      Feeling a surge of childlike excitement, I follow the guys back inside, leaving Mads to her practise. I think she knows on some level that I need time alone with them, especially with everything that’s at stake. Now is the time to appreciate the people I love.

      Crossing over the threshold, we pass through the anti-magic barrier, and although it’s nerve-wracking being outside, there aren’t many people out and about at this hour. The justice twins walk on either side of me, with Storm behind, and although none of us says anything, I can tell that we’re all thinking the same thing: what’s going to happen tomorrow? And, of course, there’s the equally ambiguous follow-up question: if we survive this, what’s going to happen to us? Being in love with multiple guys at once never seemed like a possibility to me. I suppose it’s because I’ve never met men like these before. What few guys in my life who weren’t one-night stands have all turned out to be dicks in some way or another. I know that the practise isn’t unheard of amongst gods, although the dynamics are different between gods and humans. Part of me is still battling guilt, wondering if I’m being selfish for refusing to choose the way that I am. But the truth is that love has never been simple, and the idea of not having these people in my life is enough to make my blood run cold. I’ve got it bad, and there’s no way around it.

      I glance over my shoulder at Storm, who seems lost in his own thoughts. He said that he would work to accept my relationship with the twins, but what about them? I don’t think I’ve ever gotten a feeling for what they want, and time is running out…but I can’t bring myself to break the silence. Instead, I continue to lead them down the sloping lane and along the main road leading to the overlook.

      The cliff overlooks a sprawling meadow, and although the area is developed, this is one piece of nature that hasn’t been touched. Few people know about it, and fewer visit it, which makes it even more special—I don’t think I’ve ever taken someone else here before. We trudge up the overgrown slope leading to the top, emerging in a copse of trees that opens onto a raised ledge. Below us, the verdant valley sprawls out in the light of the low sun, and I’m brought back to all the times I’ve come here seeking solace. Storm seems particularly moved after all his time spent in prison, while even Killian doesn’t make a single snarky remark. We all just stare out over the fields for some time, and if I didn’t know any better, from here, I might even think that the world wasn’t falling apart.

      “I used to come up here as a little girl,” I say, walking out farther onto the ledge and slowly taking a seat. The stone is warm from the day’s sunlight, and I put my chin in my hand as I bask in the feeling. “I think the city has mostly forgotten about it. I found it by mistake.”

      “This I have to hear,” Killian says, and I elbow him playfully as he and the others come to sit beside me.

      “I botched my very first karma job,” I reply. “Pissed off the wrong guy—turns out, he wasn’t the one I was supposed to be messing with. Anyway, he was mad, and I ran, didn’t really care where I was going, and ended up here. He wasn’t even following me, but I didn’t know that.” I sigh. “I guess some things never change.”

      I’m half-expecting one of them to give me some platitude, some shallow reassurance that we all make mistakes and that I’ve gotten better since then, but instead, they stay silent. I’m more grateful than I can express. The truth is that I was never cut out to be a karma goddess—there’s other blood running through my veins…and that’s okay. Mum’s words echo in my head, her request that I maintain my optimism, and I find myself feeling at ease for the first time in ages. Looking down at the plant tattoos on my arms, it’s not disgust I feel anymore, but acceptance. This all started because I was trying to force myself to be something that I wasn’t. What I didn’t realise was that by doing that, I was keeping myself from becoming something better.

      It’s a long time before any of us speaks, until finally Seth brings up the elephant in the room. “It’s going to be bad tomorrow.”

      Killian nods slowly. “Yeah. It is.”

      Choosing his words carefully, Seth continues, “I know that things haven’t always been… That is, it’s been rocky, and there’s no denying that.” Killian looks at the ground but says nothing. “I just think we need to consider, in case something happens—”

      Storm surprises me with the intensity of his tone. “Don’t talk like that.” Seth turns to him, eyes wide, but the weather god holds his ground. “We’re going to kill Neritous. We’re going to stop the twins. And we’re going to be fine—all of us.”

      “I…didn’t expect you to care so much,” Seth replies, not making eye contact.

      “I didn’t, for a long time,” Storm admits. “But there are things that are more important than pride.” Taking a shaky breath, he looks from Seth to Killian. “And if the two of you love her the way that I do, then we’re on the same side. I’m…I’m sorry that it’s taken me so long to see that.”

      Seth blinks. “Apology accepted.”

      “Ditto,” says Killian.

      “Guys…” I say, overcome with emotion. None of them says anything; nothing needs to be said. Instead, each one shifts closer to me. I relax back into Storm’s chest, my hands intertwined with the justice twins’, and even the sight of the vista below us pales in comparison to the warmth I’m feeling in my heart.

      The sun drops below the horizon not long after, and we decide that it’s time to head back. I probably won’t sleep well tonight, but that doesn’t mean I won’t try to get to bed early all the same.

      The shift in dynamic between the guys is strong and immediate. They actually talk to each other on the way back, Killian with his teasing jibes, Seth with his put-upon eye rolling, and Storm with his dry, stoic observations. I know it’s too early to think about the future, but it’s as if an invisible wall has come down between the three of them. There are no spiteful glances or muttered remarks when one of them kisses the top of my head or when another pulls me into his side. It feels like…

      An understanding, I think as we head up the stoop to the front door. I’m just fumbling for my keys when the door flies open, revealing my dishevelled-looking mother. Her eyes are wide, and she looks like she’s halfway between panic and excitement.

      “Mum?” I ask uncertainly.

      “Thank the gods you’re back,” she says, frantically ushering us into the house.

      “I’m sorry,” I begin. “We were just on a short walk—”

      Mum waves me off. “It’s not that. It’s Kit.”

      My stomach drops, and my grip on Killian’s hand tightens. “What…what happened?” This is it, I think.

      Mum gives me an unreadable look, and then says, “I think you’d better go up and see for yourself.”

      Swallowing hard, I nod, the guys accompanying me upstairs and into my room. The sight I’m met with is almost unbelievable: instead of lying comatose in his box, Kit is now standing on my bed, and he’s huge. He’s close to the size of a child, his starry eyes bigger and more perceptive than ever. He seems to have fashioned a tunic for himself using my bedsheets, and he smiles when he sees me, rows upon rows of sharp teeth. “Kit?” I say wonderingly, taking a tentative step towards him. “Is that you?” As if in response, he takes hold of my hand and gives it a gentle bite. I start to laugh, half-amused and half-relieved, and the guys are probably looking at me like I’ve gone insane. “What the hell happened?” I ask, touching the goblin’s shoulder.

      “It looks like he’s transformed into a full adult,” Storm replies. “I’m willing to bet his teleporting abilities are stronger than ever.”

      “Well,” I say, putting my hands on my hips and smiling for the first time in what feels like forever, “it’s about time we caught a break.”
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      I’m not sure if I’m ever going to get used to seeing Kit as a big child instead of a tiny little creature. Every time I look at him, I’m expecting that tiny goblin I found in the yard, so small he fit in the palm of my hand, but instead, he’s like an entirely new creature.

      “I don’t think I’ve ever seen a fully-grown goblin,” Killian remarks as we step out onto the front porch. “He’s bigger than I was expecting.”

      “You’re telling me,” I reply. “I used to worry about him breaking the skin when he bit me. Now I have to worry about him taking a whole damn finger off.” My tone is lighthearted, but it’s all for show, and Killian knows it too; we’re about to throw ourselves into the eye of the storm, and it’s all any of us can do to pretend things are going to be okay. Maybe if we want it badly enough, it will happen.

      “Do you have everything?” Storm, ever the practical one, asks as he comes to a stop beside me.

      “I think so,” I reply. “Not much, but I figure what really matters is my magic, anyway.”

      “Fair enough, little one,” Storm says, the corner of his mouth twitching up in a half-smile.

      “We’d better go,” Seth says, shifting nervously from foot to foot. I don’t blame him. If I think too hard about what’s about to happen, I feel like I might faint. Even the magic inside me feels restless, like a powerful force that’s struggling to get out, waiting for something big to happen.

      “The other gods,” Killian says, turning to his brother. “Are they there already? The ones on our side?”

      Seth gives him a curt nod. “What ones I was able to convince, yeah. They’re scared, I think. This whole thing is unprecedented.” He shakes his head grimly. “I don’t know what it’s like in London, but they’re saying it’s gotten bad.”

      “Gee, there’s some good news,” Killian mutters.

      “If you want good news, I’m not the guy to be asking,” Seth retorts dryly before his expression turns serious again. “We’re going to be outnumbered. Most of the gods have taken Neritous’s side—probably just trying to save their own skins. Either way, it’s not going to be pretty.”

      “I didn’t think it would be,” I say in a low voice before rolling my shoulders back and straightening up. “Well, might as well get this over with, then.”

      “We’re with you,” Killian tells me.

      “All of us,” adds Mads, crossing her arms over her chest. I can see the fear in her eyes, but her face is set with determination, and I’ve never been prouder of my friend than I am right now. I know Pey is worried for her, and I told her she didn’t have to come if she didn’t want to, but she was having none of it. She’s going to finish this thing by my side, whatever the outcome.

      “Right,” I say, turning to Kit. “If you could do the honours, please, Kit.”

      The goblin stares at me for a moment before extending his arms, his night sky eyes closing, and the difference is immediately evident: he doesn’t struggle at all to summon the portal, his gestures practised and self-assured, and when the tear appears in the universe, it expands into a portal at incredible speed. It’s like he’s barely breaking a sweat, I think wonderingly. What else is he capable of now that he’s an adult?

      I don’t have time to wonder for very long, as Storm and Seth are already stepping through the portal and disappearing. Killian gives me a curt nod before following them, and Mads meets my eyes for a long moment before bringing up the rear. I’m left on the front stoop with my goblin, but I hesitate, stealing a glance over my shoulder and in through the living room window. I can see mum, dad, Pey, and Damien inside, and they’re watching me, mum and dad holding hands while Pey and Damien each give me a solemn wave. We’ve already said our goodbyes, and I know that going in for another one would be too painful, but I can’t help but raise my hand to them in a final farewell gesture, my eyes meeting mum’s and holding there. She gives me a small smile and nods, and I know exactly what she’s thinking: Don’t let the world turn you cold.

      And I’m not going to.

      Turning back around, I take Kit by the hand. He seems to understand what’s happening, and moves willingly alongside me as we walk up to the dark hole in time and space. I swallow, closing my eyes…and then we step through the portal.

      For a minute I’m disoriented, and not only because teleportation has the tendency to give me major vertigo. My first reaction is to wonder if Kit made a mistake, because there’s no way this is London—it just can’t be possible. But a glance in front of me as the portal closes shows the guys and Mads, all looking around with that same expression of disbelief, and I realise with a sinking feeling that it is possible. We’re living it right now.

      Over on the water, I can see Big Ben, or at least, what remains of it. The iconic clock tower has been split in half, the upper part in shambles over the collapsed roof of the Palace of Westminster. It’s been torn apart, enormous tree trunks splitting through the old stone and giving the whole thing a post-apocalyptic look. Indeed, the rest of the city doesn’t look much better; I glance around with dismay at icons and landmarks I remember from my childhood trips here, the city in ruins all around us. It was one thing to see it happening from above, like in San Francisco, but it’s another to be standing in the midst of it, like living in the middle of a natural disaster.

      There’s nothing natural about this, though.

      For a moment we’re all silent. “You said it was bad,” Killian murmurs to Seth at last. “I wasn’t expecting this bad.”

      “It was always going to be like this,” Seth replies glumly. “Ever since Neritous got the life powers. And he’s not going to stop.”

      “Then we’re going to be the ones to make him,” Mads states. “And from the sounds of it, we’re not alone.”

      We fall silent again, and my eyes go wide when I pick up on the noises of chaos coming from the city centre. It sounds like a battlefield, complete with explosions, toppling buildings, and the occasional scream of triumph or anguish. Above the skyline, bursts of magic of all kinds explode up into the air, lighting the world up in bright colours as the gods duke it out with one another. “Sounds like that’s where we need to go,” I remark.

      “Let’s get to it, then,” says Seth.

      The rest of us don’t need telling twice, and together we begin to make our way down the abandoned London street. It’s strange seeing it like this, choked with plants and animals, like the wilderness is reclaiming the city. Most of the humans seem to have disappeared from this area, and I can only hope they made it out safely, although I know better than to be too optimistic.

      As if in confirmation, a horrible groaning noise starts up the moment we pass the first intersection. Brow furrowing, I glance in the direction it’s coming from, what seems to be an alleyway branching off one of the side streets. “What…?” I begin, stepping forward, but Storm holds out a protective arm to stop me.

      “Hold on,” he murmurs. “Might not be on our side.”

      There’s a pause, and then it comes again: a moaning, agonized, but distinctly human sound: the sound of a person in pain. “What if someone’s hurt?” I demand, sidestepping Storm to move forward. “We should at least…”

      But the words die in my throat as the groaning comes again, and a figure steps out from the alleyway. It’s human, or at least, it was once human, from the look of its rumpled clothes and tangled hair, but that’s where the similarities end. The being coming towards us is almost unrecognisable, a horrible abomination of flesh and nature: branches protrude from its skin at wild angles, vines snake up and around its legs, lichen and moss cover its face. The worst thing, though, is its eyes: a bright, glowing green. The same colour as my life magic.

      “Is that…” Mads begins, swallowing hard.

      Seth nods in confirmation. “It must not have survived the initial enchantment of the city,” he says. “This is what happens to the humans who aren’t reborn, sooner or later. They turn into monsters.”

      Mads holds up her hand, blue lightning already surging around her fingers, but I grab her wrist. “Wait, you can’t just…!”

      “Karma,” she protests, her blue eyes filled with terror, “that’s not human! Not anymore!”

      “But it might be,” I insist, taking a step towards the being. It continues its weird, unbalanced movements as it approaches us, the sight of it making my stomach turn. “What if the person is still in there?”

      “Karma,” says Killian, “I don’t think that’s—”

      But he stops dead when first, one and then two more figures come shambling out of the alleyway, their green eyes locked on us. Stretching out their arms in what might be an attack or an invitation, they suddenly pick up their pace, seemingly having set their sights on us, and Killian has to physically pull me out of the way seconds before one of the jagged branches comes slashing out at me. Mads lets out a cry of surprise as the four of us stumble backwards, the plant zombies now charging at us at top speed. They lunge around, uncoordinated, but the thorns and sticks growing out of their bodies are razor sharp, and I can see hatred on their twisted faces. “Don’t kill them,” I yell to the others. “Not if you can help it!”

      “But—” begins Storm.

      I cut him off. “There might be a way to reverse it! No more innocents are getting killed because of me.” I lock eyes with him for a moment, and the intensity in my gaze must be enough to convince him, because he doesn’t protest, instead giving me a small nod.

      Out of the corner of my eye, I can see Killian squaring up against one of the monsters, a burst of golden lightning extending from his outstretched hands. I follow suit, drawing on the first powers I can reach and letting loose a shower of green sparks of my own. They connect squarely with the chest of the creature closest to me, sending it reeling back, but it doesn’t stop completely. Letting out another one of those hideous moans, it charges back towards me, arms outstretched. Storm covers me with a gust of wind that sends the being flying, allowing me to move on to the others. Seth and Killian seem to have a couple of them under control, but Mads is clearly struggling to keep the remaining one at a distance; not thinking, I run to her, unleashing a blast of green magic. It’s a struggle to keep it from killing the creature, but I’m determined not to cost anyone else their life, and I maintain my restraint, biting down hard on my lip. Carefully, I lift the being up into the air on a platform of green energy before lifting it up and over the river, depositing it on the bridge. It’s the best I can do.

      “Where the hell are the other gods when we need them?” Mads demands.

      “They’re all busy fighting Neritous,” I reply as we move to rejoin the others. The justice twins have dispatched the last of the creatures, and after a quick scan to make sure everyone is okay, we’re able to start moving again, albeit with more trepidation than before. “Come on,” I say, picking up my pace. “They’re going to need our help.”

      We continue to pick our way through the ruined city, the sounds of the battle growing closer with every step. There are a few more of the monsters lurking on the side streets, but we’re able to evade most of them, and the ones we aren’t, we take care of with nonlethal force. I don’t know if there’s a way to undo it, but I’m certainly going to try to find one…assuming I make it out of this in one piece. What concerns me more than the presence of the creatures is their numbers; I would have been expecting more of them, considering the number of people living in London. I guess it’s possible some of them may have fled the city after hearing about what happened to San Francisco and New York, but that doesn’t quite add up, either. It’s almost like…

      But my train of thought is interrupted when we round a corner into what used to be Trafalgar Square. It’s now a jungle of overgrown trees and wrecked buildings. That isn’t what surprises me. What surprises me is the chaos; the place might as well be a battlefield. All around us, gods of all dominions and power levels are battling other gods, and it’s not immediately possible to tell which ones are on our side and which ones are on Neritous’s. Explosions of magic split the air all around us, bolts of lightning fly every which way, and other, more exotic powers light up the overcast sky. The dominant power is green, no doubt signs of the magic I gave to them, and my heart sinks when I see that many of the enemy combatants were once human. Many of them are now plant monsters like the ones we encountered before, but there are many others—businessmen, mothers, children—who are untouched by the foliage, instead sporting the same vine tattoos that signal the successful transfer of the life powers. These must be the humans who survived the initial wave, I think, my hand flying to my mouth as I look around. This was what he meant by being reborn, turning into gods and goddesses.

      “Why are they fighting us?” Killian wonders aloud. “Can’t they see this is Neritous’s fault?”

      It’s true; their eyes aren’t the blank, staring green that shows their minds are no longer their own. There’s sanity on their faces, confusion, determination…but also fear. “We don’t know what he told them,” Storm replies. “Maybe they think he’s here to help them.”

      “We’re wasting time,” Seth says flatly. “We need to find Neritous and the twins.”

      “Won’t be easy, considering how many life gods there are here now,” Mads remarks.

      I open my mouth to reply, but I’m interrupted by a deafening burst of power. Before I even realise what’s happening, I’m being lifted off the ground, some sort of telekinetic energy keeping me immobilised and struggling futilely. I let out a yell, glancing down to see one of the other gods standing below me with her hands raised. “I got her!” she yells triumphantly. “I got the karma goddess!”

      “Karma!” yells Killian, making a move towards her, but then a couple of the others look up from their own fights and charge over, engaging with the guys and Mads before they even have a chance to help. I’m on my own. I thrash against the magic holding me in place, but every movement is a struggle, like a million strong hands are restricting me.

      Shite.

      Another glance down shows the goddess moving her hands, and moments later I begin to move in midair, slowly carried by the enemy magic as she sends me in an unknown direction, no doubt to Neritous or the twins. So, he did want me dead, after all. The others too, probably. It’s not exactly surprising, and it makes a fresh wave of anger bubble up inside me. Closing my eyes, I concentrate on my breath, grasping for my powers. It’s a struggle, especially when I can’t use my hands; usually that’s the first step in channelling a god’s magic, and I never fully understood how some of the higher gods could do it without the gestures. I’ll be damned if I’m going to let this bitch hand deliver me to the higher gods, though, and I seize on my rage and determination, willing the magic to burst out of me the way it has so many other times before. Below the karma powers, the life goddess’s magic sits, tranquil and waiting, but it’s not either of those that I’m after. I need the pure, destructive force of the higher gods’ lightning, and when I sense it building up, I yell and will it to come surging out of me.

      And it actually works.

      Green lightning explodes from me, out of every pore, my wild red hair defying gravity as the static courses through it in an untamed burst of magical electricity. The sky lights up once more as I continue to force the energy out of me, desperate to break the other goddess’s hold…and finally, I feel the enemy magic loosen. Immediately, I come crashing to the ground, landing on my back so hard it knocks the wind out of me. I gasp for breath, my powers faltering, and in that instant, the goddess is on me, clawing at me viciously with her hands as she tries to restrain me. I push back hard against her chest, but that surge took it out of me, and I’m going to need a moment to regain my concentration. “You bitch,” she hisses. “Can’t you see what Neritous is doing?”

      “Oh, I see exactly what he’s doing,” I grit out, my muscles trembling with the exertion of holding her at bay. “And I’m not going to let it continue.”

      “We’ll see about that,” the woman snarls, her hands closing around my throat, her eyes filled with hatred. What did Neritous tell these gods to sway them so much? It doesn’t matter now, though. She’s hellbent on killing me, so I put all my energy into shoving back. My air is being cut off, and I can feel the strength going out of me once more, but just as my vision begins to swim, I remember my legs, and knee her hard in the stomach. She winces, her fingers loosening a little, but that’s all I need. Flinging her arms off me, I throw her away, sending her sprawling across the ground. Not even bothering to sit up, I hold out my hands, wincing at the pain in my neck, and a fresh bolt of lightning manifests, cracking through the air to strike her straight in the chest. She writhes in pain, and I bear down harder; I don’t want her to suffer, but I’m not going to let her get between me and stopping Neritous. The goddess pushes back with her own powers, but it’s too late, and seconds later her body goes still, either dead or unconscious.

      I stare down at her grimly before picking myself up and looking around; the fight only seems to be intensifying, and it’s obvious that we don’t have numbers on our side. To my left, Killian and Seth are tag-teaming a group of plant monsters, while a little ways ahead, Storm is summoning a tornado to carry away a couple of rival gods. Kit is off to one side, summoning portals for the enemies to fall into, but where is Mads?

      I don’t have time to consider before a cat god springs at me out of nowhere, fangs bared and claws out, ready for another fight. I’m not about to be caught off guard this time, though, and I unleash a blast of green energy that sends him flying away. Another one comes from behind, raking my back painfully with his claws, and I hit him with lightning before he can come any closer. They’re melee fighters, I remind myself. If I can just keep them away long enough… But it’s like every cat god in the world has suddenly descended on me, hunting me in a predatory group. It’s hard to keep up with them, blasting them one at a time, but I don’t have another power surge in me, at least not right now. Every time I strike one, another comes darting out of the shadows, moving with the speed and agility that only a cat god can manage. I’m getting overwhelmed, but I set my jaw and keep it up, trying not to think about the pain in my back, trying not to think about how tired I’ve already become…

      But then, frosty blue lightning joins mine, and I look over to see Mads coming to stand at my side, arms outstretched and brow furrowed in concentration. Together we continue to light them up, and that turns the tide; within moments, they’ve either all gone down or retreated. I shoot my best friend a grateful look. “I owe you one,” I tell her.

      Mads gives me a half-crazed grin before we go racing across the square in search of the others. We reach Seth, who has just taken down a duo of plant monsters, first. “Where are the others?” I ask breathlessly.

      “And where’s Neritous?” Mads adds.

      Seth opens his mouth to reply, but then a voice from behind him draws his attention. “It’s a shame we had to meet again like this, Seth.” It’s a newcomer, dressed impeccably, with ginger hair almost as unruly as my own.

      The justice god’s eyes go wide. “Alaric?” he says. “What are you doing here?”

      “What has to be done,” the other god says, sounding melancholy. “I really wish it didn’t have to be this way, Seth.”

      “You know me, Alaric!” Seth protests, approaching the other god. “How many times have we worked together? You know I want what’s best for the world!”

      “Neritous wants what’s best for the world,” the man, Alaric, replies grimly. “Times have changed, old friend. This is the way things have to be. It’s not too late,” he adds, holding up his hands. “You could still join us. This doesn’t have to be like this.”

      I see a flicker of doubt on Seth’s face. “Don’t do it, Seth!” I yell, drawing his attention back to me. “Don’t let him get in your head!”

      “You must be the one at the heart of all this,” Alaric says, turning to look at me. “Pretty thing. It’s too bad you picked the wrong side.” He extends a hand to Seth. “Let me kill the karma goddess, Seth, and this can all end here.”

      Seth’s expression hardens. “I’m not going to let that happen,” he tells the other god.

      Alaric looks disappointed, but not surprised. “That’s a shame,” he mutters, and then a bolt of black lightning surges out of his hand and strikes Seth squarely in the chest. The justice god collapses onto the ground, unmoving.

      “Seth!” I cry, already moving towards him, but another bolt of lightning narrowly misses me, and I turn back to the other god. “You’re going to pay for that,” I hiss and raise my hands.

      “We’ll see,” is all he says, and his black bolt of lightning collides with my green one, leaving us at an impasse as we each try to overcome the other’s magic.

      “Mads!” I yell desperately.

      “Here,” she replies, already getting into position beside me, and lets loose an unguided but still powerful bolt of her own blue electricity. It meets Alaric’s, merging with mine to create a single bolt of blue-green lightning that surges against the other god’s like a tidal wave. For a moment I wonder if it will be enough, but between the two of us, we’re stronger, and we manage to overpower him, our magic striking him in a death blow.

      Mads looks at me triumphantly, but my breath is already catching in my throat. My eyes have returned to Seth. Whatever Alaric did to him, it wasn’t good.
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      I feel unsteady on my feet as I race over to where Seth is lying, unmoving. The blast knocked him a decent distance away, and it’s a struggle not to trip over myself as I scramble to get to him, momentarily oblivious to everything that’s going on around me. “Seth,” I say, my tone bordering on frantic as I drop to my knees in front of his form. He’s lying on his side, facing away from me, and I feel my hands shaking as I reach out to gently roll him onto his back. There’s a scorch mark on his chest. The blast was clearly enough to burn through his clothes, and the burn looks bad—third degree, if I’m not mistaken. Blood seeps out from the edges of the wound, in spite of the lightning’s cauterising, and for a brief, terrifying moment I’m sure that he’s dead, taken out the exact same way Hugo was…but then he gives a ragged, hitching gasp, his body jerking under my hands, and relief floods through me.

      “Seth,” I repeat, putting my hands on either side of his face as I stare down at him, frantic to see the extent of his injuries. “Seth, I’m here! Stay with me!” His skin feels feverish and clammy under my fingers, and if it weren’t for the shallow movements of his chest and neck, I would mistake him for dead already. His eyelids twitch as he sucks in another strained breath before lapsing into a fit of nasty-sounding coughs that don’t exactly fill me with confidence. “Hey, hey, hey,” I murmur, “it’s going to be all right. You’re going to be fine. Just stay with me, okay? Can you look at me? Can you do that?” I feel like I’m babbling on, but it’s all I can do to keep from having a complete meltdown in the middle of the battlefield.

      Mercifully, Seth lets out a low groan, his voice sounding rough and dream-like, and his golden eyes slowly flutter open. “Karma,” he mutters hoarsely, “I’m—”

      “Shh,” I tell him, smoothing a hand over the top of his head before hurriedly trying to pull his shirt out of the way. “Don’t try to talk. Just keep your eyes open.”

      He looks half-delirious as he watches me, uncomprehending. “Alaric…did this,” he mutters, sounding like he doesn’t quite believe it. “Friends for years. Colleagues even longer… Why?”

      “Don’t worry about that,” I reply, finally managing to tug the top of his button-down aside so I can get a better look at his injury. “Mads and I took care of him.”

      “You…took care of him…” He actually smiles up at me then, looking a little wistful. “Knew you would come through, Karma…”

      “You know me,” I reply, my voice trembling a little. “I always come through.”

      The sound of the by-now familiar groaning makes me raise my head, only to narrowly dodge the incoming swipe of one of the plant zombie’s razor-sharp branches. Setting my jaw, I extend my hand and unleash a fresh burst of green lightning, striking it head-on and sending it tumbling away. “Got to…get to Neritous,” Seth goes on, trying futilely to move. “Stop him. Leave me.”

      “No way,” I reply, gently pushing his hands back down. “Don’t move, Seth. You’re going to be fine. I’m not going to let anything happen to you.”

      “Have to,” he insists. “Where’s Killian? Tell him what happened…”

      Mads, who has just finished taking care of another attacking goddess, rushes over and kneels beside me, her expression twisting with horror as she takes in the extent of Seth’s injuries. “Shit,” she hisses. “Karma, this looks bad.”

      “I know,” I reply, barely holding onto my composure. “We need a healing charm! Or a potion, or something! What did mum give us? There has to be something…”

      “They were all offensive,” my friend replies, blue eyes wide.

      “That’s impossible,” I snap, tearing a strip off Seth’s shirt and placing it on his chest to help stop the bleeding. He groans in pain. “Sorry,” I tell him.

      “Karma,” Mads begins, “I don’t think—”

      “I’m not leaving him,” I hiss, rounding on her, and I must look half-crazed, since she pulls back a little.

      “The battle is still going on!” she protests. “Neritous could be anywhere by now! You’re going to get killed if you stay here!”

      “So be it,” I reply grimly. If keeping Seth alive means sacrificing myself, I’ll gladly do it; too many people have already lost their lives because of me. At least this would even the score.

      “I’m not going to let that happen,” Mads retorts, putting a hand on my arm. “We have to finish this!”

      Seth sucks in another breath, and I glance back down at him. “Not…going to let that happen, either,” he rasps. “Can’t let it be all for nothing, Karma.”

      I can feel tears welling up in my eyes, clouding my vision as I stare desperately down at the justice twin. Why did he have to trust that bastard Alaric? “I can’t,” I plead with him softly. “I can’t let you die.”

      “Gonna…be fine,” he replies, giving me a small smile, but I can see that there’s blood on his teeth, and that means internal bleeding. “Would just…get in your way, anyhow.”

      “That’s not true,” I say, fully crying by now but unable to stop. “I need you! I need all of you!”

      “Keep Killian safe,” Seth pleads, grabbing hold of one of my hands and giving it a weak squeeze. “Make sure he and Storm—” But a fresh wave of hacking takes him then, and when he coughs, I can see a spray of blood droplets spatter his immaculate white shirt. I feel like I could scream, the world seeming to melt away around me. He’s dying. Seth is dying, and there’s nothing I can do about it.

      He’s dying because of Neritous.

      “Karma.” Mads’s voice sounds far away. “We have to finish this. Now, more than ever.” She glances up and unleashes a new lightning bolt at a couple of approaching gods, giving them pause long enough for one of Kit’s portals to appear beneath them and swallow them up. I don’t even have time to feel gratitude towards the goblin, so intense is my fear and grief. I meet her eyes, my own swimming with tears, and she pulls me close, pressing her forehead to mine. “We can’t let him win. Not now.”

      “Go!” Seth implores, giving me a weak shove with his hand. Torn, I glance from him to my best friend; deep down, I know they’re right. Now’s the best chance we’ll ever have to stop Neritous, and the longer I stay here with Seth, the less likely getting to him will be. All around us, the battle rages on, louder and more intense than ever, and I can feel a lump in my throat when I realise just how hopeless the situation is.

      Mads bites her lip, following my gaze around the square, and finally says, “Look, you’re stronger than me anyway. You’ve got the best odds of all of us. But maybe… Maybe I can stay here with him. Keep him safe.”

      I stare at her for a moment. “You would…?”

      “Yes,” she replies without missing a beat, giving me a firm nod. “I can be more use here, anyway. I still don’t have full control of my powers.”

      Swallowing hard, I force myself to nod, grabbing her by the shirt and looking her in the eyes. “Keep him alive,” I instruct her. “Do whatever it takes.”

      “I’ll try,” Mads promises, shifting to sit on the ground next to Seth. “Nothing’s getting past me,” she adds with a grim smile before giving me a hard shove. “Now go! We’re running out of time!”

      I move to stand, and then steal a last glance down at Seth; his eyes look glassy, and his breathing is shallow. Hesitating for just a beat, I lean forward and press a kiss to his forehead before dragging myself up and looking around. We can’t have been down for more than a couple minutes, but it feels like hours have passed, and my body feels heavy. Enemy gods and plant monsters fill the area, and it’s clear that our numbers are depleting more quickly. While that should make me afraid, instead, I’m flooded with a sense of anger so powerful that it almost knocks me off my feet. The same conviction that I found when I was giving Hugo’s eulogy comes rushing back to me all at once, and suddenly, just like that, I find my footing. My steps no longer feel heavy as I begin to move forward, grabbing onto that pure, unbridled rage and letting it all out.

      I might scream, but I’m not even aware of myself as green lightning begins to pour out of me. A couple gods approach, and I fling an enormous bolt at them without even thinking about it, not even stopping. More plant monsters go down as I unleash more magic, my hair standing on end from the raw power, and in that moment it’s like I’ve lost myself. I am a killing machine as I walk through the battlefield, the world reduced to a ringing in my ears as the all-consuming need for vengeance—no, not vengeance, but justice—overpowers all rational thought. At some point, I begin to lift off the ground, the same way that I did when I attacked San Francisco, magic rushing out of me as enemies fall all around me. I’m so caught up in the adrenaline and anger that I don’t even notice the black-clad figure stepping out from behind a column.

      It’s only when that awful, smug voice speaks that my concentration breaks. “So, here we are.”

      The familiarity of it snaps me out of the trance, and I drop to the ground, the magic fading as surely as it came about. I can only stare, bloody and wide-eyed, as Neritous walks slowly towards me. The twins, Kjetli and Ivar, step out into the clearing to flank him on either side as they approach with an unnerving sense of calm.

      “Neritous.” My voice barely sounds like my own.

      He gives a disappointed sigh. “I should have known better than to expect you to leave well enough alone, Karma,” he says. “I won’t be making that mistake again.”

      “Enough talk,” I snap. “Nothing you can say is going to change the fact that you’re a monster.”

      “A monster?” He seems to take offense at that. “Don’t you see what we’re doing here, Karma? We’re changing the world! Look at what these powers have already accomplished!” He makes a sweeping gesture around at the carnage, at the empowered humans and plant monsters. He’s proud of himself, I realise, my mouth twisting into a snarl. “We’re making history here, Karma! No more living in secret from the humans! No more politics! Just a new world order, made in our image.”

      “That’s no world I want to live in,” I tell him, clenching my hands into fists at my sides.

      “That’s a shame,” Neritous mutters. “Really, it is. Of all my children, you always showed the most potential.” In spite of the dig, Ivar and Kjetli don’t even react, just continue to stare me down unnervingly with their glowing green eyes.

      “I’m going to kill you,” I tell him.

      Neritous just laughs, shaking his head like it’s all some big joke. “You can certainly try.”

      And that’s when all hell breaks loose. A combination of red and green lightning pours out of him, shooting across the square to me and badly singing my shoulder even as I try to get my hands up in defence. With a yell of pain, I fire back at him, and he barely dodges out of the way. The twins fan out to either side, arms outstretched, and then I’m lunging to the left, scrambling to get out of the way of their incoming magic.

      I’ve always had a hard time using my powers on multiple opponents, and that was before being imbued with life magic, so maintaining my focus is proving to be a challenge. The fact that the twins are relentless in their assault, raining down rainbow lightning from all sides, doesn’t help matters either. I’m on the defensive, but it’s all I can do to avoid being blown up right here and now. Neritous, the smug bastard, is just standing there and watching, his arms crossed over his chest and a wry smirk on his face. He doesn’t mind having his kids do his dirty work for him—he’s only ever seen us as battle fodder, and I didn’t expect that to change now.

      Lunging to the left to avoid one of Kjetli’s oncoming blasts, I stumble over an exposed root and fall to the ground with a shouted curse. It’s exactly the opening Ivar needs, and I realise belatedly that he’s closer than I thought he was. Keeping tabs on both brothers is proving to be more difficult than I was expecting. Letting out an incomprehensible snarl, the other brother leaps at me out of nowhere, and I’m unable to get up in time to avoid his attack. Adrenaline surging through me, I clamp my eyes closed and fling my hands into the air, bracing myself for the kill shot that I’m sure is coming…but a moment passes, and then two, and the scorching pain never arrives. Could I be dead already? Hardly daring to look, I crack open my eyes only to feel my mouth drop open in shock; a wall of green magic is suspended in the air in front of me, flickering and shifting subtly like a wave of water. Ivar’s magic continues to fire at it, dissipating in bursts of electricity every time a new bolt hits the magical barrier. In my panic, I must have summoned some kind of force field…

      But the minute I start to think about what I’m doing, I can feel the barrier falter, weakening before disappearing completely. Not about to take another chance, I roll out of the way of Ivar’s magic and stumble to my feet, the blood rushing to my head and making me feel faint. I sprint to the left, trying to move in a zigzag pattern to keep the brothers on their toes, and it sort of works, until one of the roots jutting out of the concrete suddenly begins to move. I skid to a stop, taken aback, and watch with wide eyes as the root continues to wind back and forth like a giant snake, the bark groaning with the force of the magic powering it. Rubble is pushed to the side as more and more branches emerge from the ground, snaking up into the air to create a tangled thicket of trees, brambles, and leaves. I hesitate, briefly debating, and then try to skirt around it; at least this way I can put some distance between myself and the others and try to come up with a strategy. But even as I make a break for it, the wall continues to grow, forming a fast-moving blockade that keeps me from crossing the square.

      Growling with frustration, I turn around to see Neritous with his hands outstretched, eyes half-lidded almost lazily, as if this is no more of a task than tying his shoes. “Come now, Karma,” he croons. “Where’s the sport in running away?”

      “This is all a game to you, isn’t it?” I demand, unable to keep from taking the bait.

      “That’s hardly fair,” Neritous fires back. “Especially considering the way you yourself viewed your job as recently as your last birthday.”

      That cuts deep, but I allow it to fuel the anger in my chest, hurling a blast of life magic at Kjetli just as he comes tearing up alongside me. It topples him onto the ground, but Ivar lets loose a bolt of his own lightning, and this one knocks me off my feet. Again. I go down hard, my side connecting with a giant chunk of rubble that knocks the air out of me and sends waves of pain through my torso. Even just trying to stand up again hurts; I must have broken a rib. Hell, I’ll be lucky if that’s all I broke. Ivar is coming at me, and I raise my hand to hit him with my magic again, but my stomach drops when I realise how thin the lightning bolts have grown. It’s enough to keep him away, but just barely, and before I know it, he’s closing in. I struggle to stand up, my ribs protesting the whole time, trying to work up the energy for another attack, but I feel utterly drained, like all the life is going out of me. The surge of battle earlier is wearing off, and my powers weren’t going to hold out forever. I’m running on fumes, and there’s no way for me to take them all down when I can barely stand up.

      Breathing hard, my whole body trembling, I square my shoulders—at least I can go down fighting—only to be interrupted by a gale-force wind that sweeps Ivar off his feet. Turning to look, I see Storm and Killian sprinting to get to me, their eyes wide with concern and their faces masks of grim protectiveness. Even Killian, with Seth down for the count, seems hellbent on reaching me, and my heart melts a little when I see the look on his face. “Guys—” I yell as they approach.

      “Look out!” Killian yells, throwing a burst of his own golden lightning over my shoulder. Whirling back around, I see Kjetli drop to one knee, grunting with pain. Killian charges past me, his golden eyes flashing, and before I know it, he’s on top of Kjetli, blows and magic flying as the two men grapple with each other.

      “Get Neritous,” Storm shouts at me. He’s already duking it out with Ivar, their magics colliding in a firework-like explosion from opposite sides of the square.

      “But—” I begin.

      “Go!” Storm insists. “We’ll cover you!”

      I hesitate for a fraction of a second more and then nod firmly, shielding my eyes as I look for Neritous. I know better than to argue, and this is the best chance I’m going to have; I should have known the guys would come through in the clutch. “Enough games!” I shout, extending my arms and stepping forward into the middle of the square. Around me, the battle rages on. “Come out and face me, Neritous.” For a moment, there’s no response, and I wonder if he’s had a change of heart, but then he steps out from behind one of the overgrown trees, sauntering slowly towards me until we stand facing each other.

      “I should have guessed you would have your boy toys do your dirty work for you,” Neritous observes.

      Gritting my teeth together, I reply, “You mean like you’re doing?”

      Neritous laughs, actually laughs, at that. “You really do have a sharp tongue, Karma Kismet,” he remarks. “It’s disappointing things have to end this way. We could have ruled the world together.”

      “I’m happy to disappoint,” I retort and then unleash a fresh bolt of green lightning, hoping to catch him off guard. At this point, it’s all I can do since I feel utterly spent, and just staying upright seems to be taking all my energy.

      Neritous flicks his hand almost lazily, contouring my magic with his own before unleashing a blast of life magic from his free hand. Sucking in a breath, I stumble to the left, barely able to keep my footing. Somehow, I’m able to get a new barrier up, shrugging off the bulk of Neritous’s power, but I can feel myself lagging, and one look at the force field tells me its already on its last legs. “Steady now, Karma,” Neritous says coldly. “Wouldn’t want you to overexert yourself.”

      I can feel my knees buckle, and the world starts to close in around me. Neritous bears down on the wall, causing it to shimmer before dissolving completely and leaving me vulnerable. But I’m running on empty, and my body feels like it’s barely working anymore; even with concentration, I can hardly summon the smallest of sparks around my fingers.

      Neritous comes to stand over me, his hand outstretched. “I’ll make this quick, Karma,” he promises, and red magic begins to gather in his hand.

      This is it. Come on, come on, I think. Do something! But there’s nothing to do; our power levels are matched, and he’s got the upper hand. He has everything that I do…

      Except.

      The solution comes to me so suddenly it nearly makes me gasp. It’s so simple, and yet I’ve been overlooking it this whole time in favour of damage and destruction. How could I have forgotten my longest-lived advantage?

      Digging deep, I shut my eyes and grab for that nearly-forgotten magic, those powers that I once took for granted, and allow them to consume me with a last, desperate prayer. Neritous’s lightning comes down on me all at once, with enough power to leave me a smouldering crater…but it doesn’t hurt me, absorbed by my old powers.

      For all our similarities, I have karma on my side.

      Neritous seems to realise what’s happening a second later, his eyes going wide as he backpedals, but it’s too late, and in an instant, his magic is rebounding, trapping him in a vortex of red lightning. It’s not loud enough to drown out his screams as he burns, reduced to a charred corpse in the middle of the square. What I’m not expecting, however, is the surge of green magic that emerges from his corpse, which seems to gather in the air for a moment before streaming back into me, seeking me out like a beacon and revitalising me. I can feel my strength coming back as the powers I gave to him return to me, filling me up with a desperately-needed second wind.

      I open my eyes, and just like that, it’s over, the fight coming to a screeching halt as the others realise their leader is dead. Storm and Killian have taken out the brothers, and they race over to me, eyes wide, as I stare down at Neritous’s smoking body. “You did it,” Storm says, disbelieving, but my mind is already on other things.

      “Seth,” I breathe and go tearing back to where the other justice twin lies on the ground. “Is he…?” I ask, dropping to my knees next to Mads.

      “Not good,” she replies grimly. “Karma, I don’t…”

      But I ignore her, an idea already forming in my mind. If killing Neritous made his powers come back to me, then… “Storm,” I say as the other gods approach. “Killian. Join your hands.”

      “What?” demands Killian. “We need to help Seth!”

      “I know,” I reply, looking at him. “Trust me. Please. We don’t have much time.”

      The gods exchange a look before hesitantly clasping their hands together. I grab Storm’s free hand, and Killian and I each take one of Seth’s, effectively making a circle. “What—” Storm begins, but I shush him. I need to concentrate. Closing my eyes, I reach for the life magic, the magic that’s caused so much destruction, and allow it to radiate out of me, channelling through the hands of Storm and Killian and into Seth’s body. For a moment, I’m not even sure if it’s going to work, but then I see vine tattoos beginning to snake up Storm’s wrists, and I double down on my efforts. The circle glows with green magic, brighter than it’s ever been before, as I share the life powers with Storm, Seth, and Killian, imbuing them with the same strength that’s been given to me.

      The light dies down after a few seconds, and nobody dares speak; for one tense minute, I start to doubt myself, but then Seth sucks in a breath and opens his eyes. The wound on his chest is already beginning to close up, and I kiss him urgently when he meets my gaze. “Karma…” he murmurs.

      “It’s okay,” I tell him, stroking his hair. “It’s okay, I’m here. We all are.”

      Killian drops to his knees to pull his brother into a tight hug while Storm gives Seth a firm clap on the shoulder. “We almost lost you, there.”

      “But we didn’t,” Killian replies, looking at me admiringly and then reaching out to kiss me passionately. Storm follows, embracing me tightly, and for several moments, none of us says anything, unable to keep our hands off each other in our gratitude to be alive.

      The sound of Mads clearing her throat is what finally pulls my attention away. “I hate to interrupt this little love fest,” she says, grinning, “but in case you haven’t noticed, we’re kind of in the middle of a war zone.”

      I smile a little, sitting back on my haunches. “Not anymore,” I reply quietly. The war is over.
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      Green magic spins and twists around the stone doors, making them crack every few seconds. Sweat drips down the back of my neck after a few minutes, and after what feels like much longer, my hands start to shake. I turn my gaze to Storm, Killian and Seth standing on my left. They are sending the same amount of power from themselves as I am, but I can see the tension on their faces.

      This isn’t easy work. I close my eyes and turn back to the doors. This time I remember everything this day represents, how everyone in the gods community is watching us and needing to see us as leaders. I scream as I push more magic from my soul, and as I open my eyes, the doors blast into nothing but dust. The life magic zooms back into its owners—me, Storm and the twins—like a button clicking on, and I fall to my knees, breathless.

      “I got you, little one,” Storm murmurs, wrapping an arm around my back and lifting me to his side.

      Seth steps to my other side, taking my hand and lifting it to his mouth. He kisses my hand once as Killian winks at me from Storm’s other side.

      “We did it!” I say, looking back at the blown-up entrance to the gods’ correction facility. After the war, there was no one left but the twins and Storm to figure out how to lead the rest of the world. The humans are angry, rightly so, and the gods are scared of the power we hold within us. They are scared of higher gods, period.

      For the interest of the world, we made a community where the actions of gods and goddesses, no matter their power or place in the world, can be judged. It seemed only fair this was a voting system, and we did a worldwide vote for the thirty seats of the community judges. Surprisingly, all my guys and I were chosen. Along with Pey and Mads. The rest of the judges were strangers to me but, turns out, very good people under all the power. One of the first things we judged on, before getting to the crimes committed during the time we had no leaders, was the state of the gods’ correction facility and how no one there needed to be held captive.

      “I’m sure our new legal system will work wonders. Don’t worry,” Seth whispers to me, almost like he can read my thoughts. Our new legal system means to be found guilty and charged, there must be a majority vote. Then they will be shown to the creature in this prison, and if they survive, we will find out how right or wrong we were.

      My thoughts come to a halt as I see a familiar face walking out of the dust and into the light. Coxen doesn’t look at me or the guys, neither do any of the other former prisoners. They just look up at the sky, the beautiful sky above them. The way the wind blows through the trees.

      How the world looks when you’re finally free.

      No one says a word, letting them enjoy the sound of nature. The sound of peace. A little girl and boy, only about three or four, run out into the trees and start spinning around. They giggle and laugh, the noise filling the silence, even as more children sneak out from behind the adults and join them.

      “Hello, everyone,” Storm states, stepping forward. “I promised I would release you one day, and you made me your leader in return. Today is the day you are free, and it could not have happened without the three people at my side.”

      I grin up at him before stepping forward. “For those who don’t know me, I’m Karma Kismet, and welcome to the new start of your life. For all of you who have no one to go to, or are scared, or just lost in this massive world, I hope you will join us in a new community we have set up for you.”

      “There you will find people to show you what the modern world consists of. They will help you get on your feet, and if you wish to stay, you will be more than welcome,” Seth says.

      Finally, Killian speaks last, finishing off our rehearsed speech. “Most of all, we are one of the new thirty leaders of the gods, and we fight for you. For each of you. My brother and I have made many mistakes, and there have been so many errors in the way gods are judged. The world we are building makes sure that never happens. If you want to leave and figure it out on your own, no one will stop you. If you wish to trust us, which we hope you will, please come through the portal.”

      I look back as Kit places his hand in the air and creates a huge tall portal that stretches past four trees. When no one moves, I feel a little nervous. Coxen walks right up to Storm and they hug, patting each other’s back before he comes to me. I open my arms and hug him tightly, missing my friend.

      “Jade would be proud of you,” Coxen whispers to me. I nod, trying not to cry as he lets me go. Coxen smiles wider than I have ever seen before, walking around us and to the portal. He gives Kit a nervous look, and I don’t blame him as my fully grown goblin friend freaks most people out, before walking through the portal. On the other side, Mads and Pey are ready, waiting with a big team at the old higher gods’ island, which is now reformed into an island for gods to find sanctuary and a community like no other.

      Coxen is only the first of many who walk through the portal. Hundreds walk through, nodding at us as they go, and only one stops near us. Storm’s ex, Vivian, smiles at us and nods once at me in some kind of respect we never really had before. I take Storm’s hand in mine, and her eyes trace the movement. Hurt reflects in them, but she needs to know. Storm is off-limits, and whatever they had once, it’s gone. Storm looks down at me, smiling with knowing eyes, and when I look back, Vivian is gone. I have a feeling it’s the last time I will see the goddess.

      “We have a surprise for you,” Seth says, turning me away from the people, and Storm holds his hand up in the air. Oh god, not tornado travel.

      “Can we please travel any other way—” I end my complaint with a scream as wind whips around us and my feet leave the ground. Even though we have done this a million times, and it is much better than draining Seth’s or Killian’s magic by portalling, it still sucks. I gasp as we land once more, and the tornado disappears into the sky. I glare at my guys as I place my hands on my hips and pause, looking around the long driveway I recognise. This old house is near my mum and dad’s, deserted and kids used to joke there were ghosts here. I turn around and look up at the old Victorian building with ivy growing up the front. The once broken windows and doors have been replaced and are all shiny. There is a new roof and planted flowers outside in pots.

      “We wanted a home for us. Somewhere special but near your family,” Storm starts off, taking my hand in his.

      “So I asked your mum if she had any suggestions. I was surprised when she told me there was a perfect house nearby,” Killian fills in, and Seth steps in front of me.

      “This was your mother’s family home. It’s your choice, as it does hold bad memories as well as good ones. We all thought we could make so many better memories in this house, if you want, that is.”

      “Now I’m worried we messed up,” Storm mutters to Seth and Killian as I stare speechless at the house.

      “No,” I whisper, using my other hand to wipe my tears away. “I never knew where my mum grew up; she couldn’t tell me. But I longed to see it. Especially when I found out the truth. I want this to be my home. Our home.”

      “Good, because we want that for you. For us,” Storm says. “And we want to show you the world. I haven’t seen it in a long time, what do you think?”

      “Travelling with three sexy gods I’m deeply in love with? Yes, sign me up!” I say, jumping on the spot. They all laugh, and I join them.

      “Do you want to unlock the front door to our home?” Seth asks, holding up a shiny front door key. I grab the key and run around him to the front door. I smile as I rest my hand on the old wood door when I notice a name written on my palm in gold for good luck. I can’t help but smile, knowing this is a gift from the gods, and in some way, I hope it was sent by my mother. The name is not someone I always believed deserved good karma, and sure as hell did she have a long way to go to prove herself. But now, I’m certain. This girl deserves it, and it comes in the shape of three gods and a goblin.

      The name is...Karma Kismet.
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      “I’m pregnant,” I say to myself in the mirror. It should have been obvious after throwing up all morning but until that blue cross appeared on the stick, I couldn’t believe it. “I’m fecking pregnant.”

      My hands go to my stomach and I smile for a second. This baby might not have been planned but he or she is ever so wanted. Storm has been dropping baby hints for a few months, or mentioning how he wants a big family. Coming from a big family myself, I’ve always wanted the same. Killian and Seth might be more shocked…but they are amazing with Mads children and Ruby.

      Now how do I tell them? Part of me wants to just run down the stairs, find my phone and ask them to get back here asap but I know I can’t. There is a meeting with some new half born gods that have appeared and caused a little bit of chaos over in New York.

      I can tell my men tomorrow. But my bestie? No, I have to tell her now. I head out of the bathroom and down the stairs, and make myself a portal with one of my new charms. I step out into my mums house, remembering that Mum is helping Mads train with some of her powers on Sundays. Mads and Mum pause in the middle of the room as my portal disappears behind me.

      “Unexpected pleasure, sweetheart,” Mum says, rushing to me and giving me a hug. She pauses when she looks into my eyes and frowns. “What’s wrong?’

      “Nothing is wrong,” I quickly say and Mads narrows her eyes on me.

      “That’s your weird face. The face you do when something is wrong,” Mads points out.

      I sigh. “I’m pregnant.”

      They both go silent and look to each other, right before they break out in squeals and pull me into a tight hug. I laugh at their joy.

      “This is best news,” mum says.

      “I’m going to be an auntie!” Mads says excitedly. “How did the guys take the news?”

      “I haven’t told them yet. I don’t want to interrupt today and I’m going to surprise them tonight,” I say, moving back. “Do…you think I’m going to be a good mum?”

      “Oh honey,” Mum says, placing her hands on my shoulders. “You’re already a good mum because I can see you love your baby already. You only need love, nothing else to raise a child. Love will help you do anything you need.”

      “And you guys will help, right?” I ask.

      “Always,” Mads tells me, resting her head on my shoulder. We fit into a group hug that only gets interrupted when a goat pushes through us and sniffs my stomach.

      “Power,” he says before trotting off.

      “Wait, what do you mean?” I ask, chasing after the goat through the living room. The fucker doesn’t stop until he is in his hut, eating his hay with his ass stuck in the air.

      “Your baby is powerful,” he finally tells me.

      I rest my hands on my stomach and look up at the bright skies above. I would expect nothing else from a child of a karma goddess.

      We are powerful and lucky, after all.
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      “Ruby! Come on! We are going to be late!” I shout up the stairs. As I attempt to lean down and pick up a bag off the stairs, large hands pick me up and gently place me down.

      “My heavily pregnant woman should not be carrying bags,” Storm grumbles, and I scrunch my face up. He laughs, kissing my forehead before picking up the bag and heading outside to the open portal.

      “Sorry, sorry. I was on the phone to Myles,” Ruby says, rushing down the stairs in a hurry, her long red hair bouncing around her shoulders in curls that match her cute red dress I bought her last year but have never seen her wear before. “Where are the guys?”

      “Killian and Seth left ten minutes ago, and Storm just went. We are late,” I tell her, hooking her arm through mine. “And I don’t think I’m going to mention to them you were chatting with your boyfriend and that’s the reason why we are late.”

      “I also FaceTimed mum,” she steers away from the topic of Myles, and I don’t feckin’ blame her. The poor boy nearly died from sheer fear when Storm met him and suggested they hang out and throw axes together. It only got worse when Killian and Seth brought drinks to their boys night. Drunk gods and axe throwing are not a good combo. “She is sorry she couldn’t be here tonight, but the store is so busy.”

      “I get it,” I tell her. Emerald runs a very successful chain of magical stores that sell all kinds of things, and it keeps her really busy. Ruby spends most Christmases with us now and with her mum on the days after, when the stores are closed. We both step through the portal outside our house and into the garden where Kit is staring down Michael. The two of them enjoy their staring contests, and I’m not judging whatever weird shit they are into with each other.

      “Auntie Karma! Auntie Ruby!” my oldest nephew shouts from the back door. I look up at Hugo, his red curly hair falling onto his forehead, and it’s the same colour as his dad’s, Peyton. His eyes are all Mads though, bright and very blue. My other nephew, a year younger than his brother, Tierney, runs to his side. His hair is much shorter and very blond, the colour Mads’s hair used to be before she was changed into a god. Tierney waves at me. His eyes are the same green as mine, and he is secretly my favourite because of that little fact.

      But I love Hugo too, for so many other reasons.

      Ruby rushes across the garden, and I stroke Michael on his head as I pass him by and walk through the backdoor. I follow the sound of chatter and laughter into the kitchen where mum, Ruby and Vivian are gushing around the tiny baby in Mads’s arms.

      “How is my beautiful niece, miss Henrietta?” I ask as I walk into the room. Mads turns to me, grinning as I step closer and lean over her shoulder to see my four-week-old niece.

      “Perfect. Just perfect,” Mads sighs. “Wanna hold her for me? I’m dying for the loo.”

      “Yes!” I say, holding out my hands and wiggling my fingers. Mads hands me her tiny baby, and I cuddle her to my chest.

      “It won’t be long now,” mum says, placing her hand on my big bump. “Are you still not going to tell me if my grandbaby is a girl or a boy?”

      “I’m excited to know as well!” Vivian says, smiling at me. I smile back, our uneasy friendship something I had to get used to since she and Damien started dating three years ago. They met randomly and hit it off. I can’t say I was impressed to meet her and find out the girl my brother was obsessed with was my guy’s ex-girlfriend. But not once has she looked at Storm as more than a friend, and it’s always been clear she is deeply in love with Damien. The one-year-old little girl they have is a good reminder as well.

      “I should check on Éile,” Vivian says, walking around me. “I’m sure she is waking up from her nap soon.” She rests her hand on my shoulder as she passes me, and oddly Vivian might be someone I could call a good friend.

      Funny how the world works sometimes.

      “I’m going to join the guys!” Ruby says, kissing mum on the cheek, and she shoos her away.

      “Let’s go and sit in the garden. It’s a lovely day, even for December,” mum suggests, pulling the door open to the hallway. I follow her past the living room, peeping in to see dad, Storm, Killian, Seth, Pey and Damien all crammed in the room, laughing at something Dominic is saying. Dominic moved into my parents’ seven months after the war when we finally found him. Since then, he hasn’t really left, and I know my mum and dad are in no rush to send their adopted son out into the world. I’m sure he will go when he is ready, but with immortality to face like us all, there isn’t a rush. Mum holds the garden door open for me, and I walk out, careful to balance the sleepy baby in my arms as I walk down the steps. My baby kicks inside me as I sit down on the cold bench and breathe in the slightly cold air.

      “I miss snow,” mum tells me as she sits at my side, wrapping her arm around my back.

      “Don’t tell Storm that. The last time I did was the great snowstorm in France six years back. It had never snowed in that little village before,” I remind her, and she laughs.

      “I’m so happy you went travelling after the war and saw the world. It’s important to find yourself out there before settling down,” she softly tells me. “I know your mother, Maria, dreamed of travelling.”

      I still love that mum talks so openly about my mother and my aunts now. And my grandparents. All the stories over the years make me feel like I know them both so well.

      “I have something to tell you,” I say. “I was planning to tell you as a Christmas present tonight, but it can be a little early.”

      “What is it dear?”

      I look down, smiling at the little sleeping baby. “We found out our baby is a girl, and we have decided we are going to call her Maria Blaine Kismet. And the guys are changing their last names to Kismet. We all need a little luck in our lives, and our daughter is our gift.”

      Mum’s eyes fill with tears. “I think our family was so lucky when it gained you. Thank you.”

      “No, thank you for taking me in. For loving me so ferociously and teaching me how to love like that,” I tell her, taking her hand on her lap. “Thank you for everything.”

      She actually cries this time, and thanks to hormones—yup, I’m blaming them—I burst into tears too. Mads walks out to see us both crying and stands speechless.

      “Is everything all right?” she asks us. I chuckle and hand her back her baby before kissing her cheek.

      “Yes,” I tell her, looking back at my mum. “Everything is just how it’s meant to be.”

      Thanks to a little karma.
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            Note From The Author.

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Hello my lovely readers. I hope you love Karma’s story and don’t worry, book two and three are out super soon.

        A big thank you to my family who have always been there for me and everyone that supported me with this book. Even if it was simply liking my teasers/covers or popping me a message to say how much you loved the books so far. Every message, post, and review gives me so much happiness.

        A special thank you my editor, Helayna, and Mads, my personal assistant! They are my life savers and I couldn’t do this without them.

        A big thank you to Bailey’s Pack and all its wonderful members. Your love for my books gives me life.

        If you have the time, a small review would be very much appreciated. I read every one, and always have done.

        Happy Future Reading!!  Love G. xoxo
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        G. Bailey is a USA Today and international bestselling author of books that are filled with everything from dragons to pirates. Plus, fantasy worlds and breath-taking adventures.

        G. Bailey is from the very rainy U.K. where she lives with her husband, two children, three cheeky dogs and one cat who rules them all.

        A few random facts about her...

        She loves tea. (She may be a little obsessed but what Brit isn't?)

        Chocolate and Harry Potter marathons are her jam.

        She owns way too many notebooks and random pens.

      

        

      
        Please feel free say hello on here or head over to Facebook to join G. Bailey's group, Bailey's Pack!

        (Where you can find exclusive teasers, random giveaways and sneak peeks of new books on the way!)

        Find more books by G. Bailey on Amazon…

        Link here.
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        Thief. Runaway. Assassin. What happens when your rumoured name destroys your life? When the very runes engraved on your skin since birth, are a death sentence?

      

        

      
        Evie doesn't remember a life before she was on the streets, a life before thieving to live and killing to stay alive.

        When a royal family she didn't know anything about goes missing, Evie finds herself thrown into the royal court of the protectors, and they demand her help.

        Help in exchange for a chance at freedom and the name that's haunted her, forgotten. A name she can’t even read, a name she doesn’t understand.

        But when three Royal protectors are tasked with helping her get into hell, her demon ex who is literally from hell, stalking her . . . will Evie ever be free?

      

        

      
        This collection includes-

        Runes of Truth

        Runes of Morality

        Runes of Black Magic

        Runes of Royalty

        Exclusive bonus novella- Death Marked Witch.
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            Bonus Read

          

          Evie

        

      

    

    
      “Are you sure you want to do this?” I ask, trying not to yawn from boredom as I hold my sword at my side, resting on it while I stare at the Protector. He isn’t the typical type that comes after me, that’s for sure. Usually Protectors are all posh assholes in shiny suits, but this guy looks like a fake-leather store threw up on him.

      “You must die, and I will be the one that finally–” his boring, predictable speech is interrupted when my phone starts ringing. I sigh in relief, not wanting to hear that same old speech again. I pull out my phone and see Hali’s name flashing. I answer and place it on loudspeaker, resting it on the dumpster near me.

      “Yeah?” I answer, looking back at the Protector as he runs towards me, his sword raised.

      “Evie, when are you coming home? I’m starving, and you promised me Chinese tonight. The good stuff from Chingwa, not from the crappy one you like,” she says as I hit my sword against the Protector’s, and swipe my leg under his, knocking him over. I kick his sword away from him, wondering why they even bothered sending this man after me. He is a worthless fighter.

      “Yep, I won’t be long, and I’ll get that damn Chinese for you. Anything else?” I ask as the Protector grabs my leg and calls on his fire rune, trying to burn me. I laugh, lean down, and remove his hand from my leg. I jump on him and place my sword under his neck.

      “Evie . . . what are you doing right now?” Hali asks, suspiciously.

      “Err, nothing,” I reply, kneeing the Protector between his legs when he tries to knock me off him. He whines before coughing out in pain.

      “I don’t believe that, but I want my Chinese, so I’m going to stay quiet. Later,” Hali laughs, and then the sound of beeping lets me know she put the phone down. Good, no fifteen-year-old should have to hear this.

      “I might let you go, but only if you tell me who sent you,” I say, already knowing his answer before he opens his mouth. They always say the same thing.

      “Never. I would never betray my people. Protectors never betray their blood, and we always protect,” he spits out.

      “I’m your people, you idiot,” I try to reason with him, giving him one more chance.

      “You are not,” arrogantly declares, his voice rife with condescension.

      “I’m a Protector. I really don’t want to do this, but you won’t give up, will you?” I sigh deeply and then lift my sword, shoving it through his heart before he can reply. His mouth widens in shock as I pull my sword out and stand up.

      “Death will find you. We will never stop hunting you,” he breathes out, just before his soul light leaves his body, floating up into the sky. I remember the first time I had to kill a Protector, and I saw the light of his soul leave his body. It scared me, but then I saw it for what it truly is: beautiful. Beautiful that even an evil Protector has light in his soul. That no matter how many of my own people I am forced to kill to survive, there might be a little bit of light remaining in my own soul. At least I can hope there is.

      “If only things could be different,” I say, disappointed in yet another one of my kind. Pulling the pen and little notebook from my pocket that I carry everywhere with me now, I flip it open and rip out a page. I quickly jot down the same thing I do every time I am forced to kill those that come after me . . . my rune name. It is the very reason I am hunted, the thing that many people now fear, and yet, I have no idea what it actually says. I leave the note on his stomach and pick my phone up before walking out of the alleyway, down the empty street.

      “Crappy Chinese, here I come,” I mutter, wishing Hali didn’t love that place. They don’t do the bacon fried rice that I love, or anything with bacon in it. The place sucks. I keep my eyes down as I walk down the empty streets of the small Scottish town where I live. The people here don’t come out after dark, too scared of the possibility that demons are around. Little do they know that demons wouldn’t be interested in a small town like this. It’s why I chose to live here. The flashing lights of the Chinese place come into view, and I walk across the road, pulling the door open and hearing the ringing of the little bell. The middle-aged Chinese woman looks up, rolls her eyes at me, and looks back down.

      “Hello to you, too,” I mutter, but the woman doesn’t reply to me. I grab a Chinese menu off the side, flipping through it before looking back at the woman.

      “I’m ready to order,” I say, trying to get her attention.

      “Your child called and placed your order already, Evie.”

      “She isn’t my child, more like a pain in my ass. I’ll just wait then,” I grumble, putting the menu back in its place.

      “A young girl like you shouldn’t be out on the streets at night,” the woman says, stopping me from walking away.

      “Thank you for your concern, but I’m not afraid of demons.”

      “No, your kind is never afraid of what they hunt,” she chuckles, as the bell rings behind her. She walks over to get my bag of food before I can reply to her. Not many beings can sense what I am, and I’m quite surprised a human has the ability. She hands the bag over the counter to me.

      “How did you know?” I ask.

      “My family have always been able to sense things. You should be careful at night, Miss Evie. Demons are not what you should fear.” With those cryptic words, she walks away, leaving me standing in the shop alone and wondering if she is mad, or possibly, telling me the truth.

      

      Read more by clicking here.
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